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Chapter One
 ENTER PEGGY!

	The Lady Acetylene Lampe reclined at ease on the broad window-seat, and gazed dreamily out over the sea which lay hot, sparkling, and brilliantly blue on this August morning.

	“My lady,” said her faithful attendant, “whither are thy thoughts straying? With thy lord, perchance, who even now does battle for his king and country in the vasty fields of France? Or——”

	“Peace, wench!” the Lady Acetylene interrupted peevishly. “You disturb the—the parabola of my mind.”

	The faithful attendant gasped. “The—the what of your mind?” she asked feebly.

	“You heard!” her Lady retorted briefly.

	“Where did you get it?” the faithful attendant demanded. Then she added with point, “D’you know what it means? Come to that, can you even spell it?”

	Before the outraged Lady Acetylene could reply, there came a further interruption. A plaintive voice called up the stairs, “Polly—Pol-lee! Come down, dear! I want you!”

	“There’s Mother on the yell,” the attendant observed, with a most undutiful lack of respect. “What does she want now?”

	“You’d better go and see,” the Lady responded. “It can’t be to lay the table for tea. I did that before we came up here.”

	“My name’s not Polly. It’s you she’s yelling for.”

	“Well, you can go and find out, can’t you?”

	“I don’t see why I should have to run all your errands,” the faithful attendant grumbled, nevertheless rising from her three-legged stool, and going to the door.

	“Of course you can. It’s good for little girls to fag for their elder sisters,” the Lady replied sweetly.

	For answer, the faithful attendant plumped herself down on the nearest chair and glared defiantly at her mistress. “You can jolly well go yourself for that!”

	“Polly—Pollee!” The cry came up the stairs again.

	“Oh, bother and bust it!” The Lady sat up with due care for the three cushions, two pillows, and rolled-up eider-down against which she had been reclining. “Go on, Lala, there’s a good kid! I’m all tied up with this beastly curtain, and if one of us doesn’t go there’ll be a row if Father hears of it when he comes home. You know what he said last week, and he’s due to-morrow, so there’s no chance of Mother forgetting if he asks for details.”

	The faithful attendant got slowly to her feet. “It’s only ’cos I don’t want another row like last week’s,” she warned the Lady, as she turned once more to the door. Then she stopped short, her ear caught by the sound of light feet running up the stairs. “I say! Who’s this coming?” she hissed in a half whisper to the Lady, who had lain back against her cushionings again. “ ’Tisn’t Mother, anyhow!”

	Before the Lady could either reply or move, there came a tap at the door, and Lala moved automatically to open it. On the threshold stood a slight, fair girl who was looking rather shy at the moment, though her blue eyes widened as she caught sight of the recumbent figure draped in an old damask curtain, and sprawling on the window-seat below the wide dormer window.

	“Hello!” Lala greeted the newcomer rather doubtfully, while her sister, once more sitting up, this time with a jerk that sent the pillows and a cushion to the floor, stared with dropping jaw. “I say, aren’t you one of the Bettany girls who live at the Quadrant?”

	“Yes, I’m Peggy Bettany, the eldest,” the stranger replied, as she came forward into the untidy room.

	“Well, come on and sit down,” Lala invited her.

	Peggy went up to the only unoccupied seat, an aged wicker chair, but was stopped by a cry from Lala.

	“Hi! Don’t sit on that! ’Tisn’t safe! Here; try this!” and she hastily tossed a couple of sandy towels off a carved spinning-chair and set it for their guest.

	Peggy sat down, and turned to look at the somewhat abashed Lady, who was trying to disentangle herself from her coverings and couch.

	“Your mother met mine at Mrs. Anstey’s yesterday afternoon,” she said explanatorily, “and she told her how hard she found it to get any help. Our housemaid, Loveday, has a cousin who’s a widow. She has two small kids, and she wants work to help her to keep them. Mummy thought if Mrs. Pender hadn’t found a job, she might do for you. She asked Loveday when she came home, and Mrs. Pender would love to come here because it’s fairly close at hand for her. She lives in one of those cottages round the bend in the road.” Here Peggy pointed to the road which she could see through the window if she stood up. “Mummy came up to tell Mrs. Winterton about her, and I came with her as there were some parcels to take to the post first. Mrs. Winterton called to you, but you didn’t hear, so I offered to come up and find you.”

	By the time this lengthy speech was ended, the Lady had contrived to dispose of her coverings and was standing up. Peggy glanced at her. She saw a tall, lanky girl, a good head taller than herself, with a wavy shock of very dark red hair that would have been the better for a good brushing and combing, a fresh, pink and white skin liberally befreckled, and heavily-lashed hazel eyes, at present rather sulky. She wore a frock of butcher-blue cotton that had seen better days, and her long bare legs were sunburnt and scratched.

	“We’re Polly and Lala,” this person said brusquely. “I’m Polly, this is Lala—Mary and Alice, really.”

	Peggy laughed. “Isn’t it awful the way you’re given one name, and called another?” she said easily. “I’m Margaret, of course, but no one ever calls me anything but Peggy or Peg. My twin brother is Richard, and always Rix. Fearful!” She changed the subject. “How do you like Channing St. Mary? You’ve been here six weeks now, haven’t you?”

	“Oh, it’s not too dusty,” Polly said, stooping to pick up the pillows, which she tossed on to the nearest bed, following them with the cushion and her curtain. “I say,” as she stood up again, “it’s hottish up here. You take Peggy down to the garden, Lal, and I’ll come in a minute. I must make myself decent first.”

	She had moved so that she was behind Peggy, and now she gave her sister a signal which that young woman knew meant, “Do as I ask and don’t ask questions!” Being an easy-tempered young person on the whole, Lala winked the eye that Peggy couldn’t see, and said heartily, “Good scheme! Come on, Peggy! We’ll go and park under the walnut, and Polly’ll be down in a sec.”

	The two left the room together, and once they were gone, Polly set to work to make a lightning change. She had felt a regular grub beside dainty Peggy! Off came her frock, a clean one appeared from the closet, and she wriggled into it at full speed. She kicked off the dirty tennis shoes she had worn, and found her sandals, which were several degrees better. Then she caught up Lala’s hairbrush which was lying on the dressing-table, and battered her head with it ferociously, reducing her hair to a semblance of tidiness, though it lacked the soft sheen of the fair curls peeping under Peggy’s big hat. She hunted out a length of black ribbon velvet with which she banded her recalcitrant locks, and then, catching up one of the sandy towels, made for the bathroom, where she washed her face and hands with a will. After a final glance at herself as she passed the hall mirror, she followed the other two out into the big, untidy garden, looking considerably better for her hurried toilet.

	Lala opened saucer-like eyes when her sister joined them under the aged walnut tree at the bottom of the garden, and she opened her lips to say something; but Polly gave her a look so fierce and threatening, that she closed them again without speaking. Peggy moved up the rickety garden seat to make room, and Polly had to sit down before her sister could think of anything to say.

	“I love a walnut tree to sit under in summer,” the visitor remarked. “It’s about the only tree I know where you’re reasonably safe from flies.”

	“It’s fairly cool, anyhow,” Polly said in her funny, abrupt way. “Lala, you do look a mess! Scoot in and change, for pity’s sake!”

	Lala looked prepared to argue this; but again Polly quenched her with a look, and she got up meekly and departed to make herself more fit to be seen, while her sister and Peggy Bettany surveyed each other thoughtfully, and tried to think of something to say. Peggy succeeded first.

	“I think Mrs. Winterton told Mummy that you lived in Yorkshire before you came here?” she said. “This must be a good deal of a change for you. How do you like it?”

	“Oh, it’s all right,” the hostess replied. “It’s got the sea and a decent shore, anyway. Where we lived before, we were miles inland.”

	“Where was that?” Peggy asked with interest. “Was it anywhere near Garnton-on-the-moors? We have a family house there. I mean, all the family shares it, and takes it in turn to go there for hols. Did you live anywhere near?”

	Polly shook her head. “No; we lived up in the Pennines—on the moors, though. We could see the Peak from our top windows on clear days. I’ve heard of Garnton, of course, but I’ve never been there. We used to go to North Wales when we went anywhere—though, come to that, we didn’t often go there, either. Granpa is the vicar at Pwllylleyn, a tiny town in Carnarvonshire, about five miles from the sea.”

	“We’ve never been in North Wales,” Peggy said thoughtfully.

	“Are you going to Garnton this summer?” Polly asked.

	“No; some of the aunts have it, and we were there at Easter. They have six kids among them, and Wolferl and Josefa were having friends to stay as well, so there wasn’t any room. It isn’t much more than a big cottage. There are six of us, you know, as well as Mummy and Daddy.”

	“You’ve two little kids, I know. I’ve seen them with Mrs. Bettany,” Polly said.

	“Yes; Second Twins—Maurice and Maeve.”

	“Second Twins? Why on earth d’you call them that?”

	“Because they are. Rix and I are twins, and the eldest. Then comes Bride, who is a year younger—just fifteen. Jackie is next; he’s thirteen. And then Second Twins, who are ten.”

	“Do you mean to say you’re sixteen?” Polly asked incredulously.

	Peggy nodded. “Sixteen last January, worse luck! So I’ve only this year and next at school. Then I’m coming home. Mummy needs me. She’s awfully lonely in term-time when we’re all away, and then we have sheep and cattle and poultry, and there are all the gardens as well. I’m going to help her with the gardens and the poultry. It’ll be fun, but I shall miss school horribly at first, I expect.”

	Polly was not paying attention to this. “Good night!” she ejaculated. Then she began to laugh. “I thought you were only about fourteen—the same age as Lala. What did you say your next sister is called? Bride? What a weird name! I’ve never heard it before.”

	“Oh yes, you have,” Peggy told her serenely. “What about St. Bride’s Bay? Bride is short for Bridget which is her proper name. I told you people are given names and then called something else. The kids are the only ones that get their full baptismal names in our house. But I don’t see,” she added thoughtfully, “just what you could use as short for Maurice and Maeve.”

	“There was a boy living near us in Yorkshire who was Maurice, and his folk called him Mossy,” Polly suggested.

	“How ghastly! I say, don’t let young Maeve hear that. She’s a demon, and she’d freeze on to it at once, and then there’d be fireworks from Maurice. He’s a sweet-tempered kid as a rule, but he wouldn’t put up with that, and I shouldn’t blame him, either!” Once more, Peggy changed the subject. “You have brothers, too, haven’t you?”

	“Only one of our own. The eldest is a step,” Polly told her. “When Father wasn’t much more than a kid, he married, and Giles is their child. She died of bronchitis when Giles was about three, and a few years later he met Mother and married her, and there were us three—me, Lala, and Freddy. I’m fifteen—my birthday is in January too—and Lala will be fourteen at the end of next month. Freddy’s away with Father; they’re coming home to-morrow. He’ll be eleven at the end of December, poor kid! It’s tough luck having your birthday so near Christmas. Folks give you birthday and Christmas presents in one.”

	Peggy nodded. “I know. We’re January 30th, so we just escape that. Your Freddy is just the right age for our kids. There aren’t any round here. It doesn’t matter during the term, of course. We’re all away at school. Rix is at Winchester, and Jackie at Dartmouth, and Maurice at a prep near Winchester; and we girls go to the Chalet School. Term time’s all right. But in the hols Second Twins have only each other. They’ll be thrilled to hear of another boy of their own age so near at hand.”

	Polly stared at her. “Freddy doesn’t play much with girls,” she remarked in her abrupt way.

	“He’ll have to take Maeve on if he wants Maurice,” their sister retorted. “The kids share everything. We had awful scenes when they were parted for school. They’ve got over that, of course; but in the hols, they’re rarely apart. You’ll find he won’t mind. Maeve is more like a boy than a girl. She can climb anything climbable; her whistle is enough to deafen one; she’s got a really straight eye—she’s a demon with a cricket ball; dead on the wicket, every time!—she can run like a hare, and she doesn’t seem to know what fear is. I don’t think your Freddy will worry much about her being a girl—especially as she nearly lives in shorts and shirts this weather.”

	“Oh?” was all Polly could think of in reply to this.

	Lala appeared at this juncture, looking considerably better for a wash and brush-up and a clean frock. She was quite unlike Polly in appearance, being small and daintily made, with straight brown hair which she wore parted in the centre, and brushed smoothly down either side of her small, three-cornered face. Unlike Polly, who freckled or burned but never tanned, she was as brown as a berry, and her bright brown eyes twinkled and danced most of the time.

	“I say, Mother’s yelling for you to make tea,” she announced to her sister, as she sauntered up to the seat.

	Polly got up. “O.K. You stop here and look after Peggy.”

	“Oh, can’t I come and help?” Peggy exclaimed, jumping up.

	“Not necessary. It won’t take a sec. The table’s all laid, and there’s only the kettle to boil. You and Lala stay here, and I’ll give you a yell when it’s ready.” She turned and ran off to the house, leaving Peggy alone with the suddenly shy Lala, who sat down and gazed earnestly at her toes.

	Not for nothing, however, had Peggy Bettany spent eleven of her sixteen and a half years at a big school, and been a form-prefect for the last one. She sat down again beside the bashful Lala, and said: “Polly’s been telling me about you. You’re almost my sister Bride’s age, only her birthday is on the 1st of March, and yours is the end of September. What rotten luck to have your birthday just after school begins!”

	“We don’t go to school,” Lala said, casting a quick, shy glance at her. “At Thoreston the nearest decent school was nearly seven miles away, and it would have meant the village school where you learnt nothing—except broad Yorkshire,” she added, with a twinkle.

	“Then how did you manage for lessons?”

	“Oh, an old friend of Mother’s lived in the same place. She had been a high school mistress, and Polly and I used to go to her in the mornings. Freddy, too, when he was old enough. We had prep to do in the evenings, but we always had the afternoons to ourselves. And we didn’t worry too much about going home early if we were having a decent time.” Two imps danced in Lala’s eyes, and Peggy laughed in response to them.

	“Has your mother’s friend come here with you? Then what will you do now?” she asked with interest.

	“No idea,” Lala replied airily. “Isn’t there a high school near?”

	“At Bideford,” Peggy agreed. “That would be all right, as the bus passes this house. But I have an idea that to get in you have to be about eleven, or else have been at another high school. The Vicar’s two girls go, and Doreen told me they’re full up at present, so it mightn’t be possible.”

	“Oh, well, I suppose the parents’ll do something about it,” Lala said easily.

	“Perhaps they’ll send you to boarding-school?”

	Lala shook her head. “I doubt it! Mother had a rotten time at her boarding-school, and she’s always said she wouldn’t send us away.”

	“Oh, but if you came to our school—the Chalet School—you’d love it! No one ever has a rotten time there—unless they ask for it.” Peggy spoke eagerly. “I’ve been there ever since I was a tiny, and I’ve loved every minute of it.”

	“How’s that? I thought you didn’t send tiny kids to boarding-school?”

	“Mummy and Daddy were in India, and we lived with Auntie Madge, who owns the Chalet School more or less. She sent us all there, and David and Sybil went, too, and Josette, as well, as soon as they were old enough. They’re our cousins,” Peggy exclaimed. “And we weren’t boarders at first—just day-girls. But when the school came to England, then we had to because Auntie’s house was too far away for us in bad weather, and you couldn’t always rely on the bus.”

	“Where is your school? The Chalet School, you said? That sounds rather like Switzerland. Isn’t that where they have chalets?”

	“Oh, anywhere in the Alps,” Peggy agreed. “As a matter of fact, the school began in Tirol—in Austria, you know. That was before I was born, of course; before Daddy and Mummy were married, in fact. Then Hitler and Co. bagged Austria, so the school had to move. We went to Guernsey in the Channel Islands first, and then to the Golden Valley in Armishire, to a huge old house called Plas Howell.”

	Lala began to giggle. “First Austria, and then Guernsey, and now—well, Plas Howell sounds Welsh. Is Armishire in Wales?”

	Peggy’s blue eyes opened widely at this. “Oh no; but it’s on the Welsh border. We aren’t there at the moment, though. During the Easter term something went badly wonks with the drains. We all had the most awful sore throats. So the school’s had to move again until they’ve been put right. At present we’re on a small island off the coast of Wales; St. Briavel’s, it’s called. We were there last term, and I rather think from what the grown-ups say that we shall be there till next summer term, anyhow. There seems to be a lot more wrong with those drains than anyone ever thought!”

	“A school on an island! It sounds rather fun.” Lala’s brown eyes sparkled. “How do you get there? Is it very far out?”

	“Oh no; we go by ferry from Carnbach, a little town on the mainland. It takes about twenty minutes or a little more to cross. It’s a group of islands. Lots of them are just sea-weedy rocks; but two are used as bird sanctuaries—Kester Bellever the naturalist lives on one and is the warden for both—and there’s a Dominican priory on St. Bride’s. St. Briavel’s is the largest of the lot, and has a village, and some farms and villas besides the Big House, which is where we are for the present.”

	“It sounds quite decent,” Lala said, after thinking it over.

	“Oh, it is! Look here, Lala, if your mother thinks anything about sending you two away, Mummy could tell her all about the Chalet School. You’ll have to go somewhere, I suppose, and I’m certain you’d love being there. It really is a wizard place.”

	Peggy spoke warmly, and her blue eyes glowed. Lala, looking at her, thought how pretty she was. She had tossed off her big hat when she sat down, and her hair, so fair as to be almost silvery, covered her beautifully-shaped little head with big loose rings. Her skin was as pretty as Polly’s, and, thanks to her habit of wearing big hats in sunny weather, she had escaped freckles with the exception of one or two on her delicate little nose.

	“And though she’s so awfully fair,” Lala thought, “she hasn’t white eyebrows and eyelashes. I do hate those on people! They make them look like white mice! But Peggy’s are dark brown, and make her eyes look the bluest things I ever saw. Yes; she is pretty. I wonder what her other sister is like. Young Maeve is a little picture, though she isn’t in the least like Peggy.”

	At this point, Polly was to be heard calling them to come to tea, and Peggy jumped up at once, shaking out her skirts and picking up her hat.

	“No desperate hurry. That’s only Polly yelling,” Lala said, rising lazily.

	“I know; but it means that tea’s ready. I can’t very well be so rude to your mother as to go trailing in any old time the very first time I come to tea here,” Peggy retorted. “She would think things!”

	Lala said no more, but went with the new friend to the house and led her to the dining-room where tea was laid. Mrs. Winterton, a thin, worried-looking woman, was sitting at the head of the table, with Mrs. Bettany sitting beside her. Lala knew the lady by sight already, but she had never seen her quite so close, and she was greatly thrilled by her Irish beauty of eyes as blue as Peggy’s, and silky black hair. She was tall, and inclined to stoutness, but when she laughed, her eyes danced with a schoolgirl merriment that made her seem very young to be mother of a girl of sixteen.

	It was a very gay tea, though Polly was quiet, and took little part in the jolly chatter. After tea, the visitors took their leave after Mrs. Bettany had suggested that the Winterton family should come to tea on Saturday, when Freddy could meet Second Twins, and the girls could meet the remaining members of the family—Bride, who was away staying with friends, but would return on Friday, and the two boys, Rix and Jackie.

	Mrs. Winterton accepted the invitation delightedly. She had been feeling very lonely since they had left Yorkshire and come to Channing St. Mary, and she had taken a fancy to this charming woman with her touch of Irish brogue, and her deep, chuckling laugh.

	Lala was overjoyed, needless to state; but Polly was only half pleased. She was a queer girl, reserved, with an abrupt manner that repelled most people. Only Mrs. Bettany refused to be repelled.

	“We’ll be looking forward to it, won’t we, Pegeen?” she said to her daughter, as they stood on the doorstep.

	“Oh, rather,” Peggy agreed warmly. “Give me that basket, Mummy. I’ll carry it. And here’s your sunshade. The sun’s still blazing hot.”

	“True for you!” sighed her mother. “I know hot weather in India; but when England really puts her mind to it, she can rival anything there—except that we don’t have the rains.”

	“And no snakes and horrid insects all over the place,” Peggy supplemented, as they set off down the garden path. “Good-bye, Lala; good-bye, Polly. We’ll see you on Saturday.”

	


Chapter Two
 THE WINTERTONS

	“What did you and Peggy talk about this afternoon?”

	Polly and Lala were busy in the scullery, washing up the tea-things, when Polly suddenly fired this question at her sister.

	“Oh, school, and things like that. I say, Polly, do you think Mother would ever think of letting us go to the Chalet School? I thought it sounded really wizard from what Peggy said.”

	“I couldn’t tell you. Anyhow, it’ll be Father who’ll settle all that sort of thing now,” her sister said as she wrung out her dishcloth, preparatory to scalding it and hanging it out to dry on the lilac bush at the back door. She finished her work, and then came into the kitchen where Lala was putting away the china. “Look here, Lala; you didn’t breathe a word about Lady Acetylene Lampe and all that, did you?”

	“Well, as it happens, I didn’t. Why not, though?”

	Polly went fierily red. “Oh, well, I suppose it’s rather a mad thing for girls of our age to be footling about, pretending like that. I meant to chuck it more or less when we came here, if you must know. After all, I’m fifteen now.”

	“Polly! Chuck Lady Acetylene? Oh, you can’t! We’ve played it all our lives very nearly, and it’s been an awful lark when things were rotten in other ways.”

	But Polly, nearly two years older than her sister, had felt for the past few months that the game she had invented when they were small girls, and which, as Lala truly said, they had played most of their lives, was rather beneath the dignity of a girl half-way through her teens. Above all, she couldn’t bear the thought that any whisper of it should get to Peggy Bettany’s ears. She felt certain that that young person would feel pretty scornful about a girl of fifteen who still played ‘pretend’ games, and laugh at her. Had she only known it, she was quite wrong. Peggy was a member of a family where imagination played a big part in their lives, and had ‘pretended’ things just as wild or even silly as Lady Acetylene with her own young sisters and cousins. Polly, however, could not know this, and she felt that, whatever happened, she must stop Lala giving their secret away.

	“I don’t say I’ll chuck it altogether,” she said slowly, melting a little as she saw the hurt, bewildered look in her sister’s eyes. “All the same, young Lala, just you remember that you’re not to let anyone, neither the Bettanys nor anyone else, get a sniff of it. If you do, I will chuck it—and you with it! It’s our private affair, and no one else’s. So now you know!”

	“Oh, I’ll say nothing if that’s how you feel about it,” Lala responded, her face clearing. “I don’t see why you should feel that way, but I can see that you do. O.K. We’ll keep it under our own hats.”

	“Well, mind you do. You know what will happen if you don’t: that’s all!”

	“Well, I’ve said I will. There’s Mother yelling for us. I expect she wants a walk. Let’s coax her to go along to the village and watch the pilchard boats go out. I simply love seeing them spreading out across the water.”

	“I don’t mind. Come on. If Father asks her if we kept her waiting when she called, she’ll have to tell him if we do. You know how he is—a regular gimlet for questions! Scram!”

	The two left the kitchen, and raced up the short flight of stairs that led to the ground floor of the house. Their mother was waiting for them in the hall, and, as they expected, suggested a walk. She agreed that it would be fun to see the pilchard fleet go out, and presently the trio were setting out, and heading for the village, which lay about a mile down the road.

	Life had been a good deal changed for the Winterton family during the past year. When their father had married his second wife their home had been in a London suburb where Polly, Lala, and Freddy had all been born. When Freddy was a year old, Mr. Winterton, a well-known journalist, had been sent to the Far East as foreign correspondent for his newspaper. He had decided that his family would be happier in the country, and having inherited a big old house at Thoreston in Yorkshire, right up on the Pennine moors, a few months previously, he had persuaded his wife to agreeing to leave their villa, and move to Yorkshire with the children as soon as she could. He himself was able to do nothing more about it, as he had to be off at the end of the week.

	A month after his departure, therefore, the whole family, including Giles, Mrs. Winterton’s stepson, then a boy of fourteen, set off for Thoreston, where they had lived ever since. Giles was at public school then. Later, he went into the Navy, and from that time, most of his leaves were spent with friends. He was fond enough of his stepmother, who had been very good to him: but as Polly and Lala grew older, under the irregular discipline of their mother and governess, they became more and more untidy, impudent, and careless, so that he preferred to have as little to do with them as possible.

	Mrs. Winterton was a fond mother, but she never could make up her mind whether to let things go or try to pull the youngsters up. Sometimes she did one thing; sometimes another. For weeks they would go on being as off-hand, disobedient, and slovenly as they chose. Then some outrageous piece of behaviour would wake up their mother, and for the next few days they were subjected to a severe discipline that might have made their lives a burden to them if they had not had ways of escaping. It never lasted, however. After a short time of this, Mrs. Winterton began to worry in case she was being too hard, and they promptly fell back into the old, slack ways.

	To make matters worse, school was a problem. Mr. Winterton had intended the girls to be sent to a good boarding-school as soon as Lala was old enough. He had reckoned without his wife’s dread of boarding-schools, based on her own very unhappy experiences.

	Her father had been a country vicar with nothing but his stipend, so that school for the only daughter had meant a little private school in a nearby town until, when she was fourteen, a friend of her mother’s who had taken over a small but exclusive boarding-school, suggested that Mary should come to her for the next four years. She would be responsible for all her education, and all Mr. and Mrs. Walters would have to do would be to provide her clothes. It had seemed an ideal solution to the problem, for Mary was a clever girl, who deserved much better teaching than she was getting. It was, therefore, more than unfortunate that the form in which she was placed was a snobbish little set, who resented the fact that the new girl soon proved herself head and shoulders above them in the matter of brains, and proceeded to take it out of her by jeering at her home-made clothes, lack of travel, and ignorance of the world in which they had always moved. Somehow, no one ever quite knew how, it leaked out that Mary Walters’s people were not paying fees. She was a ‘charity’ pupil, as the most unpleasant of the little coterie called it, and for the first two and a half years at St. Audrie’s they led the girl a life of it. Miss Rivers was a much-occupied woman, and it was not until, goaded beyond endurance, Mary Walters burst into her study one day, demanding to be allowed to go home as she was so miserable she would run away if she weren’t, that the lady had any idea of what had been going on.

	She instituted an inquiry, and the result was an uncovering of a state of affairs which horrified her, and made her set to work on a reformation at once. It was too late to do Mary much good. Even after the two worst of her tormentors had been removed, the other girls looked at her askance: she had told tales! Mary was a thankful girl when at long last she left schooldays behind her.

	Much more harm had been done by all the unkindness she had suffered than anyone realized. Undecided in most things, Mrs. Winterton, as she became, had a fierce determination that neither of her girls should go through what she had done. So she had ignored her husband’s instructions to find a good school for the pair, and Polly and Lala had grown up very much as they chose.

	A rude awakening for everyone had come when, after ten years abroad, the head of the house had come home, this time to give up journalism, and devote himself to writing a book he had long had in his mind. A year ago he had arrived to find his girls everything he most disliked—lazy, impudent, and disobedient. His first job must be to undo the results of the last ten years’ lack of training, and it was a difficult matter. Finally he decided to cut right across their lives. They would leave the moors where they had run wild, and, sooner or later—sooner, so far as he was concerned—go to a good school where they would be under regular discipline, and learn to live with and as other girls.

	He had met with difficulties from the first. The housing problem proved a very hard one, and it had not been overcome until one day in London he had met an old friend who, over the lunch they had together at their club, remarked that he was going with an exploring group to the Antarctic within a couple of months’ time.

	“I only heard finally this morning,” he said, “and now I’ve got to decide what to do with my house.”

	Mr. Winterton pricked up his ears. “Do you mean you have a house to dispose of?” he asked.

	“Well—not dispose of; not at present, anyhow. But I don’t want to leave it shut up. I’d like to rent it furnished if I could find a respectable tenant who could be relied on to keep the place in order, and not walk off one fine night with all my antiques.”

	“Would I do?”

	Dr. Swann stared. “I thought you lived in Yorkshire these days?”

	“So we do; but I want to move south for various reasons. I’ve been trying to buy something almost ever since I returned. Look here, Swann, will you give me a three years’ lease on the place? I think I can guarantee to see that your antiques are properly handled. My family is all beyond the baby stage, and, anyhow, will be away at school most of the year once I’ve got a house fixed up. Just whereabouts are you? Southwest somewhere, I know.”

	“On the North Devon coast, a mile or so from Channing St. Mary, a little fishing village, a few miles out from Bideford. You really mean it, Winterton? Good enough! We’ll finish our meal, and then you can come along with me to see Corcoran—that’s my lawyer. I have an appointment with him for three, so if you come along, we can get the question of the lease fixed up then and there.”

	Long before the expedition set off, everything had been signed, sealed, and delivered, and once he had the lease securely, Mr. Winterton broke to his family the news that he was selling their present abode, and they would move to Channing St. Mary in two months at latest. Thankful to have someone to make decisions for her, Mrs. Winterton fell in with his plans joyfully, and it was left to the girls to raise objections to the scheme, since Freddy, with prep school before him in September, cared little.

	It was Polly who most resented it. Left to herself, Lala was an easy-going young person, willing to agree to anything. The strong influence her elder sister had over her had not been altogether for her good, as a result, and Mr. Winterton knew it. At the same time, he was not anxious to separate the pair altogether. He realized that the years of his absence had made his firm resolve to effect some sort of reformation in them seem harsh and cruel, and he also felt that if he did as he had thought at first, and sent them to different schools, Polly, at any rate, would be long in forgiving him. So though he sternly refused to listen to his elder girl’s wild entreaties to let them stay where they were, and when she became defiant and impudent, spoke so severely that even she was afraid to go on, he still meant to send them away together.

	Two months after that interview with Dr. Swann, they had packed up, bringing such furniture as they most valued with them, and come to sunny Devonshire, where they had settled in at The Pantile. Things still remained uncomfortable, for Polly continued in a state of simmering rebellion the whole time; and Lala, thanks to her influence, was not much better. The previous week, things had come to a head when Polly, not knowing that her father was within earshot—though it is doubtful if she would have cared if she had—spoke to her mother in such a way that he felt bound to interfere. All her bitter resentment at being taken away from the life she had known and loved, had blazed up under his rebukes, and for once she had let herself go. Lala, who was there too, became involved, and Mr. Winterton finally spoke his mind with a clarity that did put an end to their furious diatribe. He told them that unless they reformed all round, obeyed their mother with reasonable alacrity, and learned better manners and pleasanter ways, he would send them away to school—and not together. Polly should be sent to a school in Scotland, and Lala to one somewhere in the south. What was more, if it did come to that, he would arrange for both to remain at school for a whole year before they came home for any holidays; and if their behaviour had not been considerably amended by the end of the year, he would refuse to have them back then.

	For once, even Polly was silenced as the awfulness of this fiat broke over her, and Lala wept bitterly. But his treatment had its merit. Once they were alone together in the big attic with the unusually wide dormer window that had been given them as their room, Polly had impressed it on her sister that they must, at all costs, avoid any such separation. Since their father seemed determined to turn them into ‘little ladies’—oh, the scorn Polly put into the words!—then they must do their best to comply.

	“But, thank goodness, we have got up here,” she wound up. “Only we’ll have to listen for Mother yelling, and do as she says, or he will jolly well do as he says.”

	Determined to pull his daughters up once for all, Mr. Winterton made a practice of demanding a report of their behaviour from his wife when he was away, and that lady soon found that she was not allowed to gloss over anything. The girls knew it, too, and the result was that for the last day or two they had made strenuous efforts to give their mother no reason for complaint. He had gone away for a few days’ fishing at the beginning of the week, taking Freddy with him, and Mrs. Winterton had learned that her girls were certainly improving in some ways, though she had found them sulkily silent unless directly addressed. However, for them they had behaved uncommonly well.

	Walking down the road with them, the lady pondered on Peggy Bettany’s pretty ways with her mother and politeness to herself. She knew now from Mrs. Bettany that most of Peggy’s sixteen and a half years had been spent at school, and it was certain that the girl was very happy there. She wondered if this Chalet School could be quite different from St. Audrie’s? Would it, perhaps, be a good thing for her girls if she gave in about boarding-school and let them go there? Perhaps they could try it for a term or two. She had spasms of feeling very guilty over the conduct of the pair when she stopped to think of it, for she knew that a good deal of it was her own fault. She decided that she would talk it over with her husband when he came home, and if he agreed, she would go to the Quadrant and talk it over with Mrs. Bettany, to whom she had taken a great fancy. If that lady could tell her that everything was all right, and the girls would be happy there, then she would let them go. She knew what her husband had told the girls, and no more than they did she like the idea.

	So deep in thought was she, that she never noticed how far they had come, and they had reached the quay, and she had nearly walked over the edge into the water if Polly had not seized her arm and yanked her back with more force than politeness.

	“Good gracious, Mother!” she said crossly. “Why can’t you look where you’re going? You would have been in the water next minute, and there isn’t a soul here to help. They’re all over by the jetty. A nice mess we’d all have been in!”

	“I was thinking,” Mrs. Winterton said absently. Then she woke up to the situation. “Don’t speak to me like that, Polly,” she said. “Your father would be very angry if he heard you.”

	Polly dropped her arm, but the terror she had felt still lingered in her hazel eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said brusquely, “but you frightened me. It’s deep here, and if you’d gone in, not one of us can swim a stroke. You might have been drowned!”

	In spite of the heat of the evening, Mrs. Winterton gave a shiver as she realized the danger she and the girls had been in, for she knew well enough that both would probably have plunged in to her rescue, regardless of the fact that, as Polly had said, they had never learned how to swim. “Oh, Polly,” she said, “I’m sorry I frightened you, child. I really didn’t know we were here. As for swimming, Mrs. Bettany suggested you should go to tea at the Quadrant on Saturday, and her two girls, Peggy and Bride, are to teach you. She says they both swim like fish—in fact, all the family do.”

	“Why don’t you have a go too?” Lala suggested. “It would have been ghastly if you’d gone in when Polly grabbed you.”

	“Oh, I’m too old to begin now. But you two and Freddy shall certainly learn. Do you feel all right now, Polly? You still look white.”

	“I’m all right,” Polly said curtly. “Come on; or we’ll miss the boats setting out. They’re going from the jetty.”

	Mrs. Winterton turned and went on with the girls, who had closed up, one on each side of her, as if determined to run no further risk with her. She glowed inwardly. Polly and Lala might not be demonstrative, but their hearts were in the right place, however much their general behaviour might need reform.

	They joined the little crowd of women and children, with one or two old men, who had gathered to see the boats set sail, none of them having said anything more. The girls still kept on each side of her, and Polly even slung an arm through hers. The jetty had a railing running down the centre, but the edges were unprotected. The small fishing cobles, with their red-brown sails glowing in the evening sunshine, stood out to sea. Slowly, as the light breeze took the sails, they bellied out, and the boats went gliding over the gently heaving surface of the water. A great herring-gull swept across the sky on powerful wings. The air was full of the murmur of the sea. Lala, quick to respond to beauty of any kind, suddenly forgot her sulks and squeezed her mother’s arm.
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