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         All the characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the Author, and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the Author, and all the incidents are pure invention.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         NOEL re-read the advertisement that had just caught her eye in The Times. It was in the personal column, and to a job-seeker like herself it had possibilities. One might almost say it had distinct possibilities.

         
            wanted
      : Young woman to take charge of girl sixteen. Must be well educated and have pleasant appearance. Willingness to live abroad essential. Telephone for appointment to be interviewed.
   

         

         There followed a telephone number, and Noel decided to ring it without further delay. After all, if the job was as attractive as it sounded, there would be a large number of applicants, since London seemed to be literally teeming with well-educated young women who wouldn’t hesitate to describe their appearances as pleasant, all in search of employment. And if one wished to get to the finishing-point ahead of them one had to be promptly off the mark at the starting-post.

         A voice answered—a remote, businesslike voice that might have been the voice of an experienced secretary—and Noel stated her own business in what she hoped was as concise a manner as possible. The voice informed her that she was by no means the first to telephone, but that Mr. de Freer would see her at four o’clock that afternoon. She was to proceed to the Savoy Hotel and ask for Mr. Gerard de Freer, and unless circumstances over which he had no control prevented him doing so Mr. de Freer would interview her immediately.

         Unless—and this was another ‘unless’—one of the earlier applicants had proved satisfactory.

         Noel determined to keep her fingers crossed right up until the moment when she was shown into Mr. de Freer’s presence in order to prevent this catastrophe happening to her.

         She spent the better part of the morning washing her hair and looking through her clothes for something suitable to wear. Fortunately for her she had quite an extensive wardrobe, for until her uncle died six months ago she had been living in very comfortable circumstances, and leading quite a social life. Her uncle was Captain Neville Patterson, of Her Majesty’s cruiser Corunna, stationed off Hong Kong, and for two years she had acted hostess at the parties he gave when he was ashore. The rest of the time she had lived under the protection of an amiable widow who had since given up her flat and gone to live in the Channel Islands, and that was one reason why Noel was now living on her own. The other was that she simply couldn’t afford to keep up with Mrs. Ratcliffe-Holmes’s standard of living.

         In fact, she had to have a job.

         And that job she intended to get as quickly as possible now that she was once more back in her native land.

         Her hair was a pale gold that looked like floss-silk when it was newly washed, and since it was extremely adaptable she wore it rather long and swinging on her shoulders. When she wished to appear sophisticated she swept it to the top of her head, or wore it in a chignon low on her neck. For her interview she decided to keep the swinging style. Her eyes were her most striking feature, and they could not have been more blue if they had been actually composed of clear blue water. She darkened her eyelashes very slightly—not enough to disguise the powdery-gold look at the tips—and sometimes she used eye-shadow. But for her interview eye-shadow was out.

         It was March, and she decided that something springlike would be most becoming. A soft grey woollen suit, a misty blue hand-knitted mohair jumper, neat black court shoes with reasonable heels, a black handbag and black suede gloves, and no hat. As she ran down the stairs from her tiny apartment on the third floor her hair bobbed wildly on her slim shoulders, and when she emerged into the sunlight and started looking eagerly for a taxi there was a glow in her cheeks like the glow on the smooth sides of a peach, and the honey-gold tan that she had acquired in Hong Kong melted into the honey-gold of her hairline.

         A taxi swung into the kerb almost immediately, and the driver did not seem at all surprised when she said “Savoy Hotel.” Actually, he thought he was in luck, for she looked the type who would tip well, and she was shatteringly pretty into the bargain.

         You could always tell them, he thought … these girls with good backgrounds. They had a sort of ‘air,’ and they were sublimely confident, even when circumstances looked like going against them. Nowadays, too, so many of them worked at ordinary jobs, and at night they stepped back into their role of ‘delightful deb.’

         As he turned his cab in the direction of the West End the driver smiled placidly to himself, thinking of his fare sharing a tea-table with a good-looking young man who would appreciate the way she looked … and, in particular, the way she smiled, as if larkspur blue seas were not far away, and sunshine was gilding the beaches. A kind of perpetual sunshine.

         For, of course, she was meeting a young man for tea … although possibly it was a maiden aunt. But he hoped it was a young man.

         By the time they entered the forecourt of the Savoy, Noel was feeling infinitely less confident. In fact, her confidence appeared to be ebbing away altogether … when she mentioned Mr. Gerard de Freer’s name there was no doubt about it—it acted like a sort of magic. She was escorted up in the lift by a youth in buttons who declined to let her out of his sight until he saw her actually standing on the carpet outside Mr. de Freer’s suite, and even after the door had opened and Noel had been received inside he continued to watch as if by some lucky chance she might emerge almost immediately and he could conduct her downstairs again.

         But there was no danger of that happening, so far as Noel herself could gather when she entered the room that seemed to be a sort of ante-room for the main sitting-room of the suite. It was empty except for a stolid-looking woman of uncertain age who was plainly waiting for something to happen to her; and when the inner door opened and a trim secretary-ish person emerged escorting an awed-looking girl whom Noel decided was at least two years younger than herself that something happened without delay.

         The woman was whipped into the room, the door was tightly shut, the thickness of the carpet that flowed in all directions cutting off all sound, and after about five minutes the secretary-ish person escorted her out, too. Only this hardened campaigner was plainly not as awed as the girl who had gone before her, and she wanted to know when she might expect to hear from Mr. de Freer, and if there was very much likelihood that she would be engaged.

         While Noel sat gripping her handbag and wildly willing the secretary to look dubious, and say something that was just as dubious, the conversation proceeded.

         “I’m afraid I can’t tell you exactly when you will hear from Mr. de Freer. But you will hear, and it will almost certainly be within a few days.”

         The woman looked mutinous.

         “But I’m applying for other jobs, you know. Does Mr. de Freer realise that I may not be free?”

         The secretary—who was dark and neat, and discreet but unhelpful—shrugged her shoulders slightly.

         “I’m afraid there has been a large response to the advertisement,” she disclosed, “and Mr. de Freer is an exceptionally busy man. I’m afraid you will have to wait.”

         The woman departed, looking as if she would have protested if she dared … and didn’t want the job very badly.

         The secretary turned to Noel. The latter found herself on the receiving end of an exceptionally pleasant smile, and she also thought there was a faint look of surprise in the other’s eyes.

         “Will you come this way, Miss Patterson? It is Miss Patterson, isn’t it?”

         Noel admitted as much. Now that the moment had actually arrived she felt a trifle sick, for she had never done this sort of thing before. And the suite was so sumptuous, and the other two applicants had both looked so acutely disappointed, as if they knew they had been more or less turned down out of hand.

         The secretary led the way, and the door of the inner room was pushed open. Noel was never afterwards quite certain what she had expected, but it was something rather more businesslike than that which actually met her eyes.

         The inner room had the same thick pile carpet, the same atmosphere of belonging slightly to a Victorian past, although the furnishings were completely up to date. There were several deep armchairs and a settee, an elegant writing-desk and an occasional table on which a tray of tea was set down. A man, tall and beautifully tailored, barbered and generally well turned out, was bending thoughtfully and pouring himself a cup of China tea when Noel entered. Behind him was the fireplace, with an electric fire simulating logs on the hearth, and a vast quantity of flowers arranged in a sort of sheaf a little to one side of him.

         As it was March, and the flowers were in such generous supply, Noel deduced that they were hothouse. But the man himself did not look hot-house. He was bronzed and fit, with dark hair that curled rather crisply above his temples, and regular features. He had dark eyes with a faintly bored, faintly brooding expression, and a look of impatience round his mouth.

         He was the sort of man one met in winter-sports resorts, poised on ski-slopes, and in the huntingfield … If one led that sort of life. He caused Noel a brief and rather painful pang, because in a way he had a look of her uncle, who had had the cleanness of the quarter-deck clinging about him, and that same bronzed look.

         But Neville Patterson, R.N., would not have been at his ease in surroundings such as this. He would not have picked up tiny sandwiches and examined them, and bit into one he liked the look of while a girl like Noel stood hesitant and uneasy waiting for him to notice her.

         The secretary said quietly:

         “Miss Patterson, Mr. de Freer,” and then closed the door upon them.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         NOEL stood feeling slightly embarrassed because Mr. de Freer did not ask her to be seated … at least, not immediately. He raised his eyes from contemplation of the sandwiches, and she thought that a look of intense surprise shot into his eyes. It was so unmistakable that it increased her embarrassment.

         “Well, well!” he exclaimed, as if he found it difficult to overcome his surprise. “You really are a change after that last batch … Did you see that appalling woman who went out just now? Wanted me to believe she knew everything there is to be known about young people, and tried to convince me besides that I couldn’t do better than engage her on the spot. Primed with references that must have been extorted under pressure, since she’d quite a collection of them … And that young piece who well-nigh collapsed during the process of dragging out a few facts connected with her non-existent experience. I gathered that she liked pop records, and thought it would be nice to live abroad. Nice!” and he snorted disgustedly. “What an ineffectual little horror!”

         He started to pace up and down the room with long, arrogant, impatient strides, and Noel observed from her position near the door:

         “I don’t imagine we are any of us at our best when applying for an advertised vacancy. They were probably nervous.”

         “You think so?” He glanced at her curiously over his shoulder, and then remembered his manners. “Sit down, Miss—er—Patterson, is it—?” He indicated a corner of the settee. “I’ve interviewed so many young women today that I’m beginning to get a little confused. To me they all looked more or less alike— with the exception of the dragon who went out just now—and were all completely hopeless. You look as if you might be slightly more worth-while material, but you’ll have to tell me quite a lot about yourself before I can form an opinion. Quite a lot,” he warned, “if I’m to consider employing you.”

         “Of course,” Noel murmured, and he took up a position on the rug in front of her.

         His eyes were intensely shrewd, and they studied her above the glowing tip of a cigarette. He did not offer her one, although there was a large box containing an assortment of various blends on the table beside the tea-tray, and she hardly knew whether to attribute this oversight to his impatience to get on with the job of interviewing her, or a natural disinclination on his part to put anyone in her position at their ease.

         He looked as if he might have somewhat inflated views on the gulf that yawned between a prospective employer and a prospective employee.

         “Some of them rather searching questions, I’m afraid.” He flicked ash from his cigarette into an ashtray, and then brushed away a speck that had alighted on his immaculate sleeve. “You don’t object?”

         “Not at all.”

         “Good.” But she gathered that for an instant he had to draw upon reserves of strength to enable him to face up to this additional ordeal … when he would almost certainly have preferred to consume his sandwiches. “First of all, however, I’d better put you into the picture, hadn’t I? Let you know why I inserted that advertisement in The Times.”

         He started to pace up and down again, as if he was by nature restless.

         “I have a ward who was sixteen last birthday. As a matter of fact she’ll be seventeen any day now … To me she seems almost completely grown-up.” He glanced round at Noel with a faintly wry look on his face. “It was all right when she was away at school, and I saw little of her. But now that she’s left school the problems begin to mount. If she had a mother she’d probably be taken in hand and groomed for marriage … that sort of thing.”

         “Are young women groomed for marriage nowadays?” Noel enquired in mild surprise, venturing to interrupt him.

         His expression actually seemed to her to freeze. There was a distinct note of hauteur in his voice as he replied.

         “So far as I understand the natural processes of a young woman’s development, yes. First school—carefully selected, as Clia’s was—then a short interval to outgrow the coltishness, and then the grooming process. After all, it’s logical … normal. My grandmother, the Countess Rosental, would do the necessary and introduce her in all the right quarters if she were a little younger, but she’s badly crippled by rheumatism in addition to being distinctly elderly, and she doesn’t feel like it. So Clia remains my responsibility. And, as I’ve already observed, she’s no light responsibility!”

         Noel looked, and felt, perplexed by the odd, meaningful note in his voice. He lighted another cigarette hurriedly, apparently found it distasteful and ground it out in the ash-tray. He looked at Noel rather hard.

         “You could send her to a finishing-school,” she suggested. “I believe they take them up to the age of twenty-two.”

         The response to this surprised her. He threw back his shapely head and laughed.

         “She’s already had a year at one finishing-school. The headmistress at her former school thought she was getting a little advanced for their curriculum, and suggested tactfully that I remove her and give her a year on the Continent. I did that, and the result was really quite alarming. Clia learned all the tricks in no time, and after six months she attempted to elope with the brother of one of her school pals whom she met at a wedding. Fortunately she was brought back after a couple of hours, and the headmistress consented to allow her to stay on, the proviso being that she behaved herself, which she did. But now that she has finally returned home she has other plans, and unfortunately they centre around me. She thinks that all dutiful wards should express their appreciation to their guardians by marrying them, and it’s her firm intention to marry me … if she can!”

         Noel was afraid she gaped at him. She was twentytwo herself, and she had met quite a large number of men … even had a couple of proposals herself. But she had never met a man who could announce so blandly, and without even the slightest degree of embarrassment, or masculine disinclination for making such an admission, that he was in danger of being married.

         She knew that she stared at him as she might have been tempted to stare at a strange animal in the Zoo.

         He was somewhere in his early thirties, extremely attractive if you like polished, sophisticated, worldly wise men with close-cropped black hair that yet managed to curl, and eyes like muddy water in the bottom of a pool set between very faintly elongated and thickly lashed eyelids, and a mouth as cool and remote as a slice of cucumber. Many women— possibly quite a number of the girls he had interviewed that day—must have thought him shattereringly attractive, and almost certainly many more would in the future. But to Noel he had an alien quality about him. She was fairly certain he was not entirely English, and he was vain. Carelessly, casually —even rather attractively—vain.

         He was amused because his ward had fallen in love with him, but beyond being amused he was not going to be incommoded in any way. Anything in the nature of a clinging vine was quite obviously utterly abhorrent to him … And the precocious Clia had to be dealt with, summarily if necessary.

         Noel felt a quick uprush of contempt and indignation. It might well be that his affections were already fixed, and he was planning to marry someone else—after all, a man of his age would surely be planning to marry reasonably soon?—but that didn’t excuse him in her eyes. All her sympathies were with Clia, not yet seventeen, and surely to be excused if she possessed a wayward heart.

         First a school friend’s brother, and now a dangerous sophisticate … Of course she would get over it, but there might be some painful moments for her before she did so.

         “I do realise you have rather a problem, Mr. de Freer,” she heard herself say in a remote voice, as she folded her hands in her lap.

         He looked down at her with a glimmering of surprise in his unusual eyes.

         “At least you don’t appear to think it amusing,” he remarked. “Some of the others did.”

         “I don’t think there’s anything amusing about it,” Noel said stiffly. Listening to herself once more she was afraid she sounded very stiff, and she was not entirely surprised when he first frowned, and then developed something like a twinkle in his eyes.

         “I think you’re a little horrified. Do I strike you as old as all that?”

         “Of course not, Mr. de Freer.”

         “How old are you?” he asked suddenly.

         “Twenty-two.”

         “Hm,” he said. He surveyed her quite openly, almost literally feature by feature. “You’re a very attractive young woman, Miss Patterson, almost as attractive as my ward. Where are your parents?”

         “I haven’t any,” she admitted.

         “Guardian?”

         “Until six months ago my uncle, Captain Neville Patterson, was my guardian. He was in command of the Corunna, stationed off Hong Kong. I joined him when I left school.”

         “I see,” he said. He referred to her letter which was lying on the desk. “Yes; I see you say something about living in Hong Kong. But I gather your uncle is now dead, and that’s why you need a job.”

         He started to pace up and down again, swiftly.

         “You might suit. You’ve the right background, and Clia would probably get on with you. There isn’t all that amount of difference in your ages …” He swung round to her again. “Do you speak German?”

         “A little,” she answered. But she was dubious about making the admission. “Only a very little,” she amended.

         “It doesn’t matter.” It sounded as if he was communing with himself. “The servants all speak a smattering of English, and Harriet could cope if any difficulties arose. Harriet, in any case, would be in charge …” His eyes narrowed as he once more studied Noel deliberately. “I’d pay you a first-class salary—and I mean first-class!—and, naturally, your expenses on the journey, if you could leave at once. That is to say tomorrow or the next day. Could you?” he demanded.

         “Leave for where?” she asked, since he had omitted to put her completely in the picture.

         He frowned impatiently. He was a very impatient man, she was beginning to realise that, and the least little thing placed that cleft between his brows.

         “For Castle Thunderbird, of course. It’s in upper Austria, beside a lake that is reputed to remain at the same temperature whatever the weather, though I must admit I’ve never dived into it in the winter.” This time he selected an Egyptian cigarette and lit it. “Castle Thunderbird—Donnersvogel to the locals— which became my property when a relative of mine died recently. I’ve packed Clia off to it with my housekeeper, Harriet Raynes, and I’ve promised to find someone to remove the burden from Harriet’s shoulders as quickly as possible, otherwise the final disaster will occur and she’ll leave me.”

         “She must be a very good housekeeper,” Noel observed, “if the thought of losing her is so upsetting.”

         “She is.” For an instant he smiled—and it was the smile of a connoisseur inviting appreciation of one of his treasures. It was an extraordinarily complacent smile, too. “Harriet is a … remarkable woman! I’ve never known anyone quite like her.”

         He turned away, and once again he examined the plateful of sandwiches, only by this time they were curling up at the edges and looking uninviting. He pressed the bell. Noel accepted it that she was expected to make a move.

         “I really think I’d like time to think this matter over,” she remarked tentatively, and he frowned quite forbiddingly.

         “Why? You want the job, don’t you? Or you did want the job when you came here! From your point of view it’s a sinecure … nothing to do but companion my ward, and keep her out of mischief. You’ll have plenty of free time, and if you don’t know Austria I can promise you you’ll like it. Spring is coming, and an “Austrian spring is quite something. We have plenty of friends in the neighbourhood, and you won’t be dull. You might even make trips to Vienna to get your hair done and visit the opera. Clia is quite keen on opera.”

         “It sounds a very attractive position,” Noel admitted.

         “It is.” His dark eyes met hers almost challengeingly. Why, they asked her, don’t you just jump at it? since apparently you need the money as well as the job. Not that she looked as if she needed the money … that much even he would have to admit.

         There was a certain puzzlement in his eyes as they swept over her.

         “Were you hoping to get back to Hong Kong, or somewhere like that? Have you, perhaps, friends in Hong Kong, a particular friend?”

         “Oh, no! … Nothing like that.” She felt herself flushing swiftly. “It’s just that … I dislike to be rushed.”

         He glanced very pointedly at the watch on his wrist. “There are still two or three more applicants for me to see,” he informed her, in a much colder voice. “I can communicate with you in a day or so, if you would prefer it. But you mustn’t mind if I decide on one of the others. In that case my secretary will let you know that the position has been filled.”

         Noel knew that he was quite likely—in fact very likely—to decide on someone else if she insisted on time to think the matter over, and her curious disinclination to jump at the job that really sounded exceptionally attractive vanished as she made up her mind. She said a little breathlessly, as if his threat had affected her like running up several flights of stairs and then running quickly down them:

         “I’ll take the job! If you’re really offering it to me, Mr. de Freer, and you think I’ll be satisfactory. I can’t offer you very much in the way of references—” He waved a dismissing hand.

         “I can dispense with them. And I think you’re wise …” Something autocratic and displeased in the dark eyes vanished, and he even condescended to reward her with a glimpse of his hard white teeth. “Have you a passport? That is to say, a valid passport?”

         “Yes.”

         “Then my secretary will arrange everything for you. Have a word with her on your way out. And in order to allay any feelings of anxiety you might be experiencing she’ll put you in touch with my solicitors, and they’ll be happy to vouch for me. I don’t suppose you want to go off into the blue knowing nothing at all about your employer.”

         A waiter had appeared in response to his ring, and she knew he had nothing further to say to her. He did not offer his hand or say goodbye, and in the ante-room the secretary smiled at her.

         “You’re lucky,” she said. “Mr. de Freer is a firstclass employer. You have nothing to fear on that head.”
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