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            Chapter one
   

         

         Pat
       stood in the corridor while Mrs. Aintree remained closeted with Monsieur Larouche.

         Monsieur Larouche’s office was situated in a part of the hotel that was almost unnaturally quiet at that hour of the day, when most of the visitors were shut away in their rooms preparing for the evening’s entertainment that stretched ahead. And the evening’s entertainment in Oberlaken was bright and scintillating, like the stars that were reflected in the lake when the sun went down, and the lights that flashed from the many luxury hotels.

         The Hotel du Lac was a luxury hotel, overlooking – as its name implied – the serene stretch of water that separated the aloof Swiss mountains guarding that particular green valley, and providing them with a mirror in which to gaze at their eternal snows. In spring a wave of apple blossom and almond blossom peered eagerly to see how entrancingly fair it was. Later a chain of lilac encircled the lake, and then came the towering chestnut flowers, trailing pale candles in the pellucid surface. Just now it was June, and everything was very dusty and a little scorched, and when the sun set it went down in a ball of fire, and the traffic on the lake shore dwindled and only occasional noises penetrated to the depths of the Hotel du Lac, with its thick carpets and its flowers and its spraying fountains in the courtyard where people sipped aperitifs.

         Pat stood in the middle of a long stretch of rich crimson carpet and watched a potted palm wavering in a breeze from an open window. Beside her a gleaming, white-painted door bore the legend Strictly Private, and behind it she knew that Mrs.

         Aintree was chattering away blithely, almost certainly with a cigarette between her lips, and in no awe at all of the tall, dark, elegant man who would probably be regarding her gravely.

         Pat’s hands clutched each other suddenly as she wondered whether Mrs. Aintree’s acquaintance with Monsieur Larouche was of sufficiently long standing to make it possible for her to impress him with the type of reasoning she would be likely to put forth. True, the widow travelled so much, and had stayed here so many times, that she would have no difficulty in putting forward her arguments, and out of gratitude for her persistent patronage, if nothing else, Monsieur Pierre Larouche might listen. He might even consider her proposal.

         The little English girl had saved up for a holiday – ten days were all she could afford – and was actually dreading going home to a dull lawyer’s office, where she was not particularly appreciated, although she could type, and do shorthand very adequately! And, moreover, she had been educated in France and could speak French fluently; she had a working knowledge of German and a smattering of Spanish, and would not be altogether at a loss in a continental atmosphere. And as Monsieur Larouche’s secretary had become the victim of an accident, and he was temporarily without anyone on whom he could depend, and Patricia Connington was more than willing to step into the shoes of the unfortunate young woman who was now in hospital….

         As Pat listened, in her imagination, to the friendly Mrs. Aintree’s voice going on and on, extolling virtues she certainly couldn’t vouch for, she bit her lip with a mixture of anxiety and a kind of nervous dread. She feared that she would be turned down out of hand, and a snub thus administered would make her feel smaller and more insignificant than she had ever felt in her life.

         In any case, it didn’t really matter to Mrs. Aintree whether she won or lost. She was merely doing something – attempting something – for a girl she had taken a fancy to, and only Pat knew how acutely it would matter to her if she was turned down. If she was refused even a trial!… She did so much want to stay on in Oberlaken, for there was something in the mountains that fascinated her, particularly the lovely Jungfrau with its widespread skirts, in the shadow of which the hotel stood. She had little or nothing to return to, and this was the sort of job any young woman might covet. But quite apart from these considerations, the mere thought of working for Monsieur Larouche did something to her inner mechanism that should have disturbed her if she had stopped to think about it.

         He had, of course, never noticed her – she was quite certain of that. Her modest wardrobe that she had collected together for this holiday, and her tucked-away table in the dining-room, would neither of them have singled her out for attention. In fact, the two of them together must have conspired to keep her in a state of obscurity.

         But Monsieur Larouche, whenever he made his appearance in any of the public rooms, never failed to cause many pairs of feminine eyes to swivel instantly in his direction. It was just as if he were a magnet that drew their gaze. Whether he was in white tie and tails, surveying with an alert eye the diners who filled the splendid main restaurant at night, and distributing occasional smiles and bows to the more favoured of his patrons – usually women who looked as if their bank balances, or those of their male escorts, were inexhaustible – or welcoming new arrivals in the flower-banked entrance, there was something so remote and distinctive, arid yet also suave, about him that it was like a charm that couldn’t fail to work immediately.

         Driving his huge, pure white car on the lake shore, crossing the courtyard where the fountains played, emerging from the door of his office – the office of the proprietor of the hotel, not the manager – he was always immaculately dressed, meticulously groomed, and his dark good looks were nothing if not arresting. He had black hair with a slight, intriguing wave that dipped down over one wellmarked eyebrow, and eyes that were positively lustrous. Pat had looked into them once when she left the dining-room, but she knew he hadn’t really seen her. She had found her way into the lift and felt a bemused kind of admiration fill her whole being when she saw how their colour toned down to sherrybrown depths in which little greenish-hazel lights floated and gleamed in the same way that fairylights would gleam in the lake. And his eyelashes were almost feminine, so long, and thick, and black that they were a little unbelievable.

         Pat, who had red-gold hair and blue eyes, and an unusually fair skin, was very conscious of his dark, disturbing masculinity. So much did it affect her that, as she stood there in the corridor waiting to learn what her fate would be and whether or not she would, in a few moments, be actually face to face with him, talking to him for the first time, she knew a sudden, extraordinary instinct to turn and run away before it was too late.

         Too late for what? she asked herself… Too late to tempt providence and change the whole course of her future life? Too late to provide herself with at least a measure of disillusionment in the future. Too late to be hurt, in some way that she could be hurt?…

         And then the door opened – that gleaming white door that she had been watching out of the corner of her eye – and Mrs. Aintree came out, a wave of expensive Paris perfume rushing ahead of her, her laughter a little high, but very well satisfied. She beamed at Pat when she caught sight of her, and then pushed her towards the door.

         “It’s all right, my dear,” she said, in a pleased, penetrating whisper. “He’s willing to see you, and you’ll have to do the rest yourself! It’s up to you now!… I’ve said all the nice things I can think of about you, and tried to convince him that you’re terribly capable! But you’re English, and that hasn’t gone down too well, although of course I’ve emphasized that you’re practically multi-lingual! Now run along in, child,” she urged, her whisper growing hoarser, but even more encouraging, as she gave Pat another little push. And: “Chin up!” she advised.

         Pat, who lacked Mrs. Aintree’s superb self-confidence under any circumstances, and was feeling suddenly rather weak at the knees, nevertheless managed to elevate her chin a little as she moved mechanically towards the door. But although one of her most attractive features, a smoothly rounded and very white little chin, was thus emphasized as having a quality of rather touching youthfulness as well as a flower-like perfection of outline, the faint aggressiveness it lent her was entirely false.

         As she listened to Mrs. Aintree’s footsteps pattering away down the corridor, and then knocked on the door, her heart was knocking so violently that it temporarily interfered with her breathing.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter two
   

         

         The
       man who was seated at a big walnut desk called to her to enter.

         “Entrez!”

         His voice sounded smooth and emotionless.

         Pat’s heart simply raced for a few seconds, and then all at once its wild, beating subsided. She told herself that, at the worst, he could only refuse to employ her, and perhaps after all that was what she really wished him to do. If coming anywhere near him affected her like this, with a kind of panic that could run away with her altogether, then it would perhaps be just as well if there were to be no opportunities in future for her to come anywhere near him.

         But at the moment, having quietly and carefully closed the door behind her, she was standing within a few feet of him, and being a little above medium height for such a slender girl, she looked as slight and graceful as a willow wand. She was wearing a linen dress of pale green with a good many touches of white about it, and having just come in from a walk on the lake shore, she was clutching a big white handbag. Her neck looked slender and creamily pale, her heart-shaped face had a nervous pallor, and although her eyes were deeply, vividly blue, the pupils looked very dark and anxious. Her hair formed an aureole of red-gold curls about her shapely small head.

         Pierre Larouche looked at her for an instant without rising, and then abruptly he stood up.

         “Won’t you sit down, Miss Connington?” He drew forward for her a chair covered in cream-coloured leather, like the other chairs in the room. The carpet was a lovely Aubusson, and the curtains flowing before the windows were of oatmeal-coloured silk, with pelmets above them of wine-dark velvet. There were some wine-dark roses in a bowl on the walnut desk, and there was also an enormous cedarwood cigarette-box, which he handed to her. “You will smoke?” he asked.

         “No, thank you, I don’t,” she answered; and then added hastily, “monsieur.”

         He regarded her gravely, while going through the motions of lighting a cigarette for himself. His fingers were long and supple, she noticed, the nails beautifully cared for, the wrists to which they were attached strong and flexible and as tanned as his strong, dark face. She was no longer terribly confused, because she was trying to convince herself that it didn’t really matter whether she got the job or not, and she was able to observe the squareness of his jaw, and the fact that in repose his face had a curious ascetic sternness that made him appear quite unapproachable. His eyes, extraordinarily beautiful for a man, gleamed at her between his amazing eyelashes.

         “We shall conduct this interview in English, I think,” he said, in such faultless English that she felt alarmed in case her own French and German should strike him as no better than “schoolgirl”. And then she reminded herself that even if they did appear that way to him, the fact couldn’t tear her apart, because she was immune from any acute feelings just then. It just didn’t matter what he thought of her – or so she told herself. “And then perhaps you will cease to be quite so nervous.”

         Instantly she started to stammer:

         “I am not nervous, I—”

         He smiled slightly.

         “I understand you have many excellent qualifications, so there is very little reason why you should be nervous.” The dryness of his tone discounted those many excellent qualifications, and at the same time had the effect of tearing away all her hard-won composure, and made her absolutely certain that he was trying to conceal impatience because she was wasting his time. He had been persuaded to see her (obviously very much against his will!) to oblige a frequent visitor to the hotel, but that was as far as he was prepared to go. “Unless,” the brittleness of his smile confirming overwhelmingly all these sudden conclusions, “Mrs. Aintree has been a little misled, and your attainments are not such as would induce me to employ you even for a short time. And you do realize that, whatever the result of your coming here to see me this evening, any employment I can offer you will be only for a very short time?”

         Pat stared at him, wondering whether it was because his features were so chiselled that they also seemed to be a little inhuman, and inside her humiliation started to spread.

         “Mrs. Aintree seemed to think I might be able to help you out until your secretary comes out of hospital,” she explained. “And of course I did understand when she suggested it that it wouldn’t be for longer than a week or so.”

         “Which would secure you an extension of your holiday?”

         “I—” Resentment flamed in her suddenly, and her small face went set. “My holiday is over, or practically over! If you employed me I should naturally expect to work!”

         “Really?” For an instant the dark eyes revealed amusement, and then he lay back and languidly surveyed the tip of his cigarette. “And how hard can you work?”

         “As hard as most people, I imagine.”

         “Quite a lot of people look upon hotel hours as being too long and arduous for their taste. They might tax you rather more than you are prepared to be taxed if you have never worked in an hotel before, and believe me, they have nothing whatever to do with the visitor’s, side of staying in a place like this!” He looked at her shrewdly. “My own secretary has often been on duty long before you were. roused by the chambermaid this morning, and frequently she has still been working when it was nearly midnight! How would you face up to that sort of routine, do you think?”

         “Probably very badly – or I’m sure you think so.!” she heard herself answering, and then wondered whether she ought to stand up and excuse herself straight away.

         But his eyebrows rose, and the glimmering of amusement returned to his eyes.

         “I haven’t said so!… I hope I haven’t implied as much!”

         She could have said, “You have looked as much!” But she didn’t do so. She simply sat with her hands clasped tightly over the white handbag in her lap, and her fingers felt very stiff and inclined to tremble a little.

         “For a young Englishwoman you are a little quick to take offence,” he observed, leaning forward to flick ash into a white china ash-tray. “It is a little unusual, too, for an English girl of your years to speak several languages. Is that because someone conceived the idea of having you educated abroad?”

         “I was educated in France,” she admitted stiffly. “At least, I had a year in the High Savoy, and a year in Paris. My father was a schoolmaster, and he believed in that sort of thing.”

         “Believed?” Pierre Larouche enquired quietly.

         “He is no longer alive?”

         “He died when his school was burned down, and my mother, who was in a nursing home at the time, died from shock!”

         “And at that time how old were you?”

         “I had just finished my last term in Paris, and was due to arrive home. It was just before the Christmas holidays….”

         “I see.” He crushed out his cigarette in the ashtray and then methodically selected another. “And as a result of your sudden bereavement what did you do?"

         “I got myself a job – my present job.”

         “And it is not exactly to your taste?”

         She felt that he was deliberately probing now, and flushed a little as she answered: “It is the sort of job that might last for – for the remainder of my lifetime! But it will never lead to anything very much! It is a – a strictly routine job, and almost anyone could do it. Certainly anyone who had had a few months at a commercial college.”

         “And a young woman like you, who has studied on the continent, is wasting her time? Wasting those languages that were acquired, perhaps, not without difficulty?”

         She couldn’t be certain whether or not he was jibing at her, and she answered with the heightened colour clinging to her cheeks: “Not with very much difficulty, because I – I was supposed to have an aptitude…. I had a flair….”

         “Is that so?” he exclaimed, and then shot at her a sudden stream of French that was intended to catch her unawares, but to which she replied with an accent almost as praiseworthy as his own English accent. She saw his eyebrows ascend a little higher, and then he tried her in German. Her German was not quite so effortless as her French, but it obviously impressed, and then he asked her a few questions in Spanish. Her replies were definitely much more halting, but she had the feeling that his opinion of her – remained considerably higher than it had been. He passed her a notebook and suggested that she should take down one or two letters and then read them back to him, and when she had triumphantly passed this test he led her into the next room – his secretary’s comfortable office – and seated her before a typewriter. By this time all her nervousness had left her, and she simply couldn’t have failed the final test.

         She passed with flying colours and felt warmed when she heard him approve.

         “You weren’t seeking to impress Mrs. Aintree. You really are quite capable.” If there was a certain amount of condescension about the “quite” capable, she didn’t let it upset her, and when they returned to his office and he asked her whether the red in her hair would permit her to deal diplomatically with important clients and visitors, she tried not to let that question upset her either. For she was well aware that, as the possessor of a somewhat ardent temperament, as well as red-gold hair, she was a little quick sometimes to take offence – as at the very outset of this interview. She saw him smile amusedly when she assured him that she could be diplomatic if she wished.

         “And if no one attacks your capabilities?" looking at her with a humorous quirk to his handsome mouth, and a somewhat reflective gleam in his eyes. “Well, so long as you understand very clearly that I can only employ you temporarily, and that you will have to work very hard – that I shall expect you to work very hard, and I am not accustomed to incompetence of any sort or kind! – then I will take you on, at least on trial, and you can begin as soon as you please.”

         “Oh!” She was so amazed to hear him actually say that he was prepared to employ her, and suddenly so conscious of how much she had secretly wanted him to do so – in spite of the moments when she had pretended to herself that she didn’t – that she actually blushed vividly with pleasure, and her blue eyes shone. “Oh!” she repeated.

         He named the salary he would pay her, and that did something more to take her breath away. Then he mentioned that she would have as much free time as could conveniently be arranged for her, but that didn’t seem to matter at all.

         All that mattered was that for the next few weeks she was going to work for him, and with him – if she didn’t fall down on her trial period – and she was going to remain in Oberlaken. Every morning she would waken in the shadow of the Jungfrau, and the lake would lie out there placidly gleaming to gladden her eyes…. The splendours of summer in such a country as Switzerland might very well merge into all the fiery magnificence of autumn before his welltried secretary came out of hospital and she had to take her departure. If she felt guilty when she thought of his secretary, and a prolonged sojourn in hospital, it didn’t show in her face, and as he looked down at her Pierre Larouche looked just a little curious and perhaps just a little uncertain once more.

         “You do understand that it really will be hard work?” he repeated, “and that your life here will bear little resemblance to your life as a guest? And that I can be something of a taskmaster. ”

         She nodded her head, her eyes still gleaming like blue jewels as they were upraised to his face.

         “Oh, yes, I understand!”

         “Naturally, you will live in the hotel, and I hope you will be comfortable.” But his expression was still dubious. “I remember seeing you one night in the dining-room,” he recalled, as if communing with himself, “and it struck me at the time that you were very English. But, of course,” more drily, “I didn’t then know of your linguistic accomplishments!”

         He turned away from her rather abruptly.

         “You may go now, Miss Connington,” he: said quite curtly. He glanced at the watch on his wrist. “I have a dinner engagement, and I shall be late if I don’t start to dress.”

         He held open the door for her as if anxious for her to be gone – as if, with her departure along the corridor, he would forget her entirely until he saw her again – and once more the shadow of doubt fell across her. She started to wonder, her jubilation fading a little, just as the sunset light had already faded on the snow peaks outside the windows, had she really been fortunate in persuading him that she was capable of acting as his strictly private secretary for just a short while…?

         A very short while!…

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter three
   

         

         Mrs. Aintree
      , when she saw Pat, was delighted by her news, but she, too, was going out for the evening, and was rushing through her preparations.

         She was emerging from the luxurious private bathroom of her suite when Pat knocked and received permission to enter. Her bathrobe was a violent affair that hardly went well with dyed red hair; but Pat had discovered that Mrs. Aintree, in spite of decking out her uncertain years in a fashion that didn’t always become her, and being one of the richest women she had ever known, was extremely nice and full of generous impulses. She had taken pity on the slim, attractive English girl who seemed so much alone, and always rather out of things, and had even been considering employing her herself if Pierre Larouche hadn’t decided to give her a trial.

         “Don’t worry, my dear,” she said, as she rushed to her dressing-table and started unstoppering bottles of face lotions and creams, and dabbing distinctly florid face-powder all over her face and neck. “You won’t fail, and I honestly think Pierre ought to be grateful to me for producing you out of a hat as it were. Of course, I’ve no doubt he could have got someone along very quickly to help him out, but I think you’re the right type – if a bit shy,” smiling at her. “Diffident is perhaps a better word. You haven’t got a great deal of confidence in yourself, but you’re not gauche, and your manners are perfect – nice, finishing-school manners!” She patted Pat on the arm, and then reached for a taffeta evening dress in a bright apricot shade that was going to fight angrily with her hair, but she had no qualms on that account. She struggled into the dress, and then fastened bracelets on her arms and slipped rings on to her fingers, which made Pat wonder whether she was actually going out to dine and dance with a fortune in diamonds on her plump person.

         “But let me give you one little word of warning,” she said, before she started cramming a gold compact and other things into her evening bag. “Pierre can be charming – he looks charming, that is! Most women think he’s rather more than that, but the people he works with see a different side to him! He can’t bear inefficiency – these Swiss business men are all like that, you know! – and he not only drives a hard bargain, he drives his staff and everyone on his pay-roll. But most of them stick to him, and remain with him for years. His present secretary has, I know, been with him for at least five or six years, but that doesn’t mean she’s old and faded. He can’t bear ugliness about him, and that’s why I felt certain you ought to make some sort of an appeal – you’re so decorative, my dear!” with another of her openly appreciative smiles.

         “I see,” Pat said, but all at once she felt almost heavy at heart. His present and permanent secretary had been with Pierre Larouche for five or six years, and she was probably extremely decorative! Mrs. Aintree had told her that masses of flowers had been sent along to the hospital where she was at present incarcerated.

         Mrs. Aintree flicked her cheek affectionately.

         “Well, I shall be staying on here for a few weeks yet, and I’m glad I shall see more of you. But don’t look so anxious, child – and, above all, don’t be nervous. Nervousness makes a man irritable if he is permitted many glimpses of it.”

         When she went off for her evening, in a positive cloud of perfume, and trailing a white mink stole over her arm, Pat went up on to the next floor and started to pack some of her things. Monsieur Larouche had suggested that she move into staff quarters the following day, and as that was going to save her hotel bill she had agreed instantly. The thought of having a little money to spend on some of the delicious things she had seen in the shops, such as muslin blouses and fine lawn handkerchiefs, and perhaps even an odd, expensive bottle of perfume, was suddenly reassuring to her just then. And with the excellent salary she was going to receive, plus the cut in her expenses, life should have assumed a much rosier aspect.

         It was only the vague worry whether she was doing the right thing in giving up her safe London job for a temporary Swiss one, even if it involved a certain amount of glamour, that nagged at her as she went through her drawers, and lifted the dresses out of her wardrobe. Added to that was the persistent worry whether, after all, she would prove capable and avoid provoking her new employer, because he undoubtedly filled her with a certain amount of nervousness.

         When she went down to dinner at last, it was very late, and only a few people remained in the ornate dining-room. But amongst them, to her surprise, was her new employer himself, not seated at his usual table, but one of a large party at a table in the centre of the room, watched over by a flock of attentive waiters. There was the maître d'hôtel himself, looking as if he were organizing troop movements as he supervised the hurryings to and fro of his underlings, but with a smile on his face every time one of the ladies of the party looked up and he was able to give her his undivided attention. The table itself was simply massed with flowers, and champagne reposed in ice buckets beside it. A high-piled dish of fruit made a lovely splash of colour, golden nectarines and purple figs and grapes with a bloom on them like the one that filled the whole wide width of the valley at sunset, contrasting effectively with snowy damask and glittering silver.

         But Pat’s eyes were not so much attracted and held by the table appointments as by the excessive smartness of the guests. Mrs. Aintree had looked to her as if she was bedecked with a fortune in jewels when she went out to dinner, but these women had exercised restraint, and their pearls and their precious stones were so beautifully set and cared for that they were almost mouth-watering in their loveliness. Their dresses were exquisite, the creations of top-ranking couturiers.

         One woman who occupied the seat of honour at the table, beside the host, was the most fantastically beautiful creature Pat had ever seen. She was young, to begin with – with a dewy emphasis on youth that was not all nature’s own unaided effort – and her dress made Pat think of the fluttering white wings of a moth, while her hair was golden gossamer imprisoning moonbeams. It hung in a loose cloud about her slim, bare shoulders, swaying slightly with every movement, lifting up and down on her graceful nape as if a pocket of warm air were circulating round her and catching every ray of light in the room.

         When she turned to her host and made little, playful clutching movements at his arm with her coraltipped fingers, her lips that were also delicately coral-pink parted over tiny teeth that were like carefully graded pearls, and her mystically dark eyes seemed to melt with a tender, deliberate mockery. She got him to light her cigarette for her when the coffee and the liqueurs were brought, and he inserted it in a long ivory holder while an elderly couple at the table – who bore the same stamp of exclusiveness – looked on with expansive, approving smiles, as if they were looking on at their own particular product behaving in a manner they could applaud.

         Pat judged that they were the girl’s parents, and everyone else at the table seemed to be on very close and familiar terms, so that it was almost a family party – or very nearly a family party!

         Pat, wearing a simple black dress that had already served her for several evenings, and feeling utterly obscure at her tiny table, stared down at her plate when her eyes weren’t drawn as if by a magnet to the centre table, and when at last the party broke up she was about to refuse the sweet, decline coffee and make her escape.

         But on their way to the main glittering glass doors Pierre Larouche and his lovely lady guest had to pass her table, and although she was staring with fierce concentration at her plate when they swept past, Pat could actually feel his eyes glancing down at her for a moment – perhaps with surprise, perhaps with a touch of amusement because she looked so small and alone at the table.

         “Bonne nuit, mademoiselle,” she heard him murmur as he passed, and there must have been amusement in his eyes, because it was there, lightly, in his voice as he uttered the words, “Remember that ‘early to bed is early to rise’!”

         Then his companion looked round and up at him in surprise, her golden eyebrows puckered, her mouth pouted a little. But he obviously explained as they went on their way, for Pat heard her laugh suddenly and lightly – like the gay tinkling of many small silver bells – and then she possessively caught at his arm. As they passed between the swing doors it was obvious that they were going on somewhere alone for the rest of the evening, for the other members of the dinner party were giving them plenty of time to get clear away.

         Pat not only refused a sweet and declined coffee, but she left quite a generous portion of cold chicken on her plate, and went upstairs to her room. On the little balcony outside it – perhaps her new room would not have a balcony, since she was to be only “staff”! – she put her hands on the low balustrade and looked up at the stars, shivering a little in the sweet, fresh, cool breeze that was coming straight off the lake.

         If she had looked small and alone at her table, she felt infinitely alone on her balcony. Not even the dreaming beauty of the snows away up there on the top of the Jungfrau could compensate her just then and dissipate her sensation of being utterly unwanted, and quite unimportant. Just a cog in the wheel of this great hotel after tomorrow – always supposing she survived tomorrow, and was not given a week’s notice almost immediately for some little crime of inefficiency! – and perhaps not even that if she was to avoid inflated notions of her job. A little of the grease that would enable the cog to perform its functions!

         The hiss of tyres came up from the lake shore, and the sound caused her eyes to lower themselves to the superbly sleek car that was moving effortlessly before the long line of brilliantly lighted hotels. The lights were shining forth through a protective screen of palm gardens and flowering shrubs, and the shining surface of the car was bathed by them as it sped on its way. It was a black car, not a pure white one, and it was hardly likely that it contained Pierre Larouche, proprietor of the Hotel du Lac, and the enchanting young woman with golden hair, although they had undoubtedly gone off somewhere together. Somewhere in Oberlaken, as the night wore on, they would very likely dance together – perhaps they would dance together until the small hours – and drink more champagne together; and when they grew tired of dancing they might drive together along this star-spangled lake shore, or turn off along one of the broad, fine roads that led eventually deep into the heart of the mountains, where they ceased to be roads and became highways leading upwards to the magic of the mountain peaks.

         Pat felt the sluggish, envious beats of her heart quicken as she thought of driving upwards to the mountain peaks, and she wished that one day she might do just that. She had been for excursions into the foothills, but the solemn grandeur of the world up there above the lights and the amenities of such a place as Oberlaken was completely unknown to her. She knew that there were little villages through which the post-buses passed, and flowery meadows, and woods that climbed almost to the snow-line. But unless one possessed wings, or was an excellent climber, that clear, dazzling aloofness above the snowline was un-get-at-able.

         Her thoughts went off at a tangent. No doubt Pierre Larouche was an excellent climber – there was something fit and virile about him in spite of his deceptive elegance – and she had caught him looking up at the snows out of his window while he was talking to her that evening. There was a brooding thoughtfulness about his look at times, a detachment, an imperviousness to what was going on around him. The lines of his face were a little ascetic, even if glamorous young women did cling to his arm and he looked down tenderly into their faces when they requested him to light a cigarette.

         He had not looked down tenderly into Pat’s face. He had looked at her with criticism, even vague hostility at first, and she was certain he had been more than a little annoyed with Mrs. Aintree for inveigling him into such a position that he more or less had to grant her an interview. But, having granted her an interview, he had decided to employ her – temporarily.

         She looked up again at the Jungfrau, the one mountain that always drew her gaze, and she thought it was like her dreams, scintillating softly through a haze of doubt. She knew what she wanted – she wanted to stay on here in Oberlaken and one day she wanted to climb up there to those heights above her where she would learn what it was to be free and untrammelled by even the skirts of the earth, and to have a kinship with the unattainable. But whether she would ever do that only the unseen future could tell her.
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