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CHAPTER I 

As the schooner slowly approached the opening in the coral reef, Megan Crane could see the jetty, crowded with people. The water was the wonderful deep blue of the Indian Ocean, the sky cloudless, even the wind was warm against her cheeks. The town looked small, with the little houses huddled together as if seeking the sanctuary offered by the tall mountains towering above them. 

‘Well,’ Miss Wilmot by her side said, ‘here we are. I wonder if Mr Lambert himself will come and meet us. I doubt it, as we’re not the V.I.P.s he honours.’ 

Megan Crane turned to look at the tall, slim woman with her elaborately-dressed hair. ‘You don’t like Craig Lambert?’ Megan asked. 

The words were impulsive and after she had said them Megan regretted it. Her hands tightened round the rail of the ship. Nor did she like Craig Lambert, she thought angrily, for he was ruining her brother Patrick— deliberately, too. 

Then why was she here, she asked herself, on the way out to this island near the Seychelles, to work for Mr Lambert? 

She smiled wryly. What choice had she? She looked at the white-flecked waves. She’d had no choice. Her father had thrown her out, so she had needed the job badly. In addition, though she and Patrick had shared little love with one another, at least he was her brother, and if she could find a way to help him . . . 

Miss Wilmot, Mr Lambert’s P.A. who looked after his affairs in England when he was away, smiled. ‘What a question,’ she said. ‘I work for him. Surely that’s answer enough?’ 

‘I wonder,’ Megan replied. 

The schooner was rolling gently as it waited outside the reef opening. The lagoon they could see was not large and a schooner was anchored by the jetty already. 

Suddenly Megan’s fears had to be put into words. ‘Miss Wilmot,’ she asked, her hair, honey-coloured and long, swinging as she turned her head, ‘how will I get on? What is Mr Lambert like to work for? As I’ve told you, I had no real training as a dancer, even less as a dance teacher.’ She tried to laugh. ‘I’m really worried. Why did I get the job?’ 

Clara Wilmot looked at the anxious girl by her side and gave an odd smile. ‘Your Mrs Arbuthnot gave you a good reference. She’s known you for years, I gather. Also . . .’ her mouth twisted into an even more cynical smile, ‘you appear to have made a good impression on Mr Lambert.’ 

‘Did I?’ Megan found herself laughing. ‘If you’d known how I felt at that time! My whole life had been turned upside down. I’d been looking after my father for four years, thinking he needed me and what a good daughter I was being, then—quite suddenly—he told me I was a burden, that if I could find a job and a bedsitter, it would solve his problem. I didn’t know what to do for . . . well, I wasn’t trained for anything, going straight from school to look after Dad . . .’ She paused, watching the small launch that was skimming over the lagoon, leaving a wake of white beauty behind it. ‘Then Mrs Arbuthnot said a gentleman had been making enquiries for a dancing mistress for an exclusive school and she thought I would be suitable. I couldn’t believe it. Anyhow, he came one day. Luckily I didn’t know he was there, because he watched me give several lessons.’ Megan laughed again. ‘If I’d known he was there, I’d have made an awful mess of it, for I’d have been petrified. Then I met him and he asked me the strangest questions. They seemed to have nothing to do with the job.’ 

‘Mr Lambert is like that,’ Clara Wilmot said slowly. ‘He’s more interested in his employees’ characters than their credentials. After all, he has to be careful because this is an exclusive school. We often get children from abdicated or thrown-out European royal families as well as the very rich. We have to protect the children from unwanted publicity . . . or I should say we have, but it’s not been so easy since Gaston Duval took over.’ 

‘Gaston Duval?’ Megan repeated slowly. She had read Patrick’s desperate letter to his father, asking for financial help, mentioning a friend who was away or there would have been no need for this appeal. Could Gaston be the friend? Megan wondered. 

The launch was coming fast towards them, she saw. Would Mr Lambert be in it? she wondered. No, she decided, it could be the pilot. Perhaps the opening in the coral reef was tricky. 

‘Gaston Duval and Craig Lambert are enemies,’ Clara Wilmot was saying slowly. ‘Like their fathers were, and their grandfathers. It’s a family feud. Gaston wants the island to become a world-famous holiday-place.’ 

‘Yes,’ Megan agreed. ‘I remember when Patrick and Georgina came out . . .’ 

‘Patrick Crane . . .’ Miss Wilmot said slowly, her voice rising, her face changing as she turned to look at the girl by her side. ‘Is he a relation of yours?’ 

‘My brother.’ A faintly defiant note crept into Megan’s voice. Though she didn’t love Patrick, she was allowing no one to run him down! 

‘Why on earth didn’t I . . . The name—I should have thought . . .’ Miss Wilmot sounded agitated, unusual, for normally she was not only efficient but impersonal. Now she began to look angry. ‘Did you tell Mr Lambert?’ she asked. 

‘Of course.’ Megan was puzzled. ‘As soon as I knew where the Lambert School was, I told Mr Lambert my brother lived on the island.’ 

‘And what, if I may ask, was his reaction?’ 

Megan frowned. She had a fey look in many ways, with the cloud of hair that kept falling over her face, the unhappy eyes, the wistful smile. 

‘Well, in a way, he wasn’t very pleased.’ 

‘I’m not surprised,’ Miss Wilmot almost snapped. 

Megan’s hands clenched. ‘And why not?’ she demanded. 

‘Your brother and his wife are part of the island’s lesser-liked population. They’re friends of Gaston Duval. That alone is damning.’ 

Megan nodded silently—so Gaston Duval was Patrick’s friend. 

‘What did Mr Lambert say when you told him?’ Clara Wilmot asked, her voice crisp. 

‘Nothing, really. It was the way his eyes narrowed as he stared at me. He asked me if that was why I had applied for the post, but when I said I hadn’t even known where the school was and that Mrs Arbuthnot had arranged everything, Mr Lambert seemed to relax.’ 

‘He believed you?’ Clara Wilmot gave a strange laugh and Megan blushed. 

‘Well, it was the truth.’ 

‘Maybe, but he doesn’t usually. Still, maybe he has a reason. Craig Lambert does nothing without a reason. By the way, in case you meet Gaston Duval, watch out. He’s said to be most charming, but knowing him could cost you your job. Gaston is said to be very handsome and Craig Lambert . . .’ 

‘Is the ugliest man I know,’ Megan said angrily. What right had Craig Lambert to lay down laws about who she could know? It was true, as well, that Craig was ugly—a strange ugliness that attracted you against your will. Would she ever forget the first time she met him, introduced by Mrs Arbuthnot? A tall man with incredibly broad shoulders, a sun-tanned skin, square chin, high forehead, dark haircut too short by modern standards, and a grave, unsmiling face. He had stared at her thoughtfully, narrowing his eyes in that sceptical way, and she had seen the mole on his cheek. His voice had impressed her: a deep vibrant voice, full of life and strength. And impatience. 

‘Is that so? I had no idea,’ a deep, vibrant but amused voice asked. It was Craig Lambert himself. 

Megan swung round. She had forgotten about the launch, but as she looked about her wildly, seeking the right words to say, which in any case would be quite inadequate, for she had been unforgivably rude, she saw there was no sign of the launch. So Craig Lambert had come to meet her. 

‘I . . . I . . .’ she began nervously, looking up at the grave-faced man staring at her. He was wearing a thin white suit. 

Miss Wilmot, always tactful, came to her rescue. 

‘I didn’t expect you to meet us, Mr Lambert,’ she said. ‘It’s nice of you.’ 

‘You won’t think so in a minute,’ he said dourly. ‘Someone had to meet Miss Crane, because you’re going back immediately. The schooner is waiting, so . . .’ 

‘But I thought . . .’ the elegantly-dressed, so composed Miss Wilmot, in her pale pink shantung suit, looked as if she was going to cry, Megan thought. 

‘So did I. Sorry,’ Craig Lambert said quickly, but not as if he really meant it. ‘Things have changed. That merger with Cox is important and something has come up, so I need you on the spot. You know as much about it as I do, perhaps more. You can come out another time.’ He moved his hand impatiently, as if brushing away her disappointment. ‘We’re going ashore in the launch as I have to get Miss Wilmot on the schooner that’s waiting for her,’ he said with equal curtness to the silent Megan, whose red cheeks had returned to their usual colour, but who still felt horrified at what she had said and he had heard. It was hardly, she was thinking, a good start to a job she was afraid she didn’t qualify for. 

He led the way to the waiting launch. Only Miss Wilmot’s luggage was to be taken. 

‘Miss Crane’s will come later,’ Craig said curtly. 

The launch bounced about in the rough waves which came roaring to break up on the coral reef, but once through the narrow opening, the water was as smooth as any village pond. Craig Lambert was talking briskly to Miss Wilmot, who looked slightly green but was dutifully making notes of what he told her. No one looked at Megan, so she sat very still, grateful because she wanted the chance to look at the land that was going to be her new home . . . for as long as she could keep the job! 

As they came closer to the island, she could see how beautiful it was. So much colour. Trees with huge red flowers, arches covered with purple blossoms, the dark-skinned men crowded on the jetty wore white trousers and sleeveless shirts as well as straw hats, but the women, crowding with them, seemed all to be wearing bright crimson or vivid yellow dresses. 

Palm trees were standing along the quayside, their slender trunks bent as if the wind had pushed them down for so many years that they had given up the fight. To Megan, palm trees meant so much. They were part of her impossible dream. 

‘The impossible dream,’ she said silently, staring at the island before her. The dream she had so often had in her life. Oddly enough, usually after an un-happy day, and—looking back—she realised just what a lot of unhappy days she had had in her twenty years of life. Always there had been this impossible dream—that one day she would live on an island where palm trees were silhouetted against the mountains, where the ocean came racing in, tossing fountains of sun-kissed water in the air as it hit the coral reefs, then coves of white soft sand that caressed your skin while the sun browned it, the exciting deep blue sea where strange fish lived, and trees full of chattering monkeys and tiny, brightly coloured birds hovering over flowers . . . 

She had seen the island so often, getting brochures from travel agents and keeping the chosen picture hidden from Patrick’s curious eyes. Sometimes she had decided on Barbados, or Jamaica, or the Canaries, but never, somehow, had she thought of the Seychelles. Yet here she was. 

It had been Mrs Arbuthnot who reminded her on that terrible day, when the rain poured down and a gale blew along Hastings’ front, and her father had just told her Patrick, her brother, was in trouble. Patrick always was in trouble, she had thought rebelliously. Patrick could do no wrong. But this, it seemed, was serious. He needed the money urgently. 

How worried her father had looked! ‘If only you had a good job, Meg, and could live on your own, in a bed-sitter, perhaps, then I could sell this house,’ her father had said. 

She had felt frozen with shock. ‘But what about you?’ 

He had nodded. Apparently it had all been arranged and nothing said to her, yet her father must have known this would happen, for he went on: ‘Your Aunt Lily wants me to live with her. She’s bought this cottage in Dorset, but says it’s very isolated and she would like a man around.’ 

‘But you and Aunt Lily . . .’ Megan had begun, pausing again as her father looked at her. He was doing this for Patrick, she knew. Patrick who could do no wrong. Yet Dad had never got on with deaf Aunt Lily who rarely stopped grumbling. 

‘Perhaps Mrs Arbuthnot could help you find a job, Meg?’ her father had suggested. ‘One with a better salary, full time.’ 

Now, as the launch approached the jetty, Megan could remember the frozen desolation she had felt that day as she hurried to Mrs Arbuthnot’s College of Dancing, running through the rain, stumbling through puddles, bent as she went along the Front, battling with the high winds racing across the Channel. Mrs Arbuthnot had been sympathetic. It was then she had told Megan about the gentleman who had been to see her, having heard high praise of her dancing college. 

‘You might just do, Megan,’ Mrs Arbuthnot had said excitedly. ‘One door closes and another opens. Perhaps this is your impossible dream? I just can’t understand your father— after all you’ve done for him, given up your dancing, your schooling, just to look after him and yet he can treat you like this.’ 

‘He’s never loved me,’ Megan had told her. ‘Aunt Lily said it was because I killed my mother.’ 

How angry Mrs Arbuthnot had been! Her cheeks bright red, her eyes flashing. ‘Your Aunt Lily! Look, your mother was told to have no more children after Patrick was born. She should never have had you. But you didn’t ask to be born. I blame them. They should have been more careful.’ 

‘Are you all right, Miss Crane?’ Craig Lambert’s harsh voice penetrated Megan’s dreams. ‘You’re very quiet.’ 

She jerked back to the present, to the launch that had drawn up by the jetty, with Miss Wilmot being helped out and Mr Lambert scowling. 

‘I’m sorry, Mr Lambert. I was thinking . . .’ 

‘I’m not surprised,’ he said. ‘You must have a lot to think about. Come along, I haven’t all day,’ he added. 

He helped her climb the ladder, and then she was surrounded by the chattering, laughing Creoles who had crowded the jetty, many laden with hand-made goods they hoped to sell. Mr Lambert spoke to them curtly, in a strange kind of French that Megan found hard to translate, then he turned to her. 

‘Wait here while I get Miss Wilmot settled.’ 

The tall, elegantly-dressed woman shook hands with Megan formally, but Miss Wilmot had a shocked look as if her surprise and disappointment was still upsetting her. 

‘Goodbye.’ Miss Wilmot looked round and saw that Craig Lambert was striding down the jetty, the people moving out of his way, much as waves seem to do as a launch prances through them. ‘Good luck,’ Clara Wilmot said quietly. ‘You’ll need it.’ 

Feeling dismayed, Megan stood very still, staring at Miss Wilmot’s straight back as she hurried away. 

Why was she going to need good luck? And why had Mr Lambert given her the job if he disliked Patrick? Was he going to use her as a weapon against Patrick? That was another question, but it was absurd. How could he hurt Patrick through the sister Patrick had never loved? Yet perhaps—indeed, of course, Mr Lambert couldn’t know that. 

What sort of man was she going to work for, anyhow? Curt, dominant, impatient, arrogant and, apparently, ruthless, according to Patrick. 

She could no longer see Miss Wilmot, who had not turned for a final wave, so Megan looked at the island. The islanders, obviously respecting whatever it was Mr Lambert had said to them, kept away from her, talking to one another excitedly, with laughter filling the air.

How lovely it could be living here, Megan thought, relaxing as she leant against the railing of the jetty. It was hot, but not too humid, and the slight breeze caressed her cheeks with a pleasant warmth. She looked at the small town. How crowded and small were the stone-made houses. They all seemed huddled round a centre square where there was a large white cross. Then the road seemed to vanish in a mass of trees and start to climb the mountains that sheltered the valley. On the mountainside she could see tiny houses clinging to the soil, some cattle grazing and several waterfalls so far away that the water looked like a silver pencil line down the green grass. 

‘Well?’ The deep vibrant voice made her jump as Craig Lambert joined her. ‘What do you think of it?’ 

Megan’s hair swung as she turned her head. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat, her eyes shining with excitement. 

‘It’s very beautiful.’ 

‘Good. Not that you’ll come here often. Of course, you’ll want to visit your brother. That can be arranged. Are you very close to one another?’ he asked curtly, starting to walk away. 

She had almost to run to keep up with him, for his strides were long, quick and apparently effortless. She had always prided herself on being a good fast walker, but this was no . . . nor could she hear all he was saying as he spoke over his shoulder. 

‘Not . . . very,’ she managed to say. 

‘I see. Not a close brother-sister relationship. Just as well, perhaps. We prefer to keep the girls out of certain parts of the island. Lately so much has deteriorated. Unfortunately there has been little I could do about it, but now,’ his voice sounded triumphant, ‘things are going to change.’ 

She wondered what he meant. Was the destruction of poor Patrick part of Craig Lambert’s plans? 

A huge white Rolls was waiting for them. The chauffeur, dark-skinned, wearing a smart green uniform, opened the car doors. This had never been part of the dream, she thought, a Rolls-Royce! White, too! 

The chauffeur drove slowly. He had little choice, for the narrow main street was crowded with cars, cyclists, and a kind of chair on wheels, drawn by a Creole running in the shafts and which carried two people. Everywhere there was colour. The shop windows sparkled with scintillating swinging toys or the bright green or purple materials, draped round dummies. The pavements were crowded, too, and no one seemed to be in a hurry. Nor did any of them look alike, for she saw Chinese faces, Indian, Creole as well as white skins. 

It was as if Craig Lambert read her mind. ‘We have a real international mixture here. These islands were invaded so often in the past, leaving behind these souvenirs.’ He gave a strange smile that seemed to relax his stern face. 

They drove past the White Cross where wreaths of flowers were leaning against it, and then, as they left the town behind, the road became emptier and their passage faster. It was fascinating, Megan thought, as she looked eagerly on every side. All these colours ; all the trees and bushes seemed ablaze with brightly coloured blossoms. As the road twisted and turned to take the steep mountain gradually, she looked at the funny little houses and the small children waving and she waved back; sometimes there were groups of women, their skirts tucked round their waists as they walked into the narrow streams to wash their clothes. 

As the car took a slow turn on a miniature plateau, Megan caught her breath. She could now see the other side of the town and stretching up in the middle of this small group of buildings was what looked like a thick finger reaching up towards the sky. It was so hideous, so out of keeping with the quiet beauty of the island that it shocked her. 

‘What’s that?’ she asked impulsively. 

‘Hotel Anglais. Run by Gaston Duval,’ Craig Lambert said sharply. ‘You’ve heard of him?’ 

She hesitated for a moment, but there was no point in lying. 

‘Yes, I . . .’ 

‘Met him?’ Craig Lambert snapped. 

‘Of course not.’ She was annoyed by his way of throwing questions sharply at her. ‘How could I? I’ve never been here before.’ 

‘That’s as may be, but Gaston Duval gets round the world quite a bit. Your brother’s dancing school, by the way, is quite near the hotel.’ 

‘Is it?’ She wondered what was best to say and decided to say as little as possible. 

‘Your brother and you are not good friends?’ Craig Lambert asked abruptly. 

Megan felt the surge of loyalty rising inside her. 

‘I didn’t say that. I said . . . well, we are friends, but that’s all.’ 

‘Why don’t you get on better?’ Perhaps he saw the look on Megan’s face, for he lifted a phone from his side of the car and gave instructions in the strange French he had used on the jetty. The chauffeur, sitting very upright as he drove, nodded and at the next plateau, always placed where a severely sharp turn came, drove off into a narrow side road which the trees lined, their leaves meeting overhead so that it was like a cathedral, and there was a green light as the sun was shut out. Then, as they turned a corner, Megan saw the most beautiful view. The trees had gone, save for a few palm trees on a lawn, underneath which were some tables. The small square house was half hidden by purple flowers. 

‘I’m having coffee, or would you prefer a cold drink?’ he asked curtly as he led the way to one of the tables, settling Megan in a chair. ‘My favourite view.’ 

‘It’s beautiful. Coffee, please.’ 

‘Black or white?’ he asked. 

‘White, please.’ Megan, leaning on the table, rested her face on her hands, as she stared at the view before her. The blue ocean spreading away. There were no quiet coves below here, just the ocean speeding in, rushing madly towards the rocks, tossing as if furious with the world. It was so . . . so . . . 

‘Why don’t you like your brother?’ Craig Lambell’s curt voice jerked her back to the present. 

‘I didn’t say I didn’t like him,’ Megan said, giving him a quick glance, for she wondered why he had suggested stopping here. Surely they could have had coffee at the school? 

‘No, but you implied it. Look, there are some questions I want to ask you. It’s simpler here than at the school, because I’m always busy there.’ 

Megan looked away quickly. What sort of questions, she wondered. She must be careful what she said—in case it affected Patrick. 

‘Excuse me a moment,’ she said. ‘I just want to look at this lovely view.’ 

She walked across the lawn to where a wall had been built of rocks. Leaning against it, she found she could look down on the small town they had recently left. How tiny it looked, she thought. Why, the houses were more like a group of children’s dolls’ houses and the yachts so still in the smooth lagoon looked like little paper toys. 

‘Are you jealous of your brother?’ The words, close to her ears, made her jump. She turned quickly and found Craig Lambert by her side, leaning on the wall. 

‘Jealous?’ She was really startled. Never had she thought of herself as being jealous, but . . . 

She looked up and found Craig Lambert’s eyes were narrowed thoughtfully. He was not smiling, so it was not a joke. 

‘I . . . well . . .’ she began, then nodded. ‘I suppose I am,’ she said. ‘My mother died when I was born and my father never forgave me. He adored Patrick. He’d do anything . . .’ She stopped abruptly. Perhaps it would be unwise to let Craig Lambert know about Patrick’s recent desperate cry for financial help? 

‘That’s unusual. Usually the father adores his daughters, and it’s the son who gets neglected.’ He paused and again, suddenly, his question seemed to jump at her: ‘Why did you want a new job so badly?’ 

‘Be . . . because . . .’ Megan began, then paused. Had she to answer these questions? she asked herself. Had he the right to expect her to do so? Had he the right, even, to ask them? Maybe he had, though, for—as Miss Wilmot had said—his responsibilities at the school were terrific and that was why he was more interested in his employees’ characters than their abilities. 

‘Why?’ she repeated slowly. ‘Well, it all came as rather a shock to me. My father wanted to go and live with my aunt in Dorset . . . She lives in a lonely part and said she needed a man about the house. She’s very deaf and nervous and I suppose she thought a man would keep vandals away. Not that I can see poor Dad doing much,’ Megan went on, her voice wistful. ‘He has this wretched arthritis and is always losing balance. He’s so afraid of falling that he hardly dares to walk anywhere.‘ 

‘So you had to find a job? You like your aunt?’ 

Again Megan hesitated. ‘Yes and no. She’s deaf and rather difficult. She looked after us for all my life and nothing anyone did was ever right. Then when . . .when . . .’ 

‘You were sixteen when she left you,’ Craig Lambert finished for her. ‘I understand you had to leave school, though you had a promising future, and also had to give up dancing. You like dancing?’ 

A little puzzled, wondering how he could know so much, Megan nodded. ‘We were all dancers, you see. Mother and Dad danced a lot, and often won international competitions. They were really good. Then she died and he began to get this wretched arthritis. So did . . .’ Megan paused, not sure if it was wise or not to mention her brother. Yet Patrick’s name could not be left out without it seeming strange. ‘Patrick and Georgina danced a lot and won prizes. I also had a partner.’ 

‘What was his name?’ 

The question startled her, because she hadn’t thought of her one-time partner for ages. ‘Reggie . . . Reggie Blake.’ 

‘You still meet him?’ 

‘No.’ She was even more puzzled, since she couldn’t see what connection it had with her job. ‘He was furious when I said I couldn’t go on dancing. You see, you have to practise all the time and be free to travel about, and I just couldn’t leave Dad alone. He had this dreadful fear of falling down and breaking a hip.’ 

‘So you gave up dancing, too,’ Craig Lambert said thoughtfully, then turned to look at her. ‘Willingly?’ he asked. 

‘Willingly?’ Puzzled, Megan had repeated the word. 

‘Yes. I mean was it your idea or did your father have to ask you to give up dancing?’ 

‘He didn’t know why I stopped. Of course I didn’t tell him. He wouldn’t have liked it at all. He’s very independent in many ways. I had no choice as far as I could see it. Dad needed me—and that was all.’ 

‘I see. Oh, the coffee’s come. We’d better go and drink it,’ Craig Lambert said, leading the way back to the table. ‘I can’t help wondering what made your father suddenly decide to live with your aunt. Did they get on well together? Would she be a good nurse?’ 

Megan hesitated again. Whatever happened, she wasn’t going to tell Mr Lambert that the house had been sold in order to help Patrick—and that was why she had been practically thrown out of the house that had been her home all her life. 

‘She’s not very patient, she thinks he’s seeking attention and has no sympathy. I can’t see how they . . .’ 

‘Maybe he felt you were leading too narrow a life and that it would do you good to go out into the world.’ 

‘I doubt if he ever thought about me,’ Megan said bitterly, then wished she hadn’t been so honest as she saw Mr Lambert open his eyes wider as he stared at her. 

‘You could be wrong, of course,’ Craig Lambert said slowly. ‘Well, you had to find a job. I take it you told Mrs Arbuthnot and she told you I had already been there, asking if she could recommend someone. I know it seems strange, with a school like ours having to look for a dancing mistress, but I’ve set a very high standard for the staff and I wouldn’t take just anyone. Often the girls have what used to be called “crushes” on the staff and I want to be certain that the staff concerned will be a good influence on them. What I can’t understand is why Mrs Arbuthnot, who obviously valued you highly and had no desire to lose you—why did she tell me about you? You’ve known her for some time?’ 

‘All my life. She taught me all I know about dancing. She was a great dancer once, but broke her hip and it never got properly healed. I think she wanted me to get a job far away because she was afraid Aunt Lily would rope me in to look after them both . . .’ 

‘And of course you’d have gone.’ 

Megan looked at him. ‘I’d have had no choice, would I?’ She laughed. ‘Mrs Arbuthnot is a darling. She said that would be the end for me and my whole life would be ruined.’ 

‘And you’d have had no chance to find a nice husband,’ he said. 

‘I . . .’ Megan looked at him again. ‘I never thought of marriage. You see, I couldn’t . . . well, I just couldn’t leave Dad. He isn’t so old, though his arthritis made him retire much earlier than he should have done and he could live for another thirty or forty years. The doctor says he’s in fine health—’ 

‘Apart from his arthritis.’ There was a slightly sarcastic note in Craig Lambert’s voice that annoyed Megan at once. 

‘It can be terribly painful,’ she said quickly. 

‘I’m aware of that, Miss Crane,’ he said. ‘You seem to lay great stress on doing your duty. Unusual in this day and age. Do you feel the same sense of duty as regards your brother?’ 

There was a long pause as she stared at him. What did he mean? What was he trying to trick her into saying? 

‘In a . . . in a way I suppose so, but I can’t imagine Patrick ever needing me.’ 

Craig Lambert stood up. ‘That’s what you think,’ he said. ‘We’d better get going. I’ll tell you more about the school on our way.’ 

Back in the spacious, luxurious car, Megan found it hard to concentrate on what Craig Lambert was saying, for she couldn’t forget the way he had said: That’s what you think. What had he meant? Was he planning to do some mean trick on Patrick and include her in it? 

The car crawled along the winding narrow roads that wound up and down the mountains, into the deep valleys, then up far above it again. Megan sat meekly, trying to listen to what Craig Lambert was saying. She had her hands folded, but she had to dig her nails into the palms as she tried to force herself to concentrate. 

‘My grandfather had one son and three daughters. It was the girls he adored; he had no time for his son. Perhaps that was why my father . . .’ Craig Lambert paused and then went on: ‘My grandfather searched the world for a school good enough for the girls. He couldn’t find one, so he built this one. Soon it became famous, selective, and it had a long waiting list. When he died, my father took over.’ His voice changed. ‘Unfortunately he hadn’t been properly trained to handle the responsibility of the job and soon it began to deteriorate and lose prestige. When he died, I came back from South America and had to repair the damage caused to the school and its name. I succeeded until a new problem arose. This island was far from the madding crowd, but suddenly it became a holiday centre. A number of people have come to live here whom we consider completely undesirable.’ He looked at the girl sitting silently by his side and paused, as if giving her a chance to speak. 

Megan said nothing. She felt it was wiser to hold her tongue, for she could feel the anger again. Why did he so condemn poor Patrick? All Patrick was doing was to earn a living, a living that wasn’t made any easier by the extravagant girl he had married. 

‘Gradually, however,’ Craig Lambert went on slowly, ‘we’re gradually erasing them.’ 

Megan had to cling her fingers together as anger swept through her. Erase? Could there be a more callous expression? In other words, wipe them out, force them to become bankrupt and lose everything just so that he could get rid of those he disliked? 

‘We have to have strict rules at the school,’ Craig Lambert continued. ‘There’s always the danger of kidnapping to be faced, of course, also of the wrong type of friends being made. These are not children we have at the school. Many of them are old enough to have been married several years, but their parents refuse to let them leave school because they feel they’re safer here until a suitable husband can be found. This, as you can imagine, can cause some friction. No girl is allowed to move about the island alone. This is plainly understood.’ 

Poor things, Megan thought quickly. ‘And the staff?’ she asked, unable to resist saying it. 

He showed no surprise or annoyance. ‘That’s quite different, of course. We only employ those we can trust, but we do ask them to always leave notice of where they go. This is to ensure that we can contact them immediately if they’re needed.’ 

‘What about transport?’ Megan asked. ‘The school seems an awful long way from the town.’ 

‘Actually it isn’t far. Perhaps I should say unfortunately, because I’d prefer us to be further away. However, we came this long way so that you could see something of the island and its beauty. Most of the staff have cars of their own. There are also buses on Wednesday and Sunday, going both ways. Naturally, when you want to visit your brother, we can arrange a lift.’ 

‘Thank you . . .’ Megan began, not sure if she liked the sound of that. Was Mr Lambert planning to keep her under observation when she visited Patrick? she wondered. ‘Oh, look, isn’t it gorgeous!’ she cried impulsively, leaning forward as they passed a huge, aged tree whose trunk and branches were twined with the long clinging tendrils of a purple-flowered bougainvillea. ‘What a marvellous colour!’ 

‘What? Oh, yes, the bougainvillea. You know the name of the island we prefer? It has many names—ours is the Isle of Purple Flowers. Quite suitable.’ 

‘It’s all so beautiful.’ Megan’s voice was awed. Now they had left the mountains and were driving through what seemed like the avenues of trees they had passed earlier, then coming into the sunshine, passing by waterfalls that had looked like a silver line from the schooner but now were amazingly wide as the water frantically pushed its way through the rocks. 

‘We’ll be there soon. Just round that cluster of trees. I hope you will find Miss Tucker congenial—our headmistress, a fine woman, but rather out of date in her view. Comes of a military family, hence very keen on discipline. As you can imagine, very few today can accept that, but here they must.’ 

Megan shivered. There had been something ominous in the way he had said they must. She could almost imagine him with a horsewhip in one hand . . . then she had to laugh. What an imagination she had! He couldn’t be such a monster or he wouldn’t have been so friendly that day, going to the trouble of meeting her and bringing her this long way round . . . 

She caught her breath. Or was it because he had wanted to question her? Had she unwittingly said something that could hurt Patrick? she wondered. 

What would life at the school be like? she asked herself. It was beginning to sound like a prison. What he was implying was that you had to conform or get out! No wonder the salary was so generously high, and that once a year, return fares were paid to the staff so that they could go home for the long holiday. In addition Miss Wilmot had told her there was a flatlet for each member of the staff, who could cook for herself or go to the communal dining room as she preferred. Megan wondered which she would do. It rather depended on the other staff, she thought. 

‘Here we are,’ Craig Lambert said, his voice proud, as the car left the trees and slowed up along the road leading up to Lambert School. 

Megan gasped. She didn’t know what she had expected to see, but it was certainly not this massive mansion built in the shape of an L, with courtyards, and two sides facing the sea. The chimneys were Elizabethan, long and decorated, the windows on the ground floor were large picture ones, but on the two floors above, the windows were smaller, but each room had a balcony. The garden in front was gay with flowers, everything symmetrically arranged so that nothing was out of place. On either side of the doorway stood a huge white-blossomed gardenia. On the other side of the building stretched tennis courts, hockey fields—she could even make out a distant golf course. 

‘Well?’ Craig Lambert asked impatiently. ‘You look surprised.’ 

She turned to stare at him. ‘I didn’t expect this. It’s so English!’ 

‘You sound disappointed. What’s wrong with looking English?’ 

‘Nothing, oh, nothing at all. It is beautiful, really marvellous,’ she said quickly, and meant it. 

It was just that it was the opposite of what she had expected, which was absurd anyhow. What had her foolish impossible dream to do with a school of this size? Yet she still felt disappointed. Had she come nearly seven thousand miles from England just to live in an English house? 

‘What a lovely lot of . . .’ she began enthusiastically. 

‘Facilities for games? Yes, we watch our students’ health carefully and always make sure they can play their part in a social world. Here we expect the staff to help and play their part. Now, Miss Crane,’ Craig Lambert’s voice changed, became grave and almost stern, ‘I’m not always here. You must appreciate that Miss Tucker is always in charge and conform to her wishes. Is that clear? The staff you may find difficult at first. It’s inevitable in such a small confined community that adults of different nationalities will not always see eye to eye, but I must ask you to remain neutral as far as possible, since we have enough temperamental females here as it is.’ 

Megan coloured. Was that what he thought she was? A temperamental female? 

‘Not to worry,’ he went on. ‘I feel I know you well enough to trust you to soon adjust yourself, taking your part in the social life of the school as well as passing on your very excellent talent as a dancer. One final point.’ His voice hardened. ‘Please remember that you are on the staff. Do you understand? No nonsense about sympathising with the students. You’re on the staff’s side. Understand?’ 

A little puzzled, she nodded. The car was drawing nearer the huge house that seemed to tower above them almost ominously. Was she going to be happy here? she wondered. She glanced quickly at Craig Lambert. But he was staring proudly up at the school, no doubt delighting in the fact that he had made it become what his grandfather would have liked. 

His school. Craig Lambert’s school . . . that he was afraid some people were trying to destroy. 

He turned to her. ‘When we arrive, I must leave you at once. The servants will show you your flat. I’ll send for you in about two hours’ time—that’ll give you time to wash and change before you meet Miss Tucker.’ Even as he spoke, the car stopped. He was out of the car immediately, striding up the wide white steps into the door that had been opened. 

Megan sat alone. Never had she felt so alone before. 

A tall, slender dark-skinned girl came to the car. 

‘Would you this way please come?’ she said politely, leading the way into the tall hall with its curving staircase and huge oil paintings on the walls. 

Megan followed her up the stairs, down a long corridor, then the girl opened the door, stepped back and gave what might resemble a very mild curtsey. 

‘I hope it is all well,’ the girl said. ‘I am Odette. This is your flat.’ 

Slowly Megan walked in. First, there was a not-so-large but neither was it small, squarish room, brightly decorated with pale yellow walls, deep sea-green curtains that showed a wide open French door that led to a balcony. Megan was drawn immediately to the window and then stood there, hardly able to breathe, it was so beautiful. 

She could look straight out over the garden to the Indian Ocean. How far away seemed the horizon, not a sign of a ship or even a fishing boat. When she turned, Odette had left her, so Megan explored on her own. The sitting-room had two armchairs, a desk, a small table and two chairs. Everything was very tidy and polished vigorously. The bedroom led out of the sitting-room and was narrow with a built-in wardrobe and a divan bed. Here again, the walls were pale yellow, the curtains and bedspread green. Out of the bedroom was a small bathroom with a shower and alongside it a tiny kitchen annexe, with a small electric cooker, refrigerator and dresser. 

It was far nicer than she had dared to hope, Megan thought, as she wandered round. Her luggage was waiting for her. The air was hot but not too humid. 

She began to unpack, frowning a little as she shook out the well-cut dresses of drip-dry material, some pale blue, others green or white. Miss Wilmot had taken her shopping. Part of the contract was that the school would supply what Craig Lambert called ‘uniform’. Megan thought he had evidently been shocked by her drab clothes, and she had felt furious with him for suggesting that she couldn’t buy her own clothes, or even choose them—but talking to Miss Wilmot had made Megan see it in a different light. 

‘The staff must set an example of perfect taste and good dressing,’ Miss Wilmot had said gravely. ‘They must be up to date but definitely not avant-garde.’

‘How do the staff react? Or is it only me who’s being treated like this?’ Megan had asked, trying to hide her indignation. 

Miss Wilmot’s horrified expression had been answer enough. 

‘Of course not. I always advise the staff when they’re first engaged. Certainly a few are difficult, but most of them will accept the common sense of it. They are allowed to wear what they like when they go off duty, but not if they are still in the school. Only if they go into the town, for instance. Even then, there are limits.’ 

‘It sounds like a convent or a prison,’ Megan had found herself saying. ‘Do the staff really accept it.’ 

Miss Wilmot smiled coldly. ‘They don’t have to take the jobs, do they? It’s up to them. The salaries are high, the perks even greater. The school has a name to keep up, we can’t risk damaging it.’ 

Not that she should complain at all, Megan told herself, as she carefully hung up the clothes. Never in her life had she had such lovely well-cut dresses. There were even several evening dresses, for apparently the social life of the school was considered important. Miss Wilmot had shopped carefully, occasionally asking Megan if she liked the dress but more often consulting with the assistants and proving difficult to please. 

Now, as Megan hastily showered and brushed her hair, twisting it round her head, leaving her slender neck exposed, she tried on a pale green dress. As she stared in the mirror at herself, she thought how grateful she should be. Never in her life had she dreamed of wearing a dress like this . . . 

With her eyes watching the clock, because she mustn’t be late on this first day, Megan tried to work out to whom she should be grateful. Miss Wilmot for choosing such attractive clothes? Craig Lambert for footing the bill? Mrs Arbuthnot for finding her the job? Perhaps her father for turning her out, Megan thought sadly, for it still hurt . . . or should the thanks go back still farther? To Patrick for needing money so urgently that it had triggered off the whole . . . whole incident, if it could be so called. 

A gentle tap on the door made Megan jump. It was Odette. 

‘If Mademoiselle will follow me,’ she said politely. 

A little nervous, Megan obeyed. Craig Lambert’s comments about the headmistress had not been exactly comforting: a fine woman but rather out of date, also Miss Tucker had come of a military family, hence very keen on discipline. He had even said he hoped she would be congenial—so it sounded as if he wasn’t too sure they would be . . . 

Odette led the way back downstairs, down the lofty, cool hall to where it seemed to divide into various tributaries of corridors, leading away. She stopped outside a closed door, knocked, opened it and stood back. 

‘Mademoiselle Crane,’ Odette said, then quietly left Megan and closed the door. 

Megan stood just inside the room. She couldn’t believe her eyes, for there was an almost monastic simplicity about the room that was in complete reverse to what she had seen, so far, of the rest of the school. Severely white walls, white curtains, a broad walnut desk with a chair behind it, and an armchair. A shadow of someone standing by the window moved. 

He turned. It was Craig Lambert. 

Looking her up and down, he nodded. ‘Miss Wilmot has superb taste,’ he said. 

Flushing, Megan nodded. She couldn’t speak, she was so angry. In other words, she hadn’t superb taste? He was comparing her old-fashioned drab dress with this . . . this one that had cost probably twenty times as much as the dress Megan had worn and all she could afford. 

‘Miss Tucker won’t be a moment. Sit down,’ Craig Lambert said curtly. 

The cosiest, most comfortable-looking item in the room was the armchair that Megan sank into, facing the desk. 

‘Well, how do you like your flat?’ There was a note of impatience in Craig Lambert’s voice. Was it because she hadn’t said a word so far? Megan wondered. Somehow she found her voice. 

‘It’s lovely. It’s really lovely,’ she said. 

He smiled. He smiled so rarely that it always startled her, for it completely altered his face. Normally it was so stern, almost as if carved in stone, but when he smiled, it was as if the skin, drawn taut over the bones, relaxed. 

‘I’m glad you like it. No regrets?’ he asked, and then added: ‘So far.’ 

‘No, of course not,’ Megan said quickly. Why was he always hinting that she was going to regret it, that it wouldn’t all be roses and honey? 

The door opened, Craig Lambert turned round promptly and Megan scrambled ungracefully to her feet. 

Miss Tucker. 

Megan saw a tall, thin woman dressed in a severely plain white jersey dress. She wore a crimson stone on a thin gold chain round her neck. She was not beautiful, yet in a way she had a fascinating face, for she had high cheekbones, and red hair. Really red hair, naturally red, Megan thought quickly, comparing it in her mind with Miss Wilmot’s, which was obviously dyed. 

‘Welcome, Miss Crane.’ Miss Tucker came forward, holding out her hand, shaking Megan’s firmly, then releasing it. ‘I’m sorry you had to wait. Do sit down,’ she said, going behind the desk, then looking up at Craig Lambert. 

‘There’s no need for you to be detained, Mr Lambert,’ Miss Tucker said coldly. ‘I think it would be wiser if we talked alone.’ 

He stood, feet apart, hands on his hips, and his eyes narrowed a little. 

‘I agree entirely, Miss Tucker, but first I want to make a few things clear if you have no objection.’ 

‘Naturally I can have none,’ Miss Tucker said, even more coldly. ‘Would you care to sit down? I can get a chair.’ Her hand was on the bell on the desk, but Craig Lambert put up his hand. 

‘Please don’t bother, Miss Tucker. I shall only be here a few moments.’ 

‘I see,’ Miss Tucker replied, quite obviously showing by her tone of voice that she didn’t, and had no intention of trying to see. 

Megan, sitting silently, her hands moist with nervousness, was puzzled. Why this hostility between the headmistress and the owner of the school? 

‘Well?’ Miss Tucker asked, the fingers of one hand drumming lightly on the desk. 

Craig Lambert was not disturbed at all. He half-smiled before he began talking. ‘In the first place, Miss Tucker, I must warn you that Miss Crane suffers from an outsize inferiority complex . . .’ 

Megan caught her breath, feeling the colour surge through her cheeks. If they looked as red as they felt hot, she hated to think what she must look like. A boiled lobster, perhaps! How dared he! How could he be so cruel? 

‘She will, of course, deny this,’ Craig Lambert continued, still looking with half-closed eyes at Megan. ‘She’s a fine dancer, one of the most natural I’ve ever seen. Unfortunately through her father’s inability to move without help, Miss Crane had to leave school early after her 0-levels and also give up her dancing, which was, I consider, a great loss to the world. 

‘You may wonder, as she obviously does, why I went to a comparatively unknown school in Hastings to find a new dancing mistress. Actually I had been told by several people that the school had a good reputation. I must confess I’m rather tired of having entirely classical ballet dancing. I think dancing should interpret what the music means to you. Mrs Arbuthnot, who had instructed and then employed Miss Crane, allowed me to watch Miss Crane at work without her knowing it. As I think I’ve said, I was impressed. I liked the way she handled her pupils, too, and the way she behaved herself. I felt she would be an asset to the school. 

‘It’s time we moved with the times.’ He smiled again as if at himself. ‘I think Miss Crane will satisfy us in every respect.’ He stood straight, glancing down at his hands for a moment. ‘I’m telling you this, Miss Tucker, because Miss Crane may come up against some hostility; it may be asserted that she’s not fully qualified because she had not taken the usual examinations. I say it’s time this was no longer considered necessary. I employed Miss Crane because I believe her to be an excellent dancer and teacher. I know that having asked you to support me in this, I can rely on you to give Miss Crane all the assistance required. That’s all. Thank you.’ He walked to the door and smiled at Megan. ‘Don’t look like a terrified rabbit, Miss Crane. I’m sure you’ll be happy here and I know Miss Tucker will help you. I can rely on her,’ he added, and left the room. 

There was an uncomfortable silence as Megan stared at Miss Tucker. What had that all been about? she wondered unhappily. It was as if he had been cracking a whip, subtly threatening Miss Tucker . . . or, even worse, warning he would not tolerate any hostility shown towards Megan. Would there be hostility? Megan wondered anxiously. 

‘Mr Lambert is right, Miss Crane,’ Miss Tucker said, her voice suddenly friendly. ‘Don’t look so frightened. I won’t eat you.’ 

‘I’m sorry.’ Megan felt the bright colour again which made it all worse. ‘I’m rather tired and . . . and Mr Lambert is right, I can’t help wondering if I’m capable of doing . . . I mean, I wasn’t trained as a teacher and . . .’ 

‘If Mr Lambert has seen you dance and listened to your methods of teaching, you can rest assured, Miss Crane, that you are capable of coping.’ Miss Tucker’s face creased into a smile. ‘Mr Lambert knows what he’s talking about and is a good judge of character.’ 

‘But why . . . what did he mean about . . . well . . .’ Megan hesitated, looking for the right words. ‘The hostility he talked of . . .’ 

‘Well, that is rather difficult.’ Miss Tucker stood up, moved to the window, drawing back the curtain a little so that both could see out of the window at the girls playing tennis. Miss Tucker turned round. ‘Unfortunately Mr Lambert dismissed our last dancing mistress for no apparent reason. Quite abruptly, too. I’m aware that he made it worth her while to go, but there was no doubt about it, she didn’t want to go. I’m afraid there’s a feeling here that she was . . .well . . .’ 

‘Erased?’ Megan found herself saying, then wished she hadn’t. 

‘Erased?’ Miss Tucker repeated, a smile warming her face. ‘A good word, and appropriate. I’m afraid the staff resent this, they feel Miss Pointer was sacked in order to give you the job.’ 

‘But that’s absurd! He didn’t even know me.’ Impulsively Megan was on her feet, going to join Miss Tucker at the window. ‘When did he . . . when did Miss Pointer leave?’ 

‘Six weeks ago.’ 

‘Well, I wasn’t looking for a job then,’ Megan said. ‘Please believe me, Miss Tucker. It all happened so quickly about three weeks ago . . .’ 

‘Three weeks? Is that all? Suppose we sit down and you tell me just why you applied for the position, how you came to hear of it, and so on.’ Miss Tucker’s voice was kind so Megan went back to her chair quite happily. 

‘It all began when . . .’ Megan stopped in time. She had been about to say when Patrick wrote, saying he needed money urgently, but instead she told Miss Tucker about the startling announcement made at the breakfast table. 

‘When my father said he wanted to sell the house and go and live with Aunt Lily, I felt awful,’ Megan confessed. ‘I had thought Dad needed me and suddenly I was a burden, a nuisance, in his way. I was very upset, and when Mrs Arbuthnot—I worked for her—saw me she made me tell her. I said I didn’t know how I’d ever get a full-time job as I wasn’t trained for anything, and then . . .’ 

‘Then . . . ?’ Miss Tucker leaned forward over the desk, her face thoughtful. 

‘Then Mrs Arbuthnot told me that someone had visited her, asking if she could recommend anyone suitable for . . . for this job. Of course, believing I was tied down with Dad, she never thought of me and she had no one suitable and told him so, but this man—she didn’t even mention his name—gave her a phone number in case she ever should have someone suitable.’ 

‘So your Mrs Arbuthnot phoned him and he came to watch you, unseen by yourself? And then, I imagine, interviewed you?’ 

‘Yes. I was amazed, but,’ Megan smiled, ‘it was the answer to my prayer, because I was feeling desperate.’ 

‘It hasn’t taken long for you to get here?’ 

‘No. That was one of the conditions—that I had to come out at once. I couldn’t leave Dad, so we sorted out everything, sold our furniture, though Dad took quite a lot down to Dorset— that’s where Aunt Lily lives—and the house is up for sale. Dad went straight down to Dorset as soon as he could and Miss Wilmot . . .’ 

‘Supervised the purchase of your wardrobe,’ Miss Tucker said dryly. ‘Did you mind?’ 

Megan bit her lip. ‘In a way, yes. In another way, no. I’ve never been able to afford such clothes. I was angry at first, I thought it was . . . well, suggesting I couldn’t afford to buy good clothes or had any good sense, but Miss Wilmot made everything plain.’ 

‘She would,’ Miss Tucker said dryly. That was another surprise to Megan. So Miss Tucker didn’t like Miss Wilmot either? ‘It must have been chaotic—with the house to clear up, clothes to buy, a passport to get, for I imagine you hadn’t one, the necessary injections.’ 

‘It was,’ Megan agreed with a smile. ‘I still don’t seem to know quite where I am. It’s all happened so fast.’ 

‘And it wasn’t, then, until three weeks ago that you knew you needed a job?’ 

‘Yes. It was quite a few days before I met Mr Lambert. I was so surprised when he engaged me. I mean, I’ve not been trained.’ 

‘Miss Crane,’ Miss Tucker’s voice had become cold and stern, ‘I don’t wish to hear you say those words again. Mrs Arbuthnot obviously trained you satisfactorily or she would neither be employing you nor would she have recommended you to Mr Lambert. That point is settled. You may not have passed the usual examinations, but you are suitably trained. Is that understood?’ 

‘Yes, Miss Tucker,’ startled by the change in the headmistress’s voice, Megan said the words meekly. 

‘Secondly, you must not allow any malicious gossip or even teasing to affect you in any way. Some of our staff have a peculiar sense of humour and you may find yourself called the teacher’s pet.’ 

‘The teacher’s pet?’ Megan echoed, shocked. 

Miss Tucker let herself smile. ‘They can be very childish, the staff, and also easily jealous. We must make it plain to them that your being employed here has nothing to do with the dismissal of Miss Pointer. There must be some reason for doing that. I think Mr Lambert should have consulted the Board before doing anything so drastic. But there is, of course, another side to it. Miss Pointer was always rather a rebel, not willing to conform happily with our way of living, so it’s quite possible that she did something that we couldn’t tolerate. Mr Lambert would keep it quiet to save her being hurt. He has such a soft heart,’ Miss Tucker added, a little contemptuously. 

A soft heart, Megan thought, unable to believe it. How could Craig Lambert have a soft heart and be doing his best to ruin poor Patrick? 

‘Well, now.’ Miss Tucker drew out some sheets of typed notes from the drawer of the desk. ‘I’ll give you these to read. It’s a list of the classes you will teach, the rooms they will be in, the names of those who will play the piano for you. You will see it’s a pretty heavy programme, but I feel certain you can cope. As your hours are long, you will be left out of intracurricular tasks, but I would like you to join in our social life. Certain nights of the week, we play bridge, for instance. You can play?’ 

‘I’m afraid I can’t.’ 

‘How tiresome. Well, you can join the evening classes with the girls. Mr Parr will teach you. Mr Parr . . .’ Miss Tucker added, frowning thoughtfully. ‘Not always an easy man to work with, unfortunately. He’s an artist, certain he’s no good.’ Miss Tucker smiled. ‘How hard it is to convince people who lack self-confidence! I often wonder why they don’t trust themselves to be able to do anything they tackle.’ 

‘Perhaps . . . perhaps no one has told them they can,’ Megan began. 

Miss Tucker nodded. ‘You could be right, I suppose. When one is young, one needs a certain amount of praise. You got none?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘There are many of you in the family?’ 

‘Just two of us. Patrick . . .’ Megan stopped dead. Now why, she asked herself miserably, had she to bring in Patrick, when she saw the way Miss Tucker’s face had changed. 

‘Not the Patrick Crane?’ Miss Tucker sounded shocked. 

Megan’s cheeks flamed. ‘He lives on the island,’ she said defiantly. 

‘Does Mr Lambert know?’ Miss Tucker literally demanded. 

‘Of course,’ Megan told her. ‘Naturally I told him I had a brother living here. It seemed such a coincidence.’ 

‘It certainly does . . .’ Miss Tucker seemed to relax in her chair, folding her fingers together, not looking at Megan. ‘A most strange coincidence. Now, where was I? Oh, yes, Miss Weston will be able to advise you as to where the different rooms are. She’s in the flat next to you. You are used to dealing with children?’ 

‘Yes, and . . . and adults,’ said Megan. 

Miss Tucker smiled, an oddly cynical smile. ‘Adults! I’m afraid you’ll find some very strange girls here. Now, tonight is our social night. Please wear an evening dress. We all mix together and dance. Dinner is served at eight o’clock, but I’ll tell Miss Weston to take you down. That’s all, thank you.’ 

Megan stood up. ‘Thank you, Miss Tucker.’ She glanced at her watch. It was four hours to dinner time. ‘Is there anything I should do?’ 

‘No, Miss Crane. You start work tomorrow. Why not wander around? Get to know the school. Most of the classes are over by now and the girls will be outside, playing games. There’s plenty to watch.’ 

‘Yes, I’m sure, thank you, Miss Tucker.’ Megan almost ran to the door, eager to be outside. Miss Tucker, despite her superficial friendliness, was rather terrifying in many ways. Now Megan could understand Craig Lambert’s remarks about Miss Tucker’s military family. Megan could almost hear Miss Tucker’s huge, furious voice shouting out commands. 

As she closed the door, she jumped. Craig Lambert was waiting in the hall. He came to meet her. 

‘She took a long time! Come along, I’m going to show you round,’ he said. 

But should he? Megan was wondering. If she was already being called teacher’s pet, wouldn’t it make things worse if she was seen being shown round by him? 

‘Perhaps we . . . I mean, it might be . . .’ she began, stumbling over the words. 

Maybe Craig Lambert understood what she was trying to say. He took her arm firmly in his hand. 

‘Of course we should,’ he said. ‘It was not a request I made, but a command I gave.’ 

Looking up at him, startled, she saw the impatient anger in his eyes and she shivered. What had she let herself in for? she was asking herself, as they walked down the endless corridors, pausing by the empty rooms which were huge in many cases. 

It was a very fine school, Megan thought, and yet somehow so different from an ordinary school. She could hear the shouts and laughter from outside where the girls of all ages were playing games. From behind some closed doors, came the sound of music or the chatter of girls arguing but they met no one at all. It was as if the school had been deserted. She listened as Craig Lambert talked; he was interesting, his views on education fascinated her, there was no doubt he was determined the school should be a good one in every respect. 

But equally obvious, she thought with a shiver, that he was determined to keep it that way. No matter what it cost. 
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