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FOREWORD

	I have been asked by so many people who wrote to me about the books to give some information about old friends from the Chalet School, that I have devoted one whole chapter mainly to that purpose. I do hope this will please everyone who wrote and tell them what they wanted to know. Later on, further news may come to hand; but at present, the Old Girls of the Chalet School are, like the rest of us, spending their lives in hard work, as much play as they can manage, and carrying the banner of their school into the outer world, whether they do it consciously or not.

	ELINOR MARY BRENT-DYER

	



Chapter I
 ‘NOTICE TO QUIT!’

	‘Please, ma’am, Commander Christy would like to have a word with you.’

	Miss Annersley, Head of the Chalet School in England, looked up from the lists she was checking rapidly and gave Gwladys, the head housemaid, a startled look. ‘What did you say, Gwladys? Commander Christy? Very well; show him in here, please.’ Then, as the girl stumped off to do her bidding, she shuffled her sheets together and nodded to Miss Dene, her secretary, who was working at a little table in the farther window. ‘I’m not sorry for the break. We’ve been mulling over these wretched things until my head’s in a whirl and I don’t suppose yours is much better. Wait a moment, Rosalie,’ as that young lady began gathering up her possessions and prepared to depart. ‘Michael Christy may have something to say that concerns you as well as me.’

	The sound of firm, manly footfalls prevented Rosalie Dene from making any reply. The next moment the door opened again and Gwladys announced, ‘Commander Christy.’

	The Head rose and went to meet her visitor with outstretched hand. ‘Good morning, Michael. Why the formality? Usually you just wander in unheralded.’

	Michael Christy, a tall, fair ex-Naval man, grinned, showing a set of magnificent teeth. His blue sailor’s eyes twinkled at her greeting.

	‘True for you, Hilda, but I’ve come on a very formal business, so I thought I’d better do things in style for once.’

	Miss Dene once more prepared to go, but he checked her. ‘No; don’t go, Rosalie. I rather think a witness is indicated, though I’m not absolutely certain. Still, you’d better wait.’

	‘A witness!’ Miss Annersley echoed. ‘What are you talking about?’

	‘Well, the thing is I’ve come to give you folk notice to quit.’

	‘Notice to quit?’ Miss Annersley stopped short and began to laugh. ‘That’s really funny, you know.’

	He stared at her. ‘Funny? Well, I’m very glad you take it that way. I was afraid you’d turn on me and rend me, tooth and nail. But what’s there that’s so funny about it?’

	‘Haven’t you heard from Canada yet? Oh, but of course you haven’t.’

	‘Canada? No! Any particular reason why I should? And what the deuce are you laughing at, Hilda? What’s the joke in all this?’

	Rosalie Dene, who had also chuckled, told him. ‘Because, if you must know, Madame is writing to give you notice that we’re leaving at the end of this term.’

	‘Leaving? Then are you going back to Plas Howell? I thought Ernest Howell wanted to sell, lock, stock and barrel?’

	‘Quite true,’ the Head agreed. ‘No; we aren’t returning there.’

	‘Then what are you going to do?’

	The reply was sufficiently startling. ‘We’re dividing up again. Part—very much the lesser part of the school, we hope—will continue at St Agnes’—Glendower House, you know. The major portion will be going to Switzerland.’

	‘Good Heavens!’ He subsided on to the nearest chair and stared at her. ‘This is certainly news. But why weren’t we told before? I mean, you’ve got young Cherry here. Did you think we wouldn’t be interested?’

	‘The notices have just been sent by post,’ the Head said. ‘Yours should arrive by the first post tomorrow. It needn’t worry you, you know. Cherry can go to Glendower House with little Gaynor. It’s a big place and will easily take quite a large number of girls. Miss Alton hasn’t been using anything like all the rooms. Or, if you and Carey prefer, she can come out to the Platz with us. And that mightn’t be a bad thing for her, either.’

	He looked thoughtful. ‘There’s something in that, Hilda. She’s making marvellous progress, all things considered. Did you know that she’s discarded her crutches at long last? Yes; it’s true. And they all say that in time she should be as well as ever again, though there will always be a weakness. What a beastly thing polio is!’

	The Head agreed. Then she turned to her secretary. ‘Rosalie, it’s almost eleven. Suppose you go and jog Megan’s memory. I could do with a cup of coffee,’ she added plaintively. ‘So could you, after the way you’ve been working all the morning. You never refuse, Michael!’

	‘Not coffee the way Karen makes it,’ he retorted, laughing.

	‘Very well, then. And bring some biscuits, too, dear. We had very early breakfast this morning, remember.’

	Miss Dene nodded and left the room and the Head turned to her visitor.

	‘It really isn’t as sudden as it may seem, Michael—our going, I mean. We’ve always meant to return to the Alps as soon as we could. The situation in Austria being what it still is, Tirol is out of the question, of course. Even San won’t reopen there until the Peace Treaty has been signed, sealed and delivered. There doesn’t seem much hope of that as long as Russia remains in her present frame of mind. That being so, and since there is a very great demand for it, we have decided to open at the Görnet Platz in the Oberland.’[1]
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	‘You mean that place where Dickie and her pals gave their pantomime last Christmas?’ he interrupted. ‘Dick gave us quite a pathetic account of it when she was at home. So that’s where Jem Russell and Jack Maynard are taking San, is it? And you’re chasing after, I suppose, so that if any of the poor souls have children they want to be near at hand there’ll be a good school for them to go to?’

	Miss Annersley nodded. Then she explained a little further. ‘You see, Nell Wilson wrote to Jem that there was a derelict hotel going to be sold that might do. Anyhow, he flew across from Canada and went to inspect and the net result was that they bought it and already they have men at work on the interior, redecorating and doing any repairs that need doing. They hope to be ready for the first patients by the beginning of July.’

	‘And the school goes off, too, in consequence.’

	‘Exactly—or part of it, anyhow. Some people mayn’t wish to send their girls to the Continent, even now.’

	‘Then what about Das Haus unter die Kiefern? Will you still keep that on?’

	‘Oh, yes. It definitely is a finishing school. We couldn’t possibly have most of the girls mixed up with the School proper. Welsen, where it is, is a good two hours’ walk from the Platz, though it’s only about twenty minutes or so by the mountain railway. That part of the school will remain as we began it—a place where the elder girls can have one or two years spent largely in acquiring a few social graces and some idea of culture and their responsibilities with regard to their fellowmen. The school itself will be at the Platz.’

	‘I see. But look here, Hilda, what about financial arrangements? How are you managing about them?’

	‘Jem’s seeing to those. For any special reason, you can arrange for money to be forthcoming, though I believe you have to have a special permit from the Treasury. And, of course, we’re not a private concern any longer. It’s some years since Madge decided that the whole affair was getting too large for that and turned it into a limited liability company. I have shares in it, myself, and so have most of the staff. I imagine we shall manage through the Swiss National Bank. You’ll have to tackle Jem or Jack if you want to have all the details.’

	‘Oh, no. I was only wondering if I could give you a helping hand there. But what are you doing for buildings?’

	‘Madge has bought three big chalets standing in a little group, and already they are being linked up by means of covered ways and form-rooms. I think it will all be rather—pleasant,’ Miss Annersley added pensively. ‘I’ve seen the place, you know. I spent most of these holidays there. And that reminds me: we can take Cherry as she is over twelve; but that’s our limit. Gaynor won’t be at all welcome, so don’t ask. We’re taking no one under twelve.’

	‘I don’t suppose Carey would agree to her going so far from us. We must certainly think about Cherry, though. I agree with you that it would probably do her a world of good.’

	‘That’s what I think. And Michael—’ Miss Annersley suddenly came to a full stop and eyed him rather apprehensively.

	He looked at her and began to laugh. ‘I know what’s coming next. You want to offer to take the kid at reduced fees. It’s like you, Hilda. There’s no need for it, though. That, by the way, is largely what I came up to tell you, though I seem to have been side-tracked by your news.’

	Hilda Annersley sat up in her chair. ‘Michael Christy! What shock are you going to give me now?’

	‘Well, I like that! What price the shock you’ve given me?’

	‘But I thought you’d have had it already in Madge’s letter from Canada. I wasn’t to know that the mail was late,’ Miss Annersley said defensively.

	‘Late it is—or Madge missed a post. At any rate, you gave me a shock. Let’s have no mistake about that,’ he told her, his eyes twinkling.

	‘Oh, very well, then. Suppose you get on with your own story.’

	‘Here comes young Rosalie with the coffee. I’ll wait till we’re all settled down comfortably with it and then, if you feel faint, Rosalie can hold your hand.’

	‘A lot of use that would be if I really did feel faint!’ the Head said scornfully. ‘Come along with that coffee, Rosalie. We’re going to have a shock and we may need something to pull us together.’

	Rosalie glanced at the gentleman over her tray. ‘Hasn’t he told you all about it yet? Oh, but I suppose you had to give him our side of it from A to Z first.’ She set down her tray and began to pour out. ‘Is it something very frightful that you want me to be on hand?’

	‘We don’t think so—or not from one point of view. We were desperately afraid that you would, though. However, we might have saved our anxiety, it seems, seeing that you mean to give us the go-by in any case. Thanks, Rosalie; no sugar!’

	She laughed and handed him his cup, having attended to the lady first. Then she took her own and sat down and looked at him expectantly.

	He tasted his coffee. Then he looked at them. ‘You folk have all been away all the holidays, or you’d have been in all the excitement. As it is, you haven’t had a chance to hear our news.’

	‘Tell us something we don’t know!’ Rosalie retorted. Then, with a sudden thrill, ‘Oh! You don’t mean you’ve found your wicked ancestor’s lost fortune?’[2] And she nearly overturned her cup in her excitement.
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	‘Steady on there! If you’d capsized that cup, you’d have had a pretty hot soaking,’ he said, saving the cup almost by a miracle. ‘Yes; you’ve guessed it. It’s been such a mild April, that once your little darlings had gone home for the holidays, I got men to work and the treasure has come to light at last.’

	‘Where was it? In a cave on the cliffs as you thought? Was the outflow from the pond the way to it?’

	He nodded. ‘Later on, I propose to march you two down to Kittiwake Cove where you’ll see a nice little waterfall—or perhaps waterspout would be more accurate—coming from an opening in the cliff.’

	‘How was it we didn’t see the opening before?’ Rosalie asked practically.

	‘Because it was overgrown with gorse bushes. We’ve yanked them away to let the water run away freely. Now for my yarn! Do you remember last Christmas term when Peggy Burnett fell down what was an old well and as a result the spring that feeds it was freed and the brook returned to its old way?’

	‘Of course I do!’ Miss Annersley said. ‘Considering the fright we had about her and then about the prefects who discovered the brook in the twilight by falling into it, I’m not likely to forget. I also remember that during that half-term, you had Mr Archer down to see it and got the men to dig at the far end of the resultant pond and discovered the old outlet. You told us then that that evil ancestor of yours, Dai Lloyd, must have done the filling-in of the outflow, having first hidden his booty somewhere along the cliff. What I’ve always wondered, though, was how he got at it when he wanted it.’

	‘There was another entrance somewhere in the shrubbery—at least I think it must have been there. We found about fifty yards of it. The rest had caved in and I didn’t see the point of digging it out again. But judging by the direction it took from the cave, that’s where it probably came out.’

	‘And you were really right?’ Rosalie asked. ‘You’ve found the treasure after all this time? This is news! Where is it now?’

	‘Safe in the strong room of my bank. You don’t imagine I would keep it over here, do you? Yes; we found it—or what was left of it. I imagine that Dai and his boon companion, the mate, made away with a fair proportion of it. At any rate, we found five empty chests and I don’t think any outsiders were responsible for that. There were two others untouched. We had to break them open for the locks and bars had rusted home.’

	‘Do you mean you did it yourself? Or did you have to bring a workman in?’ Miss Annersley asked dubiously. ‘I hope not that last. I don’t suppose you want your find bruited abroad for the present, at any rate.’

	‘Don’t worry! When I said “we,” I really meant that I did it in the privacy of the coal cellar with Carey looking on. The kids were in bed and Dickie was staying at the Bettany’s place. She knew nothing about it until she came home two days later.’

	‘Well, what luck?’ Rosalie demanded excitedly.

	He chuckled. ‘All the luck in the world. I felt like Aladdin in the magic cave. The smaller chest was chock-a-block with jewellery of all kinds. Honestly, you two, you never saw such a collection. Ropes of pearls, mostly gone sick for lack of using; everything you can think of in the way of ornaments—brooches, bracelets, rings, earrings, necklaces—they were all there! Church plate, both gold and silver, some of it heavily jewelled, some just chased; vestments, likewise studded with gems—I rather think Dai must have robbed churches in South America. I wouldn’t put it past him! And right at the bottom of the chest a big leather pouch simply crammed with loose stones—diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires, opals—oh, the whole bag of tricks. One great star made of diamonds round a sapphire centre nearly lit up the coal cellar on its own.’

	‘And what about the second chest?’ Miss Annersley asked as she held out her hand for his cup.

	‘Thanks, Hilda. Yes; I could take half-a-cup more. Oh, that had money. I never saw such a collection of coins in my life! Rose-nobles, ducats, moidores, spade-guineas—the whole shoot, I should think. I’ve no idea what the value of it all is, but something stupendous, I should think.’

	‘And it’s really all yours?’ Rosalie drew a long breath.

	‘Well, I’ve got to prove ownership. That oughtn’t to be difficult, since I can prove descent from Dai himself—collateral descent, anyhow. The kids and I are the only ones left. I know that, for before my great-uncle left the place to me, he had inquiries made all over to find out if there was anyone else and they couldn’t trace a single soul. I’m not very well up on the law of treasure-trove, but I believe I’m right in saying that I can claim it—or most of it, anyhow.’

	‘What will you do about it?’ Miss Annersley asked quietly.

	‘Well, I propose to sell most of the jewellery. Carey says she doesn’t want it—it would give her nightmares to wear it when she thought of how it was come by. Dickie, who is the only other person to know exactly what we found, says much the same thing and, in any case, doesn’t care about it. I shall keep a few oddments for Cherry and Gaynor and one or two things for Carey and Dickie. The rest may go. As for the church property, that can be restored, thank Heaven! Not to the actual churches, perhaps; but to the Church itself. But after three hundred years or so, I haven’t a hope of finding out the rightful owners of the rest. The Spanish Main was the happy hunting-ground of a good many pirates in those days. Dai was only one of quite a crowd.’

	The Head nodded thoughtfully. ‘No; I imagine you are right there. Well, Michael, this all means that you are now a wealthy man and can keep up the Big House properly. Now I understand the notice to quit.’

	‘Hold on—hold on! I do propose to keep enough for that and to make sure that the kids will be all right for the future. Now I have a son, I’d like to be able to hand on to him our inheritance. But I’ve no desire to be a millionaire and I don’t want it for Blinkie, either. We haven’t had time yet to decide anything definitely and, of course, we must wait and see what the courts’ decision may be, though I’m not much afraid of that. As for what I shall do with the surplus, it will all go to charities, helping to educate the young, care for the old and sick and helpless. By the way, Hilda, Carey and I want to found a scholarship or two for the school. But we must talk all that over with the Russells and the Maynards as well as yourself before we do anything. And, as I said before, any plans must lie in abeyance until I’ve proved ownership. Once that’s settled, though, that’s one of the things we’ve set our hearts on doing. I don’t suppose it’ll matter much whether the school’s in England or Switzerland so long as the scholarships take the winners to it.’

	His two hearers were quite agreed about that. If parents did not wish their girls to go to the Continent, there would still be the branch at St Agnes’ which was likely to continue for many a long day, as the Head foresaw.

	She looked at him with a sudden smile. ‘You’ve over-whelmed us,’ she said, including her secretary in her own feelings.

	He stood up. ‘That’s rather how we feel ourselves. By the way, it’s no use haring over to see Carey and have a long gossip with her about all this. I’ve sent her away for a change and rest. Where? What a question! I ran her and the family down to Penny Rest last week and there she stays until she’s got over this excitement. She’s not very strong since Blinkie arrived, you know, and all this is, as you say, rather overwhelming. Dickie will go off to Welsen from there and Cherry and Gaynor will be back at school on the proper date. Carey will stay with Blinkie, though, for a week or two until she’s more like herself.’

	‘The wisest thing you could do,’ Miss Annersley assented. ‘By the way, Michael, you surely aren’t going on calling that poor child by that ridiculous name? It’s too bad! I thought he was to be “Francis”?’

	‘That can wait till he’s a little older and larger. Blinkie will do him very well for the present. Hang it all, Hilda, the kid’s just six months old!’

	‘Then he’ll be Blinkie for the rest of his life,’ Miss Annersley said with decision. ‘It’s all very well saying you can easily change later. You’ll find that you can’t. Look at yourself. Your real name is Michael, but when we first came here, your wife and Jack Maynard were still calling you “Tom.” And how you ever got that out of “Michael” is a minor mystery to me.’

	‘My old ward-room name,’ he said grinning. ‘It was only when Carey began to realise that quite a lot of people thought I was “Thomas” and we had some bother over a legal matter that she suddenly decided to use my proper name.’

	‘I see. Well, to go back to first things, thanks for the notice. I suppose you’ve sent a written one out to Canada? You haven’t? Oh, Michael, what an idiot you are! You go home and draft one out in proper form and send it to Madge Russell by the next mail. Otherwise, you may find you’re landed with us for the next twelve months or so!’

	‘Not when I have hers which, you tell me, ought to be here by this time,’ he retorted. ‘That’ll do us. I’ll withdraw my own notice to quit in favour of hers of quitting and leave it at that. Be ready for me at three this afternoon, you two, and I’ll be along to show you all the sights—all that you can see, that is. The water’s flowing again, so I’m afraid you can’t visit the cave now. Still, I’ll show you the remains of the chests which are still in the coal cellar and take you to view our little water-spout on the cliffs. I think you might ask me back for tea, seeing I’m a grass widower for the moment. Well, I must go now and discuss the amount of manure to be ordered for the garden at Llanywyn—rather a drop from the sublimey to the gorblimey! I’m off!’

	And with this, he vaulted out of the open window and vanished, leaving the two women behind him to talk over this startling piece of news.

	
Chapter II
 BRIDE

	‘Here she is—at long last! Come on, Bride! Come and explain yourself! You’re most appallingly late! What have you been doing?’

	‘Where’ve you been, my lamb? We looked out for you at both Bristol and Cardiff, but never a sniff did we get of you!’

	‘Look here, Bride, what is this rumour that’s going the rounds?’

	Bride Bettany, Head Girl of the Chalet School, niece of Lady Russell and Mrs Maynard and, to quote her chum Elfie Woodward, one of the foundation stones of the school, stopped short in the doorway of the prefects’ room and grinned round at her fellow prefects who came crowding round her, all talking at once.

	‘Hello, everyone!’ she said. ‘Nice to see your dear, ugly old faces again!—Julie Lucy! It’s never yourself I’m seeing? Are you really fit again?’ She dropped the suitcase she was holding and made for a slight dark girl of her own age or a little younger, whose thick black hair curled rampantly all over her head and whose pale face flushed at this greeting.

	‘Hello, Bride! I can return the compliment you’ve just paid us. It’s nice to see your ugly old face again. The last time I saw you all together, I was feeling like nothing on earth and I didn’t care if I never saw one of you again.’ She finished with a chuckle at this recollection of last term when she had scared everyone by developing acute peritonitis, which had meant an immediate operation and several weeks of being an invalid for herself.[3]
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	Bride did not return the chuckle. Instead, she looked gravely at her friend and considered her. Julie looked amazingly better, but there was an indefinably fragile look about her, even now, after weeks of being at home and carefully nursed. The beautiful blue-black eyes had faint shadows under them and the once brown skin was white and pink and almost painfully transparent.

	‘You really are better?’ she insisted. ‘You still look washed-out to me—except when you’re blushing,’ she added wickedly, as Julie’s cheeks went scarlet at her comment. ‘No, really, my lamb. I mean it. We don’t want another shock like the one you gave us last term. What a time that was! We all nearly passed out when you collapsed like that.’

	Still red, Julie nodded. ‘I’m practically all right now, though Uncle Peter and old Doc Fuzzey both made me swear not to overdo this term. No tennis for me, or gym or anything like that. That’s the worst of having a doctor for your uncle!’ she added with a deep sigh. ‘He keeps on at you till you have got to give in. But I really am all right. Never mind me! First tell us how Auntie Mollie is and then see what you can do to elucidate the latest mystery.’

	‘She must have had a dicker to read while she was convalescing,’ Bride told the rest as she picked up her case again, bore it across the room to a closet where she pushed it onto a shelf and then, having shut the door, turned to face her confrères. ‘Think she could spell all those long words, folks?’

	‘You stop blethering and talk sensibly!’ remarked a very tall, boyish-looking individual who rejoiced in the name of ‘Tom,’ though her baptismal certificate gave her as ‘Muriel Lucinda.’ However, she had always flatly refused to answer to either, so even the staff called her ‘Tom,’ which had been her nickname from babyhood and might have furnished the Head with another argument against nicknames if she had thought of it at the time.

	‘How rude!’ Bride said with a grin.

	‘Rude or not, you were asked three questions. Just set your wits to work and answer them, please. First of all, how is your mother?’

	‘Pounds better.’ The mischief left Bride’s eyes and she spoke seriously. ‘She really is making marvellous progress. She doesn’t get up for brekker yet, but she’s down by ten and she’s beginning to take up the reins again. Not that Aunt Bridgie lets her do much yet. But she plans the meals and does some light dusting and so on. Doc told Dad privately that if she went on as she was doing, she’d be her old self again by the time the year was up. And she’s really gone slim again, which is an everlasting joy, for you wouldn’t believe how difficult clothes can be when you’re out-outsized!’

	‘Good!’ It came as a chorus. All the prefects had known that in the previous November it had been touch and go whether Bride and her brothers and sisters would have any mother by this time and they were all genuinely glad to hear such a good report. But now that they had heard this, school affairs pressed heavily on them and Tom Gay once more was spokesman for them all.

	‘And why are you late? Don’t say you copied Peggy’s doings and got into the wrong train, at Bristol again!’[4]
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	Bride laughed at this reminder of something that had happened more than a year ago. ‘Oh, no; it wasn’t my fault at all. As a matter of fact, I don’t suppose you could say it was anyone’s fault, really. The wretched car conked out when we were halfway to Sheepheys Junction and we had to wait till we could get a tow—which wasn’t for a good half-hour. Naturally, we missed the Bristol train and had to wait four solid hours for the next one. Or we should have had to, but Dad decided that the best plan was to hire another car and run us to Cardiff in the hope of joining up with you there. However, it didn’t work out like that. We simply couldn’t make it though there were times when I wondered if we’d be landed in the nearest police court for speeding. We didn’t reach Cardiff until half an hour after the train had gone, so it wasn’t much use going to Swansea. We knew the last school coach would have departed and we didn’t want to be hung up there all night. Dad put us in the coastline train and then rang up the Head to explain so that she wouldn’t worry. Now you know the yarn.’

	A small, fair girl with a pointed face and big blue eyes which gave her a kittenlike appearance, smiled at her. ‘I’m glad it was no worse. When you and young Maeve never turned up at Bristol, I began to be afraid that something awful had happened. I’m glad it was only the car gone wrong.’

	‘If it had been—well—what you thought, I’d have rung you up,’ Bride said. ‘What a goop you are, Elfie! You ought to have known that, anyhow.’

	‘I suppose I ought. But if it had—well, there’s so much to do at such times that you mightn’t have had time or thought for it.’

	Bride gave her a sympathetic look. Elfie had been motherless from birth, but her dearly-loved stepmother had died in the previous September so she knew what she was talking about better than any of the others. ‘No; it wasn’t anything like that. Just the car gone mad. Now for your third question, Tom. Something about a rumour, wasn’t it? You tell me what the said rumour is and I’ll tell you if there’s any truth in it—always supposing I know anything about it,’ she added cautiously.

	‘Well, people are going round saying that there’s more than a chance that we may be moving again,’ Tom explained, sitting down astride the nearest chair back to front, laying her arms on the back and burying her chin in them. ‘Have you heard anything about it?’

	Bride looked startled. ‘No one’s said anything of the kind to me. Matter of fact, we’ve been so busy all these hols, making summer frocks for everyone, we haven’t had an awful lot of time to talk about school. Did you hear where we’re supposed to be moving to? It can’t be back to Plas Howell, by the way.’

	‘Not? Why ever not?’ demanded a girl with sunny brown hair and a smiling face. ‘What’s happened to it?’

	‘Oh, didn’t you know? I should have thought Gwensi would have written to your Beth. She wrote to Daisy Venables and Daisy told us when she was staying with us for Easter. Mr Howell has sold it. It’s a convent now—or going to be, anyhow. The Little Sisters of the Poor have bought it and they’re turning part of it into a home for old folk who can’t manage by themselves. When Peg had read Daisy’s last letter which told us that it was all settled, she just said what a jolly good thing it was that we were able to have Big House.’

	‘We’d certainly have had it if we hadn’t—unless Madame and the rest had been able to buy,’ Tom said. ‘I suppose they could have done that. Only, as we always look forward to going back to Tirol some day, it seems a pity to have to spend money like that.’

	‘Goodness knows when Tirol will be a safe proposition,’ Bride said gloomily. ‘Russia seems all set to be as nasty as she can about Austria.’

	‘I wonder what Bethy will think of it,’ her sister remarked.

	‘Why don’t you ask her?’ Bride suggested. ‘I expect Gwensi will have told her about it by this time. Ask her when you write, Nancy, and see what she says.’

	Nancy nodded. ‘I shall certainly do that. All the same,’ she went on, ‘it seems to be all over the school that we’re due for a move next term.’

	‘But why ever? I thought the Christys didn’t want Big House and were only too thankful to have us as tenants,’ Bride said. ‘Not that it will affect most of us here. We’ll be shifting on to Das Haus unter die Kiefern in September, I suppose. I’m dying for it! Peggy says they have gorgeous times there and I’d love to see some real mountains again.’

	‘You and real mountains!’ Nancy scoffed. ‘Aren’t the Welsh Mountains good enough for you? I’ll bet you don’t remember much about Tirol. You were only an infant when you left there.’

	‘Old enough to have some jolly good pictures of them in my mind,’ Bride retorted. ‘The Welsh Mountains are all right; but where the Alps come in, they’re mere hillocks!’

	‘One moment, Bride,’ said a pretty, fair-haired girl, one Primrose Day. ‘Your Peggy and Dicky Christy are by way of being pals, aren’t they? Did Peg not know anything about it?’

	‘If she did, Dicky must have told her to keep it dark,’ Bride said thoughtfully. ‘Now you mention it, she did have a letter from Dicky the day before they went back to Switzerland, but she only said that Dicky was staying at Penny Rest and would go on from there and suggested that they should meet at Exeter and go on to London together. Oh, and Cherry has cast her crutches at last. Peg read that bit out to us. Cherry has to have a stick, but she’s done with the crutches, anyhow.’

	‘Well, that’s good hearing!’ observed a tall girl with a clever, thoughtful face. ‘The poor kid’s had a doing, all right. What a filthy thing polio is!’

	Before anyone could reply to this, there came a tap at the door and then a sturdy girl of nearly fourteen appeared.

	‘Is Bride Bettany here?’ she asked. ‘Oh, Bride, the Head wants to see you in the study at once.’

	‘All right; I’m coming,’ Bride said, standing up and pulling her skirt straight. ‘Had good hols, Mary-Lou?’

	‘Super!’ Mary-Lou replied. ‘And the end was the best of all, all things considered,’ she added with a mysterious air.

	Bride lifted her eyebrows at the younger girl’s manner, but she merely gave a friendly tug to one of the long fair pigtails hanging down her back, and left the room while Mary-Lou, having performed her errand, scuttered off to join her own clan.

	‘Hurry back and give us all the gen!’ Nancy called after her friend from the doorway. ‘She may be going to tell you what’s going to happen. After all you are Head Girl!’

	‘That doesn’t mean that the Head’s going to unburden her secret soul to me!’ Bride turned to call back. ‘You’ll see me when she’s done with me and not before, as you very well know.’ Then she hurried off along the corridor, past the head of the school stairs and down the great staircase which, by virtue of being a prefect, she was allowed to use. She ran lightly down, crossed the big square entrance-hall and tapped at a door to the right of the front door. A deep, beautiful voice bade her enter and she went in to find the Head.

	Miss Annersley was sitting by the window, looking out at the garden where spring flowers glowed in the light of the setting sun. She turned her head as the girl came in and smiled at her. ‘Come along, Bride. I’m sorry I was engaged when you arrived, but I wasn’t worrying about you and Maeve after I’d had your father’s phone message. What was wrong with the car?’

	‘They hadn’t found that out when we left Sheepheys,’ Bride explained as she sat down on the window-seat. ‘All I know is that Dad fiddled round with everything he could think of but he couldn’t make her go and so we missed the train. I’m awfully sorry, Auntie Hilda.’

	‘Never mind. So long as you’ve come, that’s all that matters.’ The Head paused and there was silence for a minute or so. Then she said with a smile, ‘Well, don’t you want to know why I’ve sent for you like this?’

	Bride’s grey eyes widened. So there was something in the wind? She said demurely, ‘I thought you wanted me to report to you.’

	‘Well, that, of course. I’ll see Maeve at bedtime.’

	‘She’s grown again,’ Bride said with a chuckle. ‘Mummy says she’s going to leave us all behind. Auntie Hilda,’ she looked the Head straight in the face, ‘what is all this about our having to leave Big House?’

	‘Who told you that?’ Miss Annersley asked sharply.

	‘From what the others have told me, it’s all over the place. Is it really true; or is it only a rumour? I know we’re not going back to Plas Howell in any case. Gwensi told Daisy Venables that her brother had sold it and Daisy told Peg who told me.’

	Miss Annersley nodded. ‘And did Gwensi and Daisy between them inform anyone else?’ she inquired.

	‘Not so far as I know. Nancy Chester knew nothing about it, anyhow. Nor any of the rest of our crowd. They were fearfully surprised when I told them.’

	‘I see. And do you know what has caused this rumour of yours?’

	Bride shook her head. ‘I haven’t the slightest idea. All I know is that when I went to our room, the rest all set on me and asked if I knew anything about it. I didn’t, and I told them so; but it does seem to be all over the school.’

	Miss Annersley laughed and threw out her hands. ‘Talk of the grape-vine system!’ she exclaimed. ‘It seems to me that you girls have a very good grape-vine system of your own! Yes, Bride, we are leaving Big House at the end of the term; and we are certainly not going back to Plas Howell. Where we are going, you will hear at Prayers tonight. I sent for you for quite a different reason.’

	Again Bride opened her eyes, but she said nothing. She waited with what patience she could to hear the real reason for her summons; but the Head seemed in no hurry to tell her. However, she spoke at last.

	‘I needn’t ask you if you remember Diana Skelton, Bride?’

	Bride shot her a quick glance; but she only said, ‘No, Auntie Hilda.’

	‘No; what Diana did to you last term will, I am afraid, remain in your mind for some time to come, though I hope you will find sooner or later that you can forget as well as forgive. What I have to tell you is about her. And I want to say this, Bride. Sorry as I was for you last term over your wrecked study, I am a thousand times sorrier for Diana.’[5]
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				Bride Leads the Chalet School.

		

	


	‘Oh?’ Bride murmured. She could think of nothing else to say.

	The Head remained silent for a moment or two. Bride could bear it no longer. ‘Auntie Hilda—what’s gone wrong?’ she asked fearfully. ‘I did forgive Diana last term. And on the last night she got hold of me and said she was really sorry and she meant to prove it to all of us by the way she behaved this term.’

	‘I’m glad to hear that, Bride, for Diana will have no chance to prove her words. She is not returning to school.’

	‘But why?’ Bride asked blankly.

	‘Because that is her father’s decision. No, child, it has nothing at all to do with what happened last term. So far as I know, Mr Skelton has heard nothing about it. I believe Diana meant what she said to you. I am sure she did. Only she wanted to get clear of all her former ties. In order to do this, the poor, silly girl did something which her father finds unforgivable at present, though I hope that later on he will realise that her actions were partly the result of the spoiling and indulgence she has always had at home.’
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