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CHAPTER I
 PHOEBE

	The lattice window, already ajar, was pushed wide open, and a shock head was thrust through.

	‘They’re coming, Miss Phoebe!’ proclaimed a shrill voice. ‘They’ve got a huge waggon. There’s four of them, and a whole squad of kids.’

	Phoebe looked up eagerly from her knitting. ‘Coming, Reg? You’ve seen them, then? Where are they? Oh, if only I could get out to see them!’ She finished with a sigh and an impatient glance round.

	‘I’ll come in and wheel you, Miss Phoebe, if that’s all,’ said Reg promptly. ‘Where’s Debby gone, any-road?’

	‘She had to go into Garnley to the bank. She locked the door and took the key with her. You’d need to get the chair round by the back. Do you think you could manage?’ Phoebe sounded doubtful.

	‘Manage right enough. There’s no step, and the chair runs easy. I know. I helped Debby oil her last night.’ Reg looked about. ‘No flowers nor anything I’d upset, is there? Then I’ll get through.’ And he swung a sturdy leg over the window-sill and dropped down into the room easily. ‘There y’are, Miss Phoebe! Got a shawl or summat to put over you?’

	‘It’s over there on the end of the sofa. Give it to me, Reg, and go and unbolt the back door while I put the shawl on. Hurry, do! They’ll be at The Witchens and into the house before you get me round if you don’t.’

	‘Not them! They wasn’t only halfway up the bank, and you know what sort of a pull Tedder’s Bank is. Besides, they were mostly out of the waggon, and the kids was gathering flowers. Little kids they are, all on ’em.’ Reg called this back from the passage, where he had gone to open the back door after he had given Phoebe the great grey shawl from the end of the sofa. ‘There’s plenty o’ time.’

	He came back a minute or two later to find Phoebe muffled in her shawl, a flush of excitement on her thin cheeks. He paused only to tuck in the ends of her wrap from the wheels, and then, seizing the handle of the invalid chair in which she sat, he wheeled it deftly out of the room, down the passage, and through the back door into the little cobbled courtyard which divided the house from the long vegetable garden. Phoebe lay back with a sigh of relief as the soft summer breeze touched her face and ruffled the smooth hair across her brow. She had so longed to go out, but Debby, the loving tyrant who had ruled her life ever since rheumatic fever had left Phoebe an invalid at the age of twelve, had refused to permit it, since Debby herself must go to Garnley, the near-by market town, to cash a cheque at the bank, and get one or two needful things which were unobtainable at Garnham, the village up on the moors where they lived, and it might rain while she was gone.

	Phoebe had said no more. How could she? If Debby ever left her, there was no one else to look after her, for she was singularly destitute of relations. The long years of invalidism had left her timid and uncertain; and the death of her father, eighteen months before this, had taught her to cling desperately to her one prop.

	Reg pushed the chair carefully round the house to the front garden, and installed it at the bottom, where a break in the hedge enabled Phoebe to see without being seen. He himself squatted on the grass at her feet, and applied his eye to another break lower down.

	‘There’s the waggon coming, Miss Phoebe,’ he said, a few minutes after they had established themselves, as a big waggonette, pulled by a pair of fine bay cart-horses, topped the rise. ‘There’s one lady in it, see. She’s got a baby on her knee. Here comes the rest, running after them.’ And a bevy of small children came racing along, followed by a very tall lady, carrying another baby over her shoulder, and chattering eagerly to another lady not quite so tall; while a third, very small and dark, with a tiny girl on her back, acted as whipper-in to the rest of the crowd.

	‘Four of them! And all quite young! I don’t believe any of them can be much older than I am,’ half-whispered Phoebe. ‘Oh, I wonder how long they are going to stay at The Witchens?’

	‘It’s taken till the end of September, any-road,’ said Reg, who had his own methods of getting to know news. ‘That’s two months, Miss Phoebe. Likely you’ll get to know ’em all. They look friendly enough. I’ll bet they’ll be running over for a crack with you in a day or two.’

	‘They may not,’ sighed Phoebe. ‘There’s four of them. They probably won’t want anyone else. And then they’ve got all the children. If they’re going to look after them and do the work as well, they won’t have much time for making new friends.’

	‘Mrs Purvis is going three mornings a week to redd up for them,’ replied Reg. ‘She was over at our place last night, and told Auntie so. And Lily Purvis—her that’s a bit daft—is to go every day to clean the steps and peel potatoes and such-like. Lily’s rare and set up about it, I can tell you.’ Then, as the party came nearer: ‘Gee! What a lot o’ kids! Three—five—and the three they’re carrying—that makes eight. And here comes another—older’n the rest,’ as a girl of about ten, with a mop of chestnut curls that gleamed in the summer sunlight, came racing over the rise, her hands full of wild-flowers, and caught up with them. ‘How are they goin’ to fit all that crowd into The Witchens? It’s nobbut more’n a big cottage.’

	‘They’ll manage, I expect,’ said Phoebe. She looked at the happy, chattering crowd with wistful eyes as they crossed the wide white road and made for the grey-stone house opposite. ‘There’s four good bedrooms and two wee attics. The Witchens isn’t all that crowded, Reg. Debby told me—for she went over it before we came here. It was too big for us; but I expect they can fit in somehow.’

	The waggonette had stopped, and the lady with the baby handed over her burden to the red-curled girl with a merry ‘Here you are, Sybs! Got him safely? Do not let him drop, whatever you do!’

	The tall lady laughed, a golden ripple of laughter, and her voice as she spoke matched it. ‘You needn’t be afraid, Frieda. Sybs is quite safe.’

	‘What a lovely voice!’ whispered Phoebe, afraid of being heard.

	Reg gave her a quick, inquisitive glance. ‘Aye; it is that!’ he agreed.

	‘She must sing with that voice. I wonder if she’s been trained—if she knows anything about instruments—’cellos, I mean?’

	‘Mebbe she does. You can ask her when you get to know her,’ he said.

	‘If I ever do—I’d love to, she looks so kind. See how she’s helping those little girls. She might be able to advise me. I wish she would. I do so need advice, and Debby is no good there.’

	‘That chap been bothering you again about the ’cello, Miss Phoebe?’

	‘Yes; he says his girl has set her heart on having Father’s ’cello. I don’t want to sell it—it’s the thing he loved best on earth, and it seems to bring him nearer to me when I can touch it. But I’ll never be able to use it myself, and Mr Burthill seemed to think it would be selfish of me to keep it when I can’t and she can—this daughter of his.’

	‘I don’t see it,’ said Reg bluntly, ‘Keep it if you want to, Miss Phoebe. It’s yours. Why should you sell it if you want it?’

	‘But I’m so afraid of being selfish,’ sighed Phoebe. ‘It’s awfully easy to be selfish when you’re a cripple, Reg. Ever since I was at that hydro and saw that poor Miss Emery, I’ve tried so hard not to get like her. She didn’t mean it; but she was horribly selfish. She wanted everything she could have for herself, and she never thought of anyone else. I should hate to get like that. And Father would have hated it for me.’

	By this time the newcomers had crowded into the house, but the door had been left open, and someone was running from room to room, pushing open all the windows, so that the sound of the merry voices and laughter came across the road to the pair in the garden.

	Phoebe listened eagerly. It was two years since her father, a ’cellist who had just begun to make his name after years of hard struggling, had brought her to this quiet place where he hoped the fresh moorland breezes and pure air and water would do something for her. Six months later he had died, and in the first freshness of her grief Phoebe had shut herself away from the few old friends who had known that Nicholas Wychcote was a widower and the father of a daughter. She had never known her mother, who had died when she was only six months old; and Debby, who had been her grandmother’s old cook, and had come to keep house for Mr Wychcote when he was left alone with a baby-girl to look after, had known very little of her either, since both he and she had married against the wishes of their families. Her father’s agent had been very urgent that she should apply to her mother’s people when he had died, since old Mr and Mrs Wychcote had gone some years before. But Phoebe’s shyness and timidity, together with her pride, had forbidden it. Nicholas Wychcote had left his daughter the house in which she now lived, together with its contents, the contents of his rooms in town, and a tiny income. She and Debby were just able to live in modest comfort, and that was all.

	Among his other possessions had been his ’cello, a valuable Lott, which had come to him from his godfather. Phoebe loved it because from it her father had drawn the beautiful music which was making his name when he died. But three months ago a letter had come for her from her father’s agent, enclosing another from a wealthy man who informed her that his only child had been devoted to the ’cello, and had greatly admired the playing of Nicholas Wychcote. She was not making the progress she had hoped, and she had been seized with the idea that if she could only have his ’cello, she would be able to become a great player, which was her pet ambition. It was only recently that Mr Burthill had heard that Wychcote’s possessions had come to a daughter. Now he wrote, wishing to buy the instrument, and offering the sum of £100 for it. £100 seemed a lot to honest Debby. Spread out, it would mean an additional ten shillings a week for the best part of the next four years, and that was a great matter when their income was so small. She completely failed to realise what the instrument meant to her young mistress as a memorial of her father; and, more than that, as Phoebe herself knew dimly, if anyone could make such an offer, it meant that the ’cello was probably worth considerably more. From Debby’s point of view, this was foolishness. It might be worth more; but Miss Phoebe was not sure. £100 was £100, and the gentleman was willing to pay it on the nail. Why not clinch the bargain? If she wanted a ’cello—though that again was foolishness since she could do nothing with it nowadays—she could perhaps get a cheap one to take its place.

	For once Phoebe felt that Debby had failed her. But to whom could she turn for advice? The doctor, a busy country practitioner, knew less than nothing about music, and would probably agree with her faithful old nurse. The Vicar was even more out of the question. He was a man who was ruled by his wife, who was a big, bustling lady with a loud voice and very decided views on every subject. Very early in their life at Garnham she had called. Nicholas Wychcote had been at home at the time, and he had taken an instant dislike to her. She had alluded to Phoebe, in the latter’s hearing, as ‘that poor, afflicted child of yours.’ She had broadly hinted that all musicians were a lackadaisical, lazy, good-for-nothing lot; but since he was there, it was his bounden duty to put his talents at the service of the parish and play at the village concerts. One was coming off on Friday fortnight, and he should be put down for two solos.

	Mr Wychcote had declined. In the first place, he did not wish to play at the village concert under the patronage of this insufferable woman. In the second place—which he made his excuse—he had an engagement to play at the Free Trade Hall at one of the big concerts there.

	Mrs Hart was not to be put off. Well, then, would he play at the next one? She would take no excuse—play he must.

	Mr Wychcote told her that he was sorry, but he could make no engagement without consulting his agent. He was under bond to him to accept none of anyone else’s making. Seeing that nothing else would put an end to Mrs Hart’s importunities, he gravely gave her the agent’s name and address, advising her to write to him.

	Unfortunately, the lady did so, and the agent calmly sent her the usual notice of fees. Mrs Hart nearly had an apoplectic fit at the Vicarage breakfast-table, where she read it. Unhappily, the Vicar was away for the week-end—though it is doubtful if he could have restrained his wife, even had he been at home. She marched over to Many Bushes, where Mr Wychcote was Just going off to London to play in a big broadcast concert, and accused him of gross insult.

	Like all creative artists, he was nervy, especially just before a performance, and he was irritated by her manner. He answered her with a bland, ‘But, dear lady, you would not expect a bus-driver to use his bus for the purpose of bringing people to your entertainment free of charge. Why should you expect me to play free of charge? I am not an amateur: I am a professional. Naturally, I charge professional fees. Does your husband marry or bury his friends without his professional fees?’

	After that there was no hope of friendship with the Vicarage folk; nor any hope of help from them. The Vicar had called twice to see Phoebe after her father’s death. But on both occasions Debby refused to admit him to see her mistress, who was too ill to see anyone. And when Mrs Hart called, there was a real passage-of-arms between her and the faithful handmaid, greatly to the joy of one or two people who overheard most of what passed, and who had endured much at the hands of the Vicaress.

	As for the village folk, they knew nothing of the matter and could not be looked to for help, though many of them were friendly enough, and many a cake or bag of buns from the weekly baking appeared at the cottage door, as well as offers to ‘do a bit of shopping in Garnley as we’re going today, if so be as you wants owt.’

	The Witchens had been empty ever since the Wychcotes had come to Garnham, and when Phoebe heard through her usual medium, Reg Entwistle, that it had been let for the summer, she had hoped wistfully that there would be someone there who would be friendly with her; Debby was a dear, but she was limited. So long as her mistress was fairly well—for her—and the cottage was in its usual speckless condition, all should be well. Phoebe, missing more than she had realised the companionship of a cultured mind that had been hers for twenty-one years, in spite of her father’s busy life, was moping inwardly. Now she felt excited. She would surely get to know these people. Perhaps they could help her. The one with the lovely voice might know something about ’cellos, and be able to advise her. But whether she did or not, it meant that at least there was a chance of companionship of the kind she had not known since her father left her.

	She was roused from her happy day-dream by Reg’s fidgeting, and, glancing at her wrist-watch, she gave a cry: ‘Reg! It’s half-past four! You must be dying for your tea! Wheel me back to the parlour, please, and then you must go. It was so kind of you to bring me out, and I have so enjoyed it.’

	Reg jumped up. ‘Right y’are, Miss Phoebe. Coom along! Over she goes!’ He pushed the chair back to the parlour, bolted the back door again, and then wheeled up the tea-trolley, which had tea ready laid on it, with a little electric ring and kettle of water on the under shelf. The ring was plugged in, and Phoebe could make tea for herself easily. After asking if there was anything more he could do for her, and accepting one of Debby’s cinnamon buns, he vaulted through the window. Phoebe, her mind in a happy turmoil, had her tea, and then picked up her knitting, and went on with it till six o’clock brought the bus from Garnley, and Debby herself hurrying up the narrow front path, anxious about her charge.

	‘I’m sorry to be so late, Miss Phoebe,’ she said as she bustled into the room, her basket piled high with parcels. ‘I missed the three bus, and had to wait for the five-fifteen. You’ve had your tea?’

	‘Yes, thank you, Debby. Did you do all you wanted?’

	‘Aye; I even matched up that silk you wanted at Burnside’s, so you can get on with your cushion-cover.’

	‘Oh, Debby! How nice! I’m getting so sick of knitting. I’ve done nothing else for the last three days. But it was no use beginning something else until I’d finished the cushion.’

	Since Phoebe had been so tied to her chair, it had been necessary for her to find something to occupy her time. She could scarcely read all day, and there were few games she could play alone. She had turned to needlework as soon as she could manage it. Her father, glad to indulge her, had seen to it that she had the best lessons available, and her plain sewing and embroidery were both exquisite now. For years Mr Wychcote had been in the habit of bringing her skeins of silks of every shade and colour and texture whenever he went to a fresh town to play, so that she had drawers full of them. He had also bought her lengths of material for embroidery—linens, crash, satin, muslin. When she was able to think about such things again after his death, Phoebe had decided to try to add to their slender income by selling her work, and she was beginning to work up a small connection. The great drawback lay in the fact that she could never rely on being able to ply her needle at any time. When the cruel rheumatic pains attacked her fingers and wrists, as they sometimes did, she was helpless—unable, even, to feed herself. So she always had to warn her customers that she could never promise work for a certain date, though she always tried to get it done in the right time, often working when it was torture to hold her needle and the material. There was real heroism in the way she tried to overcome her disabilities, and Debby, watching over her with a gruff tenderness, could often have wept to see her struggles. Of late, the pains had been less frequent, and less severe when they did come. She was able to move about a little on crutches on her best days, which was something no one had hoped for during the first years. When she could not do that, Debby, a brawny countrywoman, would pick the girl up in her arms and carry her about as if she had been a little child. Phoebe was small and thin, and very light, and Debby made nothing of her weight.

	‘Debby, I’ve news for you,’ said her young mistress presently.

	‘Aye, Miss Phoebe? What’s that, now?’ asked Debby, who had doffed her hat and coat, and tied a large white apron over her dress.

	‘Reg Entwistle came this afternoon to tell me that the people for The Witchens were coming. I got him to take me out through the back door to see them. Oh, Debby! They do look so nice—four ladies, all of them about my own age, or not much older, anyhow; and a lot of children.’

	‘I heard there was a bonny parcel o’ bairns,’ replied Debby, laying hands on the tea-trolley and wheeling it towards the door. ‘Mind you don’t go tiring yourself with them, Miss Phoebe—that is, if you get to know ’em. That Sodger at the Vicarage’ll do her best to stop it if she can; but mebbe we’ll meet ’em first.’

	There came a knock at the door, and Debby, pushing the trolley back into a corner, made haste to answer it. From where she was sitting, Phoebe could not see who was there, but a thrill ran through her as she heard the golden voice she had admired so short a time before ask anxiously, ‘I say, could you tell me where we can get some milk? I’m so sorry to trouble you, but we can’t find any, though the agent from whom we took the house said he’d see there was some, as well as bread, waiting for us when we got here. We’ve found the bread, but we can’t run the milk to earth, and I’m afraid he’s forgotten it. We’ve a whole pack of babes who are yelling for supper; but unless we can get that milk, supper won’t be forthcoming.’

	She heard Debby—blessed Debby!—say, ‘Come in, Ma’am, and I’ll put off my apron and come and show you where it likely is.’

	Then the door was pushed wider, and through it came the tall, slender being she had seen that afternoon. Debby’s voice said, ‘This is my mistress, Miss Wychcote. She’ll spare me a minute or two, I’ll be bound.’

	The next moment her hands were taken in a warm, gentle grasp, and the lovely voice cried, ‘Wychcote? Did you say Wychcote? But of course, I can see the likeness for myself! You couldn’t be anyone but Nicholas Wychcote’s daughter! I’m Joey Maynard!’

	


CHAPTER II
 JOEY

	Taken completely aback by these whirlwind tactics, Phoebe first stared and then demanded, ‘But how do you know?’

	‘By the likeness, of course. I said so. You’re the image of him.’ And Joey Maynard stood back and surveyed the broad brow from which the thick brown hair with its golden lights sprang back to give a square effect; the pointed chin with its deep cleft; the wide-set, large eyes, and the long, sensitive mouth. ‘I saw—and heard—him five times in all; and the last time, I met him. A friend of mine was solo soprano, and I went round after the concert and she introduced me to everyone. Vanna di Ricci told me after that he had a daughter who was about our age, she thought; but I never thought I’d have the luck to meet you!’

	The luck! Phoebe’s lips suddenly quivered. She had hoped to be on terms of friendship with the newcomers; but she had never even dreamed of being so rapturously greeted. Jo saw it, and her eyes softened as she dropped into a near-by chair and bent forward.

	‘Don’t you call it luck for me? I admired his playing so much. I’ve always loved the ’cello, and his was such wonderful music. I met him, and liked him personally. And now I’ve found his daughter. Vanna couldn’t tell me much about you, and she didn’t know where you were, or anything about you, after he left you. I’d have written to you then if I could. Besides, I was rather in the thick of things myself at that time. But I’ll tell you later, for I see your maid is ready, and we can’t keep the babes waiting any longer than we can help. They’ve been very good, dear lambs; but they are tired and hungry, and the sooner they’re in bed the better. I’ll run over tomorrow if I may.’

	‘Oh, do!’ implored Phoebe. ‘Father told me about Vanna di Ricci, and said she had a lovely voice. She was to have come and have tea with us, only I got ill again, and after that he brought me here, and then—well, then things happened so fast, and so she never came. I’d have loved to meet her, for he said she was a charming girl, and I have so few friends.’

	‘So she is. Vanna’s a dear,’ declared Joey Maynard as she got up to follow Debby. ‘When I write, I’ll tell her about you, and see if she can come to us for a few days. Then you will meet her. Now I must go. Thank you so much for sparing your maid to us for a few minutes.’

	‘Debby will be glad to help you,’ replied Phoebe, smiling. ‘Ask her if there’s anything else you want, won’t you?’

	‘If she can guide us to the milk, that’s all we’re likely to need tonight, anyhow. Goodbye for now, Miss Wychcote. I’ll see you in the morning. And you shall meet the rest—by instalments, I think. You might be rather overwhelmed if we all surged in on you at once!’ And with this Jo departed, leaving a happy Phoebe behind her.

	As they crossed the road, Jo said to Debby, ‘Debby—I may call you that, may I?—will it be possible for Miss Wychcote to come over to us sometimes, do you think? We’d love to have her if she could.’

	‘Debby’s my name,’ said that person drily. ‘Yes, Ma’am, Miss Phoebe can come. Her chair’s on wheels, and I could bring her. Or on her well days she can walk with crutches.’

	‘Oh, I’m glad! What was it—an accident?’

	‘No, Ma’am. When she was twelve, she had rheumatic fever very bad, and it left her like you see her. Sometimes the pain is very bad, and then she can’t do nothing for herself. But just now she’s a bit better, and I’m hoping when Dr Mitchell comes again he’ll see an improvement.’

	‘Dr Mitchell?’ began Jo with a startled look. Then she closed her lips.

	Debby had noticed nothing. ‘Yes, Ma’am. That’s the specialist that’s had charge of her for the last three years. He comes to see her once in six months unless we have to send for him. Now, Ma’am,’ as they reached The Witchens, ‘if we go round the house to the shed, I’ll show you where the stone trough is; for that’s where the milk’ll be. It’s been a hot day, and whoever brought it would put it there to keep it fresh.’

	Joey led the way round the house to the big, airy shed at the back. Arrived there, Debby opened a door inside and showed a stone-paved, stone-lined place, with a deep stone trough under the window opening. There, set almost up to its rim in water, was the missing milk in a big can. Debby lifted it out and set it out on the floor, taking off the wire-mesh lid.

	‘It’s one of Jaycott’s,’ she said. ‘Theirs is good milk, Ma’am—a Jersey herd, it is. We get ours from there, too. The milk is always kept in the trough hereabouts—in summer, at any rate. And there’s a pat of butter there, too. Mrs Jaycott would send that from their own store. They only make it now and then, when there’s danger of the milk not keeping.’

	‘How very good of her!’ exclaimed Mrs Maynard. ‘We brought a week’s butter and marg. with us; but this will be wonderful for the babies. Thank you so much, Debby. I’ll go and get a couple of jugs, for I certainly can’t lift that can myself, and Mrs de Bersac and Mrs von Ahlen are putting the wee babies to bed; and the Countess has charge of the rest, with my large niece Sybil to help her. Come in with me and meet them. Then you can see for yourself that we’re all quite nice to know.’

	Debby smiled grimly, and followed her into the house, which, as she noted, was furnished chiefly with light bamboo furniture. The spotless kitchen had a big table and chairs of deal, and there were two cupboards and a well-polished lino on the floor. Muslin curtains drifted into the room on the summer breeze, and the old-fashioned dresser, which was a fixture, already had a full complement of willow-pattern china on it. Jo led the way through into the hall, and then to the dining-room, where a crowd of small people were seated solemnly round a big table laid with plates and mugs of various kinds. At the head sat a fairy-tale princess with golden hair swung round her head in enormous plaits, and at the foot was a picture-child of ten.

	At sight of Mrs Maynard the party set up a cheer, and the lady said eagerly, ‘Oh, Joey, have you got the milk?’

	‘Yes; at the back, in the inner part of the shed. I’ll show you later, Marie. Miss Wychcote’s maid, Debby—this is her—showed me. Sybs, run and get a couple of big jugs, pet, and we’ll soon have everyone served. Debby, this is the Countess Wertheim, one of my friends. Those are her pair,’ pointing unashamedly at a boy of seven and a girl of five who were sufficiently like their lovely mother to vouch for the truth of the statement. ‘These are my own three,’ went on Mrs Maynard, indicating a trio of small girls who bore a close resemblance to each other, though one was very dark, one very fair, and the third brown-haired and grey-eyed. ‘This small man,’ laying her hand on the shoulder of a fair little lad of nearly three, ‘is Louis von Ahlen, whose mother is at present upstairs putting his very new brother to bed. And this,’ with a smile at a tiny, dark-haired, dark-eyed maiden, ‘is Tessa de Bersac, whose mamma is putting my own small son to bed. I was the only one of us who had cheek enough to beard strangers in search of milk, and I said I’d go if Mrs de Bersac would undress and bath Stephen for me while I did so. And here comes my big niece Sybil with jugs, so we’ll go and get that milk we’ve all heard so much about, and then this pack can get off to bed and leave their elders and betters to do a bit of settling in. It’s late enough, goodness knows!’

	It was a fine tale Debby had to tell Phoebe when she got back an hour later, since she had insisted on staying to wash up after the small folk. She had met the other two ladies, who proved to be as charming as Mrs Maynard and the Countess. Joey had taken her all over the house, explaining what their ideas with regard to arrangements were, and asking various questions, and saying that they meant to buy The Witchens as a holiday house for them all. The light furniture had come all the way from Tyrol, where they had formerly lived, and would be left in it. There were camp-beds for the small folk, and the grown-ups had beds of cane-work. Mrs Maynard and her small family had the biggest bedroom, which was quite a good size. A wickerwork cot stood by her bed, and in it was a five-months-old baby boy, who gurgled delightedly when he saw his mother. Mrs von Ahlen had the other big bedroom, since she had two small boys with her, the ‘very new brother’ being only six weeks old. The Countess and her little daughter slept in the room behind Mrs Maynard’s, and Mrs de Bersac had the one behind Mrs von Ahlen’s, with small Tessa as room-mate. The two attics upstairs were given over to Sybil Russell and young Wolferl Wertheim.

	‘And now,’ concluded Joey, ‘I must go to Stephen and settle him for the night—or this part of the night, anyhow. He’s had his supper’—she had slipped away to see to it while Debby was helping the Countess to fill the mugs with the rich creamy milk—‘but I always tuck him up and so on myself. Goodbye, Debby. Thank you so very much for all your help. I don’t know how we should manage if it weren’t for all the kind folk there are in the world!’

	Debby kept Phoebe thrilled till she went to bed, and it was a very happy girl who finally settled off to sleep in Many Bushes.

	Meanwhile, having seen the last of the small fry off, Joey and her friends gathered round the open french window in the drawing-room with their sewing, and discussed the situation.

	‘I like that—Debby, did you say it was?’ said Marie von Wertheim as she bit off her thread thoughtfully. ‘She has an honest look.’

	‘She’s got the strength of a man,’ said Jo, who was knitting a jumper for her eldest daughter. ‘You should have seen her heave that great can of milk about. And I specially liked that girl, Phoebe Wychcote.’

	‘Tell us about her, Jo. What is she like?’ asked Frieda von Ahlen.

	‘The image of her father. You saw him, didn’t you, Frieda? Of course you did! You went with Jack and me to that last concert he played at at Cardiff. Do you remember?’

	Frieda von Ahlen nodded. ‘I remember. A giant of a man, with a bush of hair, and eyes that rather reminded me of Corney Flower’s. You went round afterwards to see Vanna, but I was tired—it was just before Louis’s arrival—and went to the car with Jack. So I never met him.’

	‘I heard him two or three times over the radio,’ said Marie thoughtfully. ‘I remember Eugen heard him too, and wanted to know why he was not better known. And this is his daughter? Didn’t you say she was a cripple?’

	Jo nodded. ‘Debby told me that she’d had rheumatic fever when she was a kiddy, and it left her with rheumatism. But—and this is rather awful—she’s been in Leaver Mitchell’s care. At least, Debby said Dr Mitchell the specialist, and there’s only one rheumatic specialist called Mitchell that I know of.’

	‘But what is so awful about that, my Jo?’ asked Mrs de Bersac.

	‘Why, he died last week, quite suddenly. Heart, I think it was. Jem told me about it when I was up at The Round House. Obviously, these people know nothing about it, and I’m afraid it’ll come as a shock to them when they do hear.’

	‘Wasn’t something said about it in the B.B.C. news?’ asked Frieda.

	‘Not that I know of. I didn’t hear it if there was.’

	‘Still, there would certainly be something in the papers if he was so well known,’ suggested Marie.

	‘How many people of our age read obituary notices?’ demanded Jo. ‘I don’t, for one. Do you, Marie? Or you, Frieda? Or Simone?’

	None of them did.

	‘Very well, then. It’s not very likely Phoebe Wychcote does either.’

	‘What are you going to do about it?’ asked Simone.

	Jo glanced at her. ‘How do you know I’ll do anything?’

	‘I know you, Jo. You won’t leave that poor girl to find out just anyhow.’

	A faint flush overspread Jo Maynard’s healthy creamy pallor. ‘Would you do it yourself?’ she said defensively.

	‘I shouldn’t want to. But I should feel it a very hard thing to tell.’

	‘So should I,’ Marie chimed in. ‘But you’ll do it, Joey. What was it Dr Jem once called you? A champion butter-in—that was it. Well, you still are. You know you’re going to break the news gently the first chance you get, so don’t deny it.’

	‘Well, I do feel someone ought to say something. She has such a—such a—lost sort of look. I feel her father’s death took away the best part of her life. She looked to me as if she was afraid of another blow at any time. I don’t know how you people will feel about her; but I just wanted to—to—well, to mother her a bit.’

	‘Jo! The girl’s much the same age as we are. You said so yourself. You can’t go round mothering people the same age as yourself.’

	‘Oh yes, you can, if they ask for it. There was a hungry sort of look in those great grey eyes of hers. I’d like to find out what it is she wants, and give it to her if I could.’

	‘If it is her father,’ said Simone soberly, ‘even your mothering cannot allay that want, Joey.’

	‘That probably has a good deal to do with it. But I got the impression that there was something else besides. If I can find out what it is, I’ll do what I can to help her. So will you three, and you know it!’

	‘Of course,’ said Frieda, beginning to gather up her work. ‘We are so happy ourselves, it would be selfish and cruel if we didn’t. Oh, I know we have our own troubles. Bruno is away from me, serving in India; André is in the Belgian Congo, and Eugen is hard at it in Italy. But we have so much to console us in our children and our quiet, safe life here. Even you, Jo, during those awful days last year when it seemed as if Jack wouldn’t come back to you, it wasn’t as bad as it might have been, for you had the girlies. Even if the worst had happened, you wouldn’t have been quite alone. But it seems that this girl is. And now, I’m going to bed. It’s ten o’clock, and by the time I finish up, Gerard will be wanting his second supper. What time will breakfast be?’

	They looked at each other. Finally, Marie spoke.

	‘I don’t know about the rest of you; but my family are early birds. We usually have ours at eight. Would that be too soon?’

	‘So do we,’ said Jo. ‘The girlies are accustomed to being out by half-past seven at this time of year, and they’re famishing when eight o’clock comes. It would suit me all right. But I don’t think you should get up then, Frieda. You have yours in bed, and one of us will fetch Louis and see to him. You stay put till nine or ten. There won’t be anything much to do, and it’s been a tiring day.’

	The rest backed her up, and, despite Frieda’s protests, they insisted that she must rest in the morning. Finally she gave way.

	‘Oh, very well. I see I shall have no peace if I do not do as you say. But I warn you, this is not to go on. I’m very fit now, and it’s only because we had the journey today.’

	‘All right,’ said Jo easily. ‘We’ll let it go at that for the moment, and settle about other days as they come. Shut these windows, Simone, and I’ll go and lock up in the back premises.’

	‘And I’ll go and have a peep at Wolferl and Sybil,’ added Marie. ‘By the way, Jo, if it continues as hot as this, I think one of your girls should share Sybil’s room. There’s plenty of room for another bed up there, and five in one room, even if four of them are tinies, isn’t too good. You’ll have to do it when Jack comes, anyhow.’

	They went off to their various tasks, and by eleven o’clock they were all in their own rooms. Marie von Wertheim had slipped in to see that Frieda was all right, and found her just laying a satisfied baby in his cot. In the camp-bed at the far side of the room, Louis was spreadeagled in the deep sleep of healthy childhood. Frieda, with her masses of long fair hair falling over her white nightdress, looked not a day older than when they were all girls at the Chalet School. She turned round to her friend with a smile, and laid a finger on her lips.

	‘He’s just off,’ she said in the Tyrolean German that was their native tongue. ‘Don’t wake him, Marie. I know Jo’s children can sleep through anything, but we are very quiet folk at home, and though I don’t doubt these eight or nine weeks together will make a difference, I’d rather they were broken in gently.’

	Marie laughed, and began to take out the pins and clips that held her golden curls in place. ‘On days like this I’m always sorry I never had my hair cut. But Eugen would be furious if I did it, so it’s too late now.’ She shook out the mane of curls, and ran her fingers through it. ‘Ouf! That’s better! Frieda, what do you think about Jo’s ideas?’

	‘About this girl, do you mean? Just like Jo, of course. We’re all willing to help other people when we find that it’s needed. The difference is that it has to be pointed out to us. Jo sees it on the spot, and goes for it.’ She paused, drew her hair round, and began to plait it. A sudden mischievous smile curved her lips.

	‘What are you thinking?’ demanded Marie.

	‘Oh, nothing much. Only, Jo’s philanthropy has so frequently led her into the most awful mess. I’m just wondering what this latest crusade will bring.’

	‘Nothing. Why should it? On other occasions it’s nearly always meant Jo going off somewhere. But this time the whole affair lies just across the road. I don’t see how even Jo can get into any sort of a mess merely through mothering a lonely girl who is also a cripple. Now I’m going to bed, so good night, Liebchen.’ She bent to kiss her friend, and then slipped away to her own room.

	Left alone, Frieda finished her hair, drew back the curtains and opened the window as widely as it would go, and then, with a final look at her little sons, got into bed herself when she had said her prayers.

	‘Marie may be right,’ she thought as she settled down, ‘but I shall be very much surprised if we are not all embroiled in some wild adventure before we’re done. It won’t be Jo’s fault if we’re not!’

	


CHAPTER III
 NEW FRIENDS FOR PHOEBE

	‘May we come in, please? I’ve brought my family to show you.’

	It was another glorious day, and Debby had wheeled Phoebe out to the front lawn at eleven, when she had been brought downstairs and had rested a little in the parlour after the labours of dressing. She had been sitting working at the last spray on her cushion-cover, and had been so buried in her work and her thoughts that she had never noticed the gate of The Witchens open and the little procession cross the road. She looked up at the sound of Jo’s voice, and saw her leaning over the gate, a Moses Ark tucked under one arm. Three small girls were clustered round her.

	Phoebe dropped her work. ‘Oh, come in!’ she cried. ‘How nice of you to come! Do you know, although I heard the voices coming from The Witchens, and saw the children running about, I was beginning to be afraid that most of it was just a pleasant dream.’

	‘I say! Did the small fry disturb you?’ asked Jo with concern as she came in and dropped on the grass beside the invalid chair. ‘We did warn them not to yell; but they’re only tiny, most of them, and they forget.’

	Phoebe shook her head. ‘Oh no! I generally wake early. I roused up at five this morning, and I’ve been awake ever since. I loved hearing the laughter and chatter. It’s funny, but just at this end of the village there isn’t a single child. There’s plenty at the bottom, but Mrs Tomlin’s Maisie is the only one at this end, and Maisie is twelve now. It was lovely hearing all the very young voices!’
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