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It was only now, when all the exams and interviews were over and she finally knew for certain that she had a place at Bristol University in the autumn, that Phillida thought about the holiday job she must get if she were to make ends meet.


‘Surely this dress will do!’ Granny Bethel said, holding up the hideous item of school uniform which Phillida hoped never to have to wear again.


‘Oh, Granny, no. I can’t wear that!’ Phil tried to curb her impatience. Perhaps a mother might have understood about fashion but Granny, bless her heart, simply hadn’t a clue.


‘I can’t see why not, dear. It looks perfectly good to me.’ Granny looked at her seventeen-year-old grand-daughter with her customary twin feelings of anxiety and bewilderment.


Phillida was two whole generations away—and long generations, for her father had been born when Granny Bethel was thirty, and he had been thirty when Phillida was born.


Sixty years was too big a gap to be breached for full understanding but nevertheless, each was deeply devoted to the other.


Both Phillida’s parents had died in an aeroplane accident in America. She had been only two years old at the time and Granny Bethel had never suspected that when she offered to look after the little girl for two weeks that it was to mean for the rest of her life-time. Fortunately for them both, Phillida was endowed not only with good looks but with an exceptionally high I.Q. Neither of her parents had carried life insurance and there was so little saved at the time of their death that Phillida’s only hope of a good education was to earn it through the state schooling system. She passed both her O levels and A levels a year younger than the average. Now, after years of intensely hard work, she had gained her university entrance and was to realise her ambition to study languages in which she hoped to obtain a degree.


It had not been easy for the old woman to bring up this brilliant child. Her own education had been very brief and she had long since forgotten what she had learned at school. She was powerless to help the little girl with difficult algebra problems or Latin homework and could only stand aside, bewildered and anxious, as the child was forced to rely on her own ability.


There had been little or no time for any kind of social life. Phil’s studies had occupied most of her evenings and weekends. In the holidays, she would go out with her girl-friends and very occasionally to a party, but there had been no steady boy-friend. For this Granny Bethel was thankful, for she was not at all sure she would have known how to guide Phil. As far as she knew, Phil, at seventeen, was completely innocent and, moreover, disinterested in most of the modern teenage activities.


In fact, this was not entirely true. Phil had longed for a stereo system, a tape deck, the latest records and friends in to dance to them, but she knew only too well the enormous financial sacrifices Granny Bethel was continually making, in order to keep her in school uniform and books and pocket money. She simply could not and would not ask for luxuries.


But now she knew that at least a few fashionable clothes and accessories were essential—no longer to be thought of as a luxury, and that since she couldn’t ask Granny Bethel for money, she must get a job for the next six months to enable her to buy what she needed.


Gently she tried to make Granny Bethel understand that work was no hardship for her; that she was quite old enough now to look after herself away from home; that she must earn some money to buy what she needed for the more sophisticated surroundings of university life.


‘That dress is, and only could be, school uniform!’ she explained. ‘Anyway, Granny, it’s far too tight for me now.’


Her grandmother sighed.


‘I do wish I could help somehow, Phillida!’ (She never shortened Phil’s name.) ‘Somehow I don’t like the idea of you working. You need a rest, dear. You’ve been working so hard for so long—and you look tired.’


Phil gave her reflection in the mirror a swift glance and hurriedly looked away again. Her hair was badly in need of a good cut. Her face did look drawn—some make-up would help. She would have liked to have bought some new cosmetics as well as a new wardrobe of clothes and shoes. She knew she had long, pretty legs, but couldn’t do them justice in last year’s school skirts.


‘I shall get the kind of job where I don’t have to use my brains, Granny!’ she said, her slanting green eyes sparkling with sudden amusement. The corners of her rather too-big mouth also turned upwards, giving her an impish look. ‘I’ll be a mother’s help—you know I’m domestically qualified. And minding children will be a piece of cake for me after being a prefect for a year.’


It took Granny a week or two to get used to the idea and by that time Phil had lined up a job. She came back from the interview with her future employer, filled with excitement and enthusiasm.


‘Oh, Granny, I do wish you could have come with me. Mrs Kingley is perfectly sweet—and miles younger than I’d expected. I don’t think she can be more than about thirty-five at the most. And her clothes—Granny, they were absolutely gorgeous. She was wearing a lovely leather suit and she had beautiful blonde hair. I think she must have been a model or something. You can tell from the way she walks.’


Granny Bethel broke in:


‘But what will you have to do, Phillida?’


‘Practically nothing!’ Phil said, her green eyes shining. ‘And I’m being paid fifty pounds a week for the privilege!’ She caught the old woman round the waist and hugged her. ‘I’ve really been lucky, Gran. She nearly engaged a foreign girl yesterday and then decided to hold back the letter of acceptance until she’d seen me.’


Phil dropped exhausted into the shabby old sofa. She could not fully believe in her good luck. Mrs Kingley had been so sweet.


‘It’ll be such fun for us both!’ she had said—not like an employer at all. ‘May I call you Phil? And you must call me Suzanne. I do wish the children were here for you to meet but they are both at a birthday party. Jenny is eight and Rupert is one. I think you’ll find them easy to manage. I had a Scots nanny since Jenny was born but she left to get married. I don’t want to get another nanny yet because I’m not certain where my husband is going to be sent. He’s in the Foreign Office and he’s due for a term abroad but we just don’t know where. At the moment he’s in America. So you see, you coming for six months fits in perfectly with our plans and I do hope you will decide to. take the job.’


Phil had not hesitated. The London house where Mrs Kingley lived was beautiful. The room Phil was to have had seemed, by comparison with her own shabby room in Granny’s council flat in Camden, fit for a princess. The children’s nursery quarters consisted of day and night rooms and their own bathroom, all decorated in yellow and white.


Mrs Kingley had smiled at her gasps of admiration.


‘You want to see our home on Topaz Island—it’s far more attractive than this!’ she said.


‘Topaz Island?’


‘Yes! It’s just off the coast of the South of France. We go there in March and stay till it gets too hot in July or August. You won’t mind going abroad?’


‘Granny, I’ll be going abroad—to France!’ Phil cried. ‘I shall be able to improve my accent and learn a whole lot. It’s just all too good to be true!’


Granny smiled, pleased that Phillida was so happy and excited and relieved to know that she would be going to live with such nice people.


‘I told Mrs Kingley you couldn’t get about much because of your rheumatism and she said she’d come and pay you a visit, Granny, just so that you’ll know who I shall be going to live with. Isn’t that nice of her? And, Granny, look!’


In her excitement, Phil had forgotten one of the most important happenings of the day. She reached into her handbag and pulled out a slip of paper.


‘It’s a cheque—for a hundred pounds. One hundred pounds, Gran. Two weeks’ salary in advance, Mrs Kingley said, in case I needed to buy clothes. Wasn’t that thoughtful of her? Oh, I’m so happy I could burst!’


‘She does know you are inexperienced?’ Granny Bethel asked anxiously. ‘You seem very young to be getting so much money.’


‘Yes, I know, but she does know!’ Phil said confusedly. ‘And she doesn’t want references; she says my school reports are quite enough. And Granny, she’s glad I’m not a trained nanny—she said her previous one had been fearfully bossy and had often kept her away from the children and she’d hated it, so it’s all all right. As for the money—I think they must have so much, fifty pounds a week is nothing to them. You should see the house, Granny—it’s amazing. It looks as if it’s all been furnished and decorated regardless of cost. And they must be rich, anyway, to have their own villa in France. Doesn’t it sound perfect, Gran? Topaz Island?’


What Phil did not yet know was that the Kingleys owned not just the villa but the whole five square miles of Topaz Island. But this was only one thing among many she did not know… for instance, that Mr Kingley was twenty years older than his wife; he had been married before to a wealthy American woman who had died leaving him a fortune and the guardianship of a stepson by her own previous marriage; that Jeff Aymon was at this very moment packing his belongings at his American college from which he had finally been sent down in disgrace.
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The train journey to New York might have been a lot more tedious for Jeff if he had not met up with a very pretty actress who had been delighted to permit the attractive young college boy to entertain her. And Jeff Aymon could be very entertaining when he chose.


He was what an Englishman would call typically American to look at. He was tall and beautifully built with square shoulders and narrow hips. Even the close crew-cut could not diminish entirely the blue-black shine of his dark hair. Beneath a broad wide forehead his eyes shone surprisingly blue. It was an open honest attractive face; a face one instinctively trusted and liked. It was Jeff’s biggest asset.


In his pocket was a letter for his stepfather from the principal of his college. He knew very well what was in it; knew too, that on no account could he permit his stepfather to read it. Deliberately, he tore it into tiny squares and let them fall out of the window.


‘Say, honey, what’s that you’re doing?’


Jeff grinned at his travelling companion.


‘Getting rid of my past!’ he said.


‘Oh, a love-letter. What happened, honey? Did she let you down?’


‘Not quite. She found me out! Now, how about another drink to celebrate?’


Two hours later Jeff was drinking yet another Scotch—this time in the company of his stepfather. So far, Charles Kingley had not been very friendly. In fact, he’d been definitely distant, Jeff thought. It was time he altered that. He said:


‘I know this must be a pretty nasty shock for you, but frankly, when you hear what really happened, I don’t think you’ll blame me!’


Charles Kingley looked at his stepson with misgivings. The boy had been six when his mother had died and, like a lot of American children, hopelessly spoilt by English standards. Charles had never actually liked the boy—never managed to get close to him but he’d put this down to the fact that he himself was rather shy, introverted and typically English, and that he had little in common with this stepson who, he supposed, took after his French father rather than his American mother. Already in his late forties when Jeff was born, the Frenchman had died a year after his son’s birth, leaving his far younger widow the opportunity to marry again. Charles had taken on the responsibility for the boy when he married his mother.


Because Jeff had wanted it so passionately, Charles had arranged for him to stay at school in America when his own spell of duty in Washington was up and he had to return to England. There had been Aunt Georgie on his mother’s side who was prepared to act as his guardian and Jeff would be sent to England for the longest vacation. When the time came, however, Jeff had not wanted to leave. Aunt Georgie had written a long rambling letter about summer camp and Jeff’s friends and because he, Charles, was already in love with Suzanne by then and wishing to spend as much of his spare time as possible with her, he allowed the boy to stay in the States.


The cable from the aunt asking him to come to America as soon as he could had been a nasty shock. He had been in regular correspondence with her and as far as he knew, Jeff had been in no trouble over the years since he had last seen him. Now, like a bombshell, he learned that the boy was being expelled from his college.


He got leave from the office and flew to America. From New York he telephoned Aunt Georgie. She refused to give details on the telephone and told him Jeff would be arriving next day and would come to his hotel and explain everything.


And here the boy was—no, not a boy any longer, a young man, self-assured, even a little tough at first summing up—and apparently not one whit ashamed of himself for being chucked out of college.


‘It was like this, sir!’


Charles listened to the American accent, trying to accustom his ears to the sudden change from home. ‘This buddy of mine and I were taking two girls for a spin. We’d had a few drinks and I suppose Hank must have had more than I thought. Anyway, he was jumping mad to drive my car when it came time to go home. First off, I refused, then I said okay because this kid has come through school the hard way—no dough, you understand? Works his way. Well, next thing we hit a tree and there’s this girl, my date as a matter of fact, pretty badly hurt. Hank is frantic. “If they find out it’s me who was driving, there’ll be all hell let loose,” he said. “I haven’t a licence and I’ve no insurance.”’


Jeff leaned back in his chair, regarding his stepfather closely.


‘Well, what would you have done, sir? He was my buddy and it was partly my fault for letting him drive. So we swapped seats and sat there till the first car passed by.’


‘And the girl?’


‘Well, that’s the awful part, sir. She wasn’t killed but she was quite badly injured. There was a court case and I took the blame and my aunt thought it best to notify you.’


Charles let out his breath. Unknown to himself, he had been sitting tensely, holding himself taut until he realised that far from being in disgrace, Jeff had done rather a fine thing. Of course, it was crazy for the boy to take the blame for anything so serious. If this girl had died, there could have been an action for manslaughter. Still, mercifully it hadn’t come to that.


‘Frankly, sir,’ Jeff said, ‘I’m not too sorry. I’ve just about had college anyway and I’d rather like to get a job of some sort—to give me something worthwhile to do. I thought maybe I might take you up on that ten-year-old offer to visit England, educate myself that way. What do you think, sir?’


‘Of course!’ Charles said at once. ‘You realise, I suppose, that you don’t have to get a job? Your mother left enough money for me to give you a fairly generous allowance.’


The boy nodded.


‘Yeah. I know the terms of my mother’s will—Aunt Georgie showed me her copy. You got the capital and I get part of the interest till you die, or something. All the same, I think I should work, don’t you, sir? It’s better for a man to have a job of some kind.’


Charles looked at the boy with growing interest. He might look like his French father but he had some of his American mother’s sound common sense.


‘I think you’ve earned a holiday first,’ he said. ‘That must have been a pretty unpleasant affair for you to have to go through. I wish I’d known earlier—I’d have come out.’


‘My aunt wanted to contact you but I was afraid you might want Hank to own up. He’d had a pretty rough time and he owes it to his family to get through college. Besides, I was partly to blame—letting him drive, and paying for all the drinks—I ought to have known better.’


‘Well, if nothing else, you’ll have learned your lesson,’ Charles said. ‘Now, let’s have some dinner, Jeff, and then we’ll see about reservations for the first plane home. I’m anxious for you to meet my wife—Suzanne. You’ll like her, I know. And my two children. In a few weeks’ time, we all go off to the South of France to our island there. But of course, you know about that, I expect. It belonged to your mother.’


‘Yes, I know all about Topaz Island!’ Jeff’s voice had become suddenly quiet, lazy, almost disinterested. His college professor could have told Charles that this was a deliberate mask, put on whenever Jeff’s interest was most widely awake. ‘Yes, sir. I’d like very much to visit there.’


Charles suddenly shivered.


‘I can’t get used to your air-conditioning in the States!’ he said smilingly. ‘Always makes me feel cold.’


‘But it’ll be warm on Topaz Island!’ Jeff said softly. ‘A little too warm, perhaps.’


Charles answered this remark literally.


‘Later in the summer, yes. But the next few months are quite perfect. Suzanne, my wife, loves going there; the children, too. I only wish I could spend more time with them. I’m lucky indeed to get a whole month there.’


‘I’ll tell Aunt Georgie!’ Jeff said, rising suddenly to his feet with a quick unexpected action that was peculiar to him. One moment he would be quiet, relaxed, seeming almost asleep—and the next quick, darting, light on his feet. ‘Like a lizard’ one of his friends had once described him.


‘I thought maybe I should go and see her,’ Charles began, but Jeff broke in:


‘Do we have to, sir? You see, I didn’t dare tell her the truth about that accident for fear she would get poor old Hank involved, so she naturally blames me and feels pretty sore about it all. I—I think it would only distress her to go over it all again; and to see me. I think she’d be much happier just to know you were going to be looking after me for a while.’


Charles hesitated. He had no particular desire to see this woman whom he scarcely knew except by letter. Perhaps Jeff was right and the best thing was to get off back to England. In any case, he hated being parted from Suzanne and the children longer than necessary, especially now that she was alone in the house except for the Italian cook. He’d be glad when she found a replacement for Nanny…


He turned his thoughts back to the boy and nodded.


‘Go ahead, then, Jeff, and telephone your aunt. While you’re gone, I’ll order dinner.’


Jeff leaned against the wall of the hotel phone booth and stared at the girl who was trying to connect him to Aunt Georgie. The girl was small, dark and pretty and was enjoying the flirtation as much as he was. If only his stepfather wasn’t here, he’d…


‘Your call is through, sir!’


‘Aunt Georgie?’


‘Oh, Jeff! Where are you? I’ve been so worried. Why didn’t you call me sooner? I waited in all yesterday after they told me at the college you’d gone and I’ve not had a wink of sleep…’


‘Cut it out, Aunt Georgie. I had a night with some friends. You can’t exactly blame me, can you? If I’d come home you’d only have nagged for hours about how dreadful I am!’


‘Oh, Jeff! That’s not fair, dear. It was my duty to try and make you see how terribly you—’


‘There you go, you see! I haven’t much time so I’d better come to the point. I’m off to Europe, Auntie, with Stepfather Charles!’


‘Oh, Jeff. You mean you are with him now? Can I speak with him? Is he…’


Jeff moved the receiver away from his ear, letting her words pour into empty air while he blew a kiss at the telephone girl. Aunt Georgie was still talking.


‘Isn’t he coming to visit?’


‘No, Aunt Georgie. He’s got to get back to his office right away—tonight, in fact. No, you can’t speak with him—he’s out right now trying to get plane reservations. No, I haven’t got my clothes but I shan’t want them—my rich step-pappy can buy me some nice English clothes when we get to London.’


‘Oh, Jeff! Then I won’t see you before you leave?’


‘No, Aunt, you won’t. And after all the horrible things you’ve said to me,’ (Jeff grinned to himself, enjoying this) ‘no doubt you’ll be glad to be seeing the back of me.’


The voice at the other end became tearful, incoherent.


‘My poor sister’s only child… always loved you… gave you what you wanted… so ashamed with everyone knowing… you will write, won’t you?’


Jeff began to get impatient. The telephone girl was dealing with another customer and he was getting bored.


‘I have to go, Aunt Georgie. All the best!’


‘Jeff, don’t ring off, dear. I want you to know I still love you…’


Deliberately, Jeff replaced the receiver. Aunt Georgie and her unending, all-enduring, all-forgiving love—he was sick of it. It had been far too easy ever since the first day he had gone to live with her, to do whatever he wanted with her. He’d run her life—she hadn’t run his—not even when he was six years old. At first he’d been quite fond of her—thought it decent when she’d caught him stealing a dollar bill from her handbag not to whip him. But soon he’d grown to despise her and all the other silly old women who were her friends, who patted his curly head and talked in coy voices and told him he was ‘just so handsome!’.


Being irresistible had its drawbacks. It wasn’t much fun when there wasn’t at least a little resistance to overcome. When he was a few years older, the girls had been as weak as the women, allowing him to do what he wanted with them. The too-easy conquests had begun to pall and he turned his interests elsewhere for thrills—like that last night when he’d said to Hank:


‘Bet I can knock up a hundred and twenty in this.’


‘Jeff, don’t be a fool. You’re tight!’


‘Jeff, don’t. I’m scared!’


‘Please, Jeff, I’d rather not!’


Oh, well, one learned one’s lesson—he’d do his speeding sober next time.


‘Ah, there you are, Jeff. I’ve booked a room for you and we’ve reservations for tomorrow’s plane. Your aunt quite happy?’


Jeff gave his most charming smile.


‘Much relieved, sir, to know that I’m in good hands.’


It was a little too smooth but Charles let it pass. After all, the boy was American, different from the lads at home. At Jeff’s age he wouldn’t have known how to pay so easy a compliment. The fact was the boy was decent enough at heart, prepared to take the blame and the consequences in order to help a boy less well-off than himself. They must see, Suzanne and he, if they could recompense the lad for his untimely exodus from college. Must have been pretty unpleasant for him.


He put his arm affectionately on Jeff’s shoulder and suddenly longed for Rupert to be this age; old enough to enjoy a first-class dinner and to recognise a good bottle of wine.
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‘They may be very pretty but they are a darned sight too expensive!’ Murray remarked gloomily in reply to his friend’s whistle at a passing bikini-clad French girl.


He rolled over on to his stomach and grimaced at the scratch of the hot sand against his burnt red midriff.


‘It’s all very well for you, Greg, with your capitalist parents providing you with unlimited pocket money. You can afford what just undulated by.’


His friend, Greg Somerville, grinned. He had only known Murray Peters a year and yet they were so well attuned that it seemed now to both boys that they must always have been friends. When holidays had come up for discussion, it had been taken for granted by both that they would holiday together.


‘Can’t afford it!’ had been Murray’s comment when Greg suggested the South of France.


‘I’ll pay!’ Greg offered at once, but knew before he’d finished speaking Murray would never agree to this. Murray came from a simple background, working his way through grammar school to win a top scholarship at the same large provincial university where Greg, himself, had just managed to scrounge a place after failing Oxford and Cambridge, which had been his parents’ choice, but beyond Greg’s ability to achieve. His father was a leading brain specialist and Greg, his only child, had had the best of everything. What Murray found so particularly likeable about him was that despite his privileged upbringing, he was without the smallest trace of snobbery and had sought Murray’s friendship quite regardless of their social and financial differences. Of the two, Murray was far more conscious of and affected by them than Greg.


The boys were opposites to look at as well as in temperament. Murray was quiet, clever, studious, but slow in his ability to absorb new ideas, thoughts, methods. He was dark-haired, dark-eyed and thought nothing of his appearance, so that the general effect was usually somewhat dishevelled. Greg sometimes teased him and called him The Professor, but his young, unlined face and bright intelligent eyes prevented the description fitting him too accurately. Perhaps, when he was a good deal older than his eighteen years, the description would really fit him. But not yet.


Greg, fair-haired, blue-eyed, freckled and nearly always laughing, looked much more like the eternal schoolboy. His rather mischievous, frank face was open, attractive and already very appealing to the opposite sex. But Greg did not take life or girls or work very seriously. He was content to live on the crest of the wave, enjoying his youth, his sudden freedom from school discipline and intended to make the best of every moment before he was forced to buckle down to work once more when he went to university.


He had been often to the South of France for summer holidays with his parents. He loved water skiing, bathing and the happy-go-lucky carefree life of the Riviera and wanted his friend Murray to discover the same delights. Murray’s holidays had been confined to Southend, Blackpool and, once, to the Cornish Riviera, which Greg told him was not quite the same.


It was Greg who found, as usual, a solution to their differing purses. They would go camping—that was cheap enough and would be fun, too.


They had arrived a week ago—finding a suitable camping site, perfect weather, and the sea a Mediterranean postcard blue and lukewarm, waiting to tempt them into its depths. For two days they had done little else but eat, sleep and swim. Then they had met two French girls on the beach and both boys, sworn to keep to a weekly budget within Murray’s means, discovered that in one evening out they had dissipated two whole weeks’ allowance.


‘No more girls!’ Greg said regretfully.


Murray leaned on one elbow and looked at his friend with a worried frown.


‘See here, Greg, just because I can’t afford it, there’s no earthly reason why you…’


‘Cut it out!’ Greg said softly but firmly. Then, to ease the moment, he laughed and punched Murray in the biceps and added: ‘We’ll find somewhere cheaper to pitch the tents. I’m sure there must be a place.’ He sat up and hugged his knees, staring out across the hot sand and shimmering sea to a haze on the horizon. ‘The chap in the bar was telling me that’s an island out there. You can see it properly when it’s not buried in this heat haze. It’s called L’Isle de la Topaze—Topaz Island. There’s no one on it—the owners are English and only come out occasionally when the villa is opened up and servants imported from the mainland to look after them. I was thinking, Murray—suppose we hired a boat and went out there—we could camp for nothing.’


Murray sat up and followed Greg’s pointing finger.


‘I don’t suppose we’d be allowed!’ he said with his usual caution and level-headedness. ‘It’s bound to be private—trespassers heavily prosecuted.’


‘I know—but who’s to find out we’re there if the place is deserted. Let’s nip over this afternoon, Murray—we can have a look round and see if it’s possible—fresh water—that sort of thing. Could be fun—not a soul there. We can dispense with our clothes—go native. I think I’d like that!’


‘I don’t know if we should…’ Murray began but broke off. Once Greg had an idea, however crazy, he knew it was useless to try to argue him out of it. It was not in Greg’s nature to see snags—he was incurably optimistic. Besides, their finances were in a sorry state if they were going to last out till July. Saving the camp site fees would make all the difference—they could even save enough to have a fling their last week…
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