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         It was hardly the place of an English teacher at an exclusive Swiss girls’ finishing school to follow the example of her young charges and fall in love with the school doctor, so Lacey turned her feelings in another – and equally hopeless – direction.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter I
   

         

         Lacey
       couldn’t help but overhear what was said as the doctor emerged from the sickroom.

         “Too much sun.” He was quite firm. “And possibly also a little run down. How long before halfterm?”

         Half-term? They had only just returned after the long summer vacation! And although in the height of summer the effects of the sun on those lower slopes of the mountain that gazed at its reflection in the lake could be quite harmful – especially to a delicate and sensitive skin – it was highly unlikely that they could prove injurious to a sun-soaked young woman like Fleur Berringer, who boasted that she had been born and brought up in the Bahamas, and whose people still lived there.

         Why, she had actually returned to the Ecole d’Unité looking like a veritable Daughter of the Sun, with that naturally honey-blonde skin of hers, and those melting pansy-dark eyes. And she talked of surf-riding and blistering temperatures that had absolutely nothing in common with the gentle heat on the mountain at this season of the year, when all the surrounding forests were turning rosily russet and mellowest amber because the fall of the year was upon them, and very soon now it would be winter.

         And then, no doubt, if Dr. Roger Soames remained in his present position as locum for Dr. Felix Dupont during his absence from Ardena a fresh outbreak of complaints more in keeping with the lowered temperature would demand his attendance at the Ecole, and girls like Fleur, and Carla Minetti and Rose Bligh and a whole host of others who found him devastatingly attractive would take to their beds and turn their faces to the wall and moan a little for sympathy.

         The sympathy of Dr. Soames, who had blue eyes and light hair and was practically everyone’s preconceived image of what a typical Englishman in his early thirties ought to look like … even to his mildly humorous smile and the note of humour in his voice.

         And when, with a shapely tanned thumb on a leaping pulse, he asked in that humorous voice in a perfectly kindly way, “Now, what’s wrong with you? Tell me all about it!” the highly impressionable seventeen-to-twenty-year-olds developed a new ailment, and that was centred in the region of their hearts.

         Lacey, who felt rather tight-lipped and disapproving because a fellow countryman was allowing himself to be taken in, heard the matron – a Scotswoman, also with a sense of humour, but badly in need of her present highly-paid position – trying not to disagree with the doctor, but pointing out gently that girls sometimes fancied they were more ill than they actually were. And sometimes they even fancied they were ill when they were not ill at all.

         “You know how it is, Doctor.” She spread her hands in a gesture she had picked up as a result of spending years on the Continent. “They’re at a difficult age, and by rights some of them should be married … and if their parents had any sense they’d get them married instead of paying to send them to a school like this. There isn’t enough to keep them occupied.”

         “You mean there isn’t any hockey-playing or lacrosse here?”

         “Only tennis and the inevitable sunbathing when they’ve nothing else to do. Some of the more energetic ones go riding, and a few of them are members of the local sailing club. And in the winter there’s the winter sports. Fortunately it won’t be long now before we go higher up the mountain to our winter chalets.”

         “And you find the girls are generally healthier in the winter?”

         “Oh, I think so.”

         “Ah, well …” He smiled at her, and her somewhat dour Scottish heart melted. “Girls will be girls! And fortunately they’re not really my problem. But I sympathise with you since they appear to be yours. You’ll have to watch that little Rose Bligh. She really is delicate. Rather a fragile little piece.”

         “Her father manufactures pottery, I believe. Anyway, he’s something to do with china … English bone china!”

         “And watch Miss Berringer’s temperature. It’s liable to fluctuate.”

         “I’m not surprised.” Miss Mackintosh’s smile wasn’t quite so kind. “She goes to bed with a hotwater bottle when the rest of us are thinking of taking the windows out. Her father,” almost inconsequentially, “is an American exporter of canned beef.”

         Roger Soames smiled again, and Miss Mackintosh caught sight of Lacey – not actually lingering in a doorway at the opposite end of the corridor but wishing she could put Dr. Soames wise to a few more of the goings-on at the Ecole d’Unité – and called out to her to show the doctor out to the rear courtyard where his car was parked.

         “I’m sure you won’t mind doing that, will you, Miss Cavendish,” she said. “I’ve got to get back to my patients, and I gather you’re off duty.”

         Lacey admitted that she was. She allowed the doctor to fall into step at her side, and they descended the wide main staircase to the cool and echoing hall that so impressed parents when they arrived for the first time at the Ecole with their teenage daughters.

         “You don’t really need to show me out, you know,’ Dr. Soames murmured, as he looked down at Lacey with a mildly quizzical gleam in his eyes. “I’ve been coming here often enough now to find my own way out.”

         “The matron asked me to do so, so I don’t mind,” Lacey answered with a slight air of primness.

         He smiled. His blue eyes actually looked like twin blue lakes with the sun on them when he did so; and although his hair was fair – or warmish brown – the eyelashes that shielded his eyes were thick and black.

         “I don’t think we’ve met before,” he said. “Do you teach here?”

         “English,” she responded.

         “Which means that you’re English yourself.”

         “Of course.”

         She looked up at him with surprised eyes … they were a sort of hazel-grey with golden lights in them, and to keep them company she had red-gold hair – very beautiful red-gold hair. Looking down on her appreciatively – and as she was only five feet two inches tall, and he was over six feet in height, it was very necessary for him to do this if he wanted to take in any details about her, and she was moving close to his side – he noted the pretty shape of her neck on which the shining hair swayed softly, and the curious matt creaminess of her skin. In actual fact, she didn’t look typically English, but it very rapidly transpired that she objected to anyone who didn’t think that she did.

         “In this place there are so many young women gathered together from different corners of the globe that it’s difficult to tell,” he explained. “One has to wait for enlightenment.”

         “I should dislike anyone to think that I was not English,” she said a little stiffly.

         “Then I apologise for mistaking you for a pure Latin type.”

         “Now you’re simply making fun of me!” The hair swung away from her neck, and her head went back again. It reminded him of a perfectly poised flower – not a particularly flamboyant flower, but an intriguing one nevertheless – on a slender stem, and as she was wearing a white dress with a green belt the effect was somehow heightened.

         “I give you my word that I wouldn’t dare!”

         She flushed.

         “I’m not really as formidable as I probably sound – you know, the hockey-playing teacher of English in a Continental school like this! I’m not really like that at all –”

         “I’m sure you’re not.”

         She flushed again.

         “Oh, well, it doesn’t matter what you think about me, does it?” with unexpected logic. “But the real reason why I’m glad to show you out is because I want to warn you about those girls …”

         “You mean my patients?”

         “Yes. You see, I know Miss Mackintosh suspects, but being responsible for the health and well-being of the girls she doesn’t dare to say too much, not even to hint – not really! But I’m only the English teacher, and I haven’t been here very long, and apart from the lake and all the marvellous scenery –” she waved a hand to indicate it; the glowing, piled-up woods, the far-away snows, the shimmering, dark blue surface of the lake. There were little boats bobbing about on it, and some of the trees crowded right down to the water and overhung it. In the whole of her life Lacey had never seen anything quite so beautiful, and if she was capable of enthusing about anything it was the scenery. “Apart from Ardena and everything about it – artistically, I mean – I feel no compulsion to approve of this place, and I certainly don’t approve of the way it’s run. The girls have far too much freedom, far too much money to spend, far too much of everything – except common sense and discipline. But as they’re pretty bored most of the time they like to think up their own forms of entertainment. One of them is pretending to be ill when they’re not ill, and getting Matron to send for the new English doctor! The old doctor – the one you’ve temporarily replaced – is fat and bald and not in the least romantic. You’d be surprised how healthy everyone is when he’s in residence down there in the village. But the moment you arrived –”

         She broke off, realising how much she had given away by the word “romantic”. Almost certainly he was now in a position to decide that she, too, thought him romantic, whereas she simply thought of him as an easily imposed-upon Englishman who had little acute perception as a doctor, and therefore was not a particularly good doctor. A good doctor should certainly be able to distinguish between a patient who was genuinely in need of his services, and one – albeit an entrancingly attractive and, because the school permitted it, beautifully made up one in a transparent nightdress – who did not re quire his services and was probably convulsed with inward amusement because he was so easily taken in.

         “Yes?”

         “Yes?” He waited for her to continue. ‘The moment I arrived, Miss – er –?”

         “Cavendish.” She flushed and bit her lip because of his arched eyebrows. “Lacey Cavendish,” she elaborated.

         “Well, Miss Lucy Cavendish, perhaps you will be so good as to let me know what it was that happened the moment I arrived. …”

         “The name is Lacey, not Lucy,” she corrected him because the mistake was frequently occurring.

         He smiled.

         “That’s rather more unusual.”

         “And nothing actually happened as a result of your taking over. It’s just that – just that … you’re young!”

         “We all are, at some time or other in our lives,” he observed drily.

         “And you’re English, therefore a novelty to some of them.”

         “I see,” he said softly.

         “And you’re a doctor. I don’t know why it is,” she admitted, pursing up her lips a little primly, as if she was an acknowledged spinster herself, and was not upset by the knowledge, “but to a lot of young and inexperienced girls a doctor is a fascinating figure.”

         “But only to young and inexperienced girls?” looking down at her with an odd gleam in his seablue eyes.

         “Y-yes, of course.” She glanced up at him quickly and then away. “Naturally older women – more mature women – wouldn’t betray the way they feel in any case.”

         “And I gather that you include yourself amongst the more mature women?”

         She realised that he was deliberately mocking her. And he quite refused to believe that she was issuing him a genuine warning. She knew what the girls at the Ecole d’Unité were like. He did not!

         “Look here, Miss Cavendish.” He stopped dead suddenly, and she stopped dead, too. They confronted one another on the sun-bathed drive. “It is possible, I appreciate, that you think you’re performing a service. But I would like to remind you that I’m not quite an inexperienced medical-student. I do happen to be fully qualified, and it would take more than a parcel of empty-headed young women seeking to relieve their own boredom to deceive me about the state of their health. It will no doubt astonish you, since you plainly think me quite incompetent, but it isn’t really difficult for me to decide whether a patient is swinging the lead or not. I do occasionally meet with that sort of thing, but it’s more frequently found in men than in women. And when I do – whether it’s a man or a woman – I know how to deal with that patient! Now, if you’ll conduct me to the spot where I left my car I can happily dismiss you and you can give someone an English lesson!”

         Lacey felt so taken aback that she merely nodded when he sat in his driving-seat and called good-bye to her. She had suspected him of being gullible. Now she thought him distinctly unpleasant, and, on the whole, really rather rude.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter II
   

         

         Lacey 
      had no English lesson to give that day, but as they were short of staff, she relieved Mademoiselle in the late afternoon with a class of junior French. And after that she offered assistance to Matron, who, for the past week or so, had been more or less run off her legs.

         Miss Mackintosh had a very stout pair of sturdy Scottish legs, but she was growing tired of running up and down stairs with trays of orange juice and blood-cooling mixture for young women who spent the better part of every day – when they were not obliged to concentrate on their studies, that is – lying either on the flat roof top or down by the shore of the lake or on the open hillside inviting the kiss of the sun.

         Ardena, when the weather was fine, was a positive sun-trap. It smelt of flowers and hot dust, and was full of the brilliance and sparkle from off the lake. At night the stars peered at their reflection in the lake, and when the moon rose the whispering snows that seldom melted completely on the summits of the high peaks that ringed the lake looked like diamond-bright sugar icing on a particularly lush and lavish birthday cake.

         Lacey had been at the Ecole d’Unité for six months, and she was looking forward to the winter, when the school would move en masse to the chalet-style buildings higher up the mountainside. She had loved the summer in Ardena – and as she no longer had a home in England to go to she had remained with several other members of the teaching staff at the school throughout the long vacation, and had enjoyed sunbathing as much as most of them, but her curiously matt type of skin refused to tan readily, and the best she had acquired in the way of a tan was a certain honey-gold overlay that affected her arms and her long, slim, shapely legs. Her face and her shoulders – knowing what might happen to them – she had protected with an outsize sun-hat, except when she was actually bathing in the lake.

         So she knew very well that Mesdames Berringer, Bligh, Minetti and a certain mysterious dusky beauty from a sun-drenched island in the South Pacific, called Aloa Takara, could not possibly be suffering from an overdose of sun at this late season, particularly as they had been berry-brown all summer.

         But Aloa was the first to need Dr. Soames’s ministrations, and then like corn going down before a strong wind Rose Bligh, Fleur Berringer, and Carla Minetti followed suit. They all complained of high temperatures, feeling sick with stomach upsets, and badly inflamed skin. If Lacey hadn’t caught them raiding the larder one night, and heard their stifled giggles as they made their way upstairs loaded with fruit, cold sausages, the better part of a rich chocolate gateau and a bottle of cocktail onions, she might still be inclined to believe they were genuine sufferers. And if she hadn’t actually entered the sickbay at the very moment that one of them was anointing the shoulder of one of the others with a flushed-looking liquid from out of a bottle she would never have suspected they were capable of such tricks.

         Not even when they were bored, when the exciting summer vacation was over, and one of them, at least, had just broken off an engagement. And although Dr. Roger Soames was good-looking enough she simply could not understand why his presence at the bedside should seem like a recompense to anyone … a recompense for being sent away to school when they might have been doing far more diverting things.

         Miss Mackintosh, who had a broad sense of humour as well as being broad-minded, was inclined to excuse them.

         “Ah, well,” she said to Lacey, who felt it her duty to report what she had both seen and overheard, “if the lassies feel the need to get up to tricks let them. After all, although I’m not a qualified nurse it’s part of my duties to look after them when they take to their beds, and if they haven’t any real right to take their beds, well, it’s all the same to me. If we’d a real epidemic on our hands it would be different … and believe me, I know the difference between a real epidemic and a faked one!” and she grinned.

         Lacey, who had been brought up very correctly and was easily shocked by minor misdemeanours, gaped at her in astonishment.

         “You mean you’re not going to report them?” she demanded.

         Miss Mackintosh shook her amiable head.

         “Certainly not. After all, as Dr. Soames himself observed, girls will be girls.” This was after the doctor’s third visit, when Lacy was required to show him to his car. “And what’s the harm to anyone in a bit of a lark sometimes? I was never a one to spoil sport, even if it does mean a certain amount of extra fetching and carrying, and pretending to be as blind as a bat. Do you think I didn’t know that skin rash wasn’t genuine?”

         Lacey gasped.

         “And Dr. Soames …?”

         “Of course he knows, too. But little Rose Bligh is an engaging soul, and he thinks she needs care. And Fleur Berringer amuses him. He thinks she needs discipline. I more than suspect he’ll have a word with Madame about her before very long.”

         Madame was the principal, and Lacey’s eyes opened wider than ever.

         “What about?” she asked. “Surely it isn’t his duty to discipline any one of the pupils here?”

         “Of course not. But he can make suggestions, and I think he’ll suggest that Fleur’s too old for the Ecole d’Unité. After all, she’s nearly twenty.”

         “Why don’t her parents remove her?”

         “She’s only got a father, and he’s very much preoccupied with big business. Her mother and a brother and sister were killed last year in a car crash.”

         “Oh, I’m sorry,” Lacey said.

         She went about her duties thoughtfully after dinner that night … and the staff and the older girls all had late dinner. The juniors were put to bed after glasses of milk and fruit junkets. Rose Bligh was such a delicious little beauty that it was highly likely she could feel jealous of her without fully realising it herself, and although Fleur Berringer was not quite such a beauty she was far more vitally alive and quite fascinating if you found boundless vitality and a ravishing pair of black-lashed brown eyes fascinating.

         Then, too, she dressed as if she had left school behind her long ago, and everything she wore was breathtakingly expensive. Her shoes were handmade in Paris, her tweeds came from Scotland, and her make-up from America. It was a decidedly “with it” style of make-up, and the amount of mascara she used could have alarmed some people, because it transformed her into a strange, doe-eyed creature of infinite grace and suppleness.

         Rose Bligh, golden and nineteen was a fairytale beauty. She, too, had plenty of money to spend, and her mother chose everything she wore herself. Rose was not allowed much make-up, but she didn’t need it. Neither was she allowed to use heavy perfumes … but the room she shared with Fleur always reeked of perfume, which came across from America in gilt caskets and crystal flagons, and graced the centre of the dressing-table the two girls shared.

         Lacey, brought up in a country parsonage, and twenty-four years old, still used make-up extremely sparingly. It wasn’t because she thought she didn’t need it – indeed, her own looks depressed her at times, because she was no admirer of auburn hair and sun-kissed eyelashes. But the aftermath of her upbringing clung to her, and she found it difficult to adapt to a modern world.

         The Ecole d’Unité was run by a woman with a modern outlook for young females growing up to take their place in an advanced modern society, and Lacey, who knew less than nothing about social life, and had hardly anything at all in the bank, was sometimes almost shocked by the evidences of modernity she saw around her. When girls of fifteen and sixteen talked to her openly of their boy-friends and the high times they had during the holidays – the night-clubs they attended, with parental permission, the X-films they returned to time and time again, the books they read and the jokes they appreciated – she felt as old-fashioned and out of touch as if she was the original Cinderella who had somehow found her way to the Ecole d’Unité on the shores of a sophisticated Swiss-Italian lake.

         And she had already discovered that even a lake can become sophisticated when the people who live near it own fast cars and speedboats, and give barbecues and dinner-parties for the over-privileged who know nothing whatsoever about simplicity.

         To the rest of the staff at the Ecole Lacey was a nice enough English girl, who spoke with formality and looked a little like a narcissus in her cool whites and greens, and with her bright cap of hair and fascinating eyes. She had no idea that people considered her eyes fascinating, but the truth was that their effect was quite considerable when it was utterly unexpected. She had a way of looking at people steadily, for quite a long time, without fluttering an eyelid while waiting for a reply to some question or statement of hers; and it never even occurred to her that her occasional frankness and outspokenness might make her more enemies than friends. Although in actual fact she had quite a few friends amongst the staff. She had even acquired one or two male acquaintances – the dancing-master and the music-master both admired her – and the widower father of one of the juniors had actually proposed to her.

         It was her only proposal so far, and it had been brought about by propinquity. The father had arrived in Ardena to take his daughter out and about for a few days before leaving for some far distant corner of the world, and Lacey had been selected to accompany the two and provide some sort of a buffer for the moments when the junior grew tired – or bored – and needed a member of her own sex to turn to.

         The proposal had come as a complete surprise to Lacey, and as she had never even thought of marrying a man who was twice her age, had a Latin temperament and distinctly Latin looks – and an apparently very satisfactory bank-balance – she said “No” without giving the matter any thought at all, and her first suitor went off to his far corner of the globe with a distinctly biased opinion of English girls.

         He decided they were aloof, perhaps not quite human, and far from appreciative. He also decided they were amazingly correct – which was not what he had expected – and was annoyed because it took him some time to forget the slender, bright-haired girl who walked as if she trod on air, and every movement she made was graceful.

         He sent her a gilded casket of chocolates from Paris, and attached a note to them:

         “ You remind me of the sunrise, but you’re as cool as the dawn. One day some fortunate man will arouse the noonday heat.”

         Lacey felt embarrassed by the gift, and still more embarrassed by the prediction. She shared the chocolates amongst the Lower Third, and the junior whose father had sent them to her was amongst the grateful consumers.

         But sometimes Lacey found herself dwelling upon that slightly romanticised prediction. One day some fortunate man will arouse the noonday heat.” But so far she had met no one who could, as the result of a word or a look, so much as stir her blood, and she was beginning to wonder whether there was, perhaps, something wrong with her blood, and whether she was in actual fact as cool as the dawn.

         Dr. Roger Soames represented a type of man for whom she had little time because he was so obviously sure of himself. And his parting with her hadn’t been particularly chivalrous.

         “Go and teach someone English.”

         She had merely tried to warn him, without actually giving away the girls she had sought to put him in the picture.

         He was – or he should be – a busy man. Dr. Dupont’s was quite a large practice, and the one thing Dr. Dupont himself would never do was suffer malingerers gladly. On one occasion when the Middle School had gone down with a mysterious infection that had little effect upon the quality of their spirits he had suggested to the matron that she provided them with a few tasks to keep them occupied, and they had recovered with amazing alacrity.

         Dr. Dupont would have rumbled Fleur and Rose and Carla.

         But not, apparently, Dr. Soames.

         Lacey had decided right from the outset that he had more than a touch of arrogance, and instead of being grateful to her he had seemed annoyed. He had looked at her as if he considered she was rather an unpleasant person, a sneak. Or perhaps he thought of her just as a spoilsport.

         Lacey wondered why she had bothered to intervene at all, and decided after a certain amount of introspection that it was because she herself was basically honest. She had been brought up to be honest in all matters that affected other people, and if that made her a sneak – well, she couldn’t very well help it.

         But she felt a little depressed, nevertheless.

         After staff dinner that night she went for a walk in the last of the light, and when the light faded she wandered down by the lake shore and watched the firefly-like lights that were reflected in the water from the many buildings that had been erected in recent years on the lake shore, and which stood in brilliant gardens and had landing stages and boathouses overhanging the pellucid water.

         This was a world of wealth, opulence and ease. There were dinner-parties and social gatherings of all kinds going on around her, and the air was full of shreds of music that were wafted her way from smoothly gliding launches and graceful terraces on to which lighted windows opened. She looked up at them, and thought how attractive they looked, those lighted windows, gleaming amongst the trees.

         And ringing the lake there were the night haunts that attracted the tourists in much the same way that a candle attracts a moth, and to which many of the locals were also firmly attached.

         Lacey prepared to step off the broad, tree-edged pavement that fringed the lake shore and cross the road to the gates that led up to the Ecole. Occasional cars sped past her and prevented her crossing until the road was clear, and she noted them idly as they skimmed past. They were astonishingly sleek and elegant cars, bearing only infrequently British identification plates.

         She had one foot on the pavement and one on the lowered surface of the road when a long cream car with a British identification plate seemed to swerve a little in her direction, and practically touched her before she had time to retreat hurriedly to the pavement.

         She had a swift impression of a man and a girl in the car, and the man was wearing a dinner-jacket and had a clean-cut profile and rather light hair. His glance swung round to her as she deserted the safety of the pavement, and uncertain though the light was, and entirely momentary the impression, she distinctly saw him frown.

         It was Dr. Roger Soames, and she could practically hear him say to his companion – who also had light hair, and stones that sparkled at her ears – that that was a stupid young woman who had stepped out into the road.

         If she wished to commit suicide why did she have to involve him?
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