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Chapter One
 MARY-LOU AND CLEM

	‘But why mustn’t I?’ demanded Mary-Lou, standing very straight and square, her blue eyes looking levelly at Mother and Gran.

	‘Because your mother says you mustn’t,’ retorted Gran with her usual crispness.

	Mary-Lou glanced a little more steadily at her, but said nothing. That was the kind of remark you expected from Gran. She was a dear, and kind, and an absolute rock when you were in real trouble; but she did think such queer things about obedience, and tidiness, and keeping yourself ‘like a young lady, and not a young hooligan.’ Mother was not half so strict, thought Mary-Lou, who—at the age of nine, nearly ten—would have ruled her mother with a rod of iron had it not been for Gran. The old lady saw to it that her small grand-daughter was brought up in the way she should go. So, after that one steady look, Mary-Lou turned to her mother and waited for what was to come.

	‘Oh, dear!’ began Mother in worried tones. ‘I don’t think Clem and Tony are quite the right kind of friends for you, Mary-Lou.’

	‘But they are my friends,’ Mary-Lou stated simply. ‘I can’t not be friends with them, Mother. We’ve been friends since they came to Polquenel. Why aren’t they the right sort now when they were at first?’

	Silence! Mrs. Trelawney really felt unable to explain to her small daughter that it was not so much Clem and Tony to whom she objected. Admittedly their various activities were death and ruination to Mary-Lou’s clothes, and from being a quiet little puss she had turned into a regular tomboy since they had become such chums, learning to climb the dills and rocks, and turn cartwheels, and whistle with such shrill effect that Gran declared it went through her head like a knife. The real trouble lay with their parents, Mr. and Mrs. Barras, and especially Mr. Barras. He was an artist with a wonderful flow of language when he was aroused—which happened at least once a day, and frequently oftener. Mrs. Barras was a pretty, feather-headed woman, who seemed to think that as long as her children were more or less clothed and fed, and had beds to sleep in, and went to school fairly regularly, she had done her full duty by them.

	When they had first come to the big bungalow next door to Tanquen, the Trelawneys’ house, Mother had made no objection to Mary-Lou being friendly with eleven-year-old Clem and the three years younger Tony. Indeed she had been very glad to learn that children so near her little girl’s age had come next door, for it was rather lonely for Mary-Lou at Polquenel. Thus the friendship had been smiled on by everyone.

	It was rather more than a month later before Mother and Gran could call on Mrs. Barras. The day after her arrival, Mother began one of the colds that seemed to be coming more and more frequently this past year or so, and it had been impossible to call till she was well again. Then they had gone, and found Mrs. Barras in a soiled and paint-stained overall, with hair looking as if it had not been combed for a week—Mrs. Barras had a bad habit of running her fingers through it when she was perplexed or worried. The room into which they were ushered by Clem, who happened to be in the house, was equally untidy, with dust lying in layers, as Gran said later, and nothing in its place, while the mistress was curled up on the window-seat, making a pastel-study of the view from the window. And this at half-past three in the afternoon!

	Even then, nothing had been said. Mary-Lou, an only child, considered too young to take the ten miles’ bus-ride to Melion, the nearest town, for school, doing lessons at home instead, had rejoiced in her new friendships, and the three had become inseparable out of school-hours.

	That had been a year ago, and as time passed it was borne in on Mother and Gran that Clem and Tony were a pair of wild young scaramouches. They were fast turning Mary-Lou from the quiet, old-fashioned little maid she had been, into something as wild as themselves. But what had really brought about the present situation was that Gran had chanced to overhear Mr. Barras giving the butcher a piece of his mind that morning, and had been shocked almost to swooning-point by his language. They had often heard roars of fury from the bungalow, and on one occasion Clem had created quite a sensation in Tanquen, where she and Tony had been invited to tea, by observing casually when an especially noisy rage was heard, ‘There’s Dad going off the deep end again. I wonder what it’s about this time?’

	Gran had been uneasy then, and had contrived to infect Mother slightly with her disquiet; but they had left it till that morning, when the elder Mrs. Trelawney had marched into the drawing-room on her return from the village with the awful tale of Mr. Barras’s remarks to poor Pengelly.

	‘This friendship must cease!’ she had wound up. ‘Heaven knows what that child may have picked up! I suppose, Doris, you don’t want your daughter to learn that kind of language at her age?’

	Most emphatically Mother did not! Hence, when lunch was over, and just as Mary-Lou was rushing off to join Clem and Tony for a joyous afternoon in the cove, she had been called back and asked where she was going. And on hearing, Mother had told her gently that she preferred her to be less friendly with the Barras children in future.

	Mary-Lou stood there now in a patch of sunlight which turned her short fair plaits to gold, and lay lovingly on her round tan-and-rosy face. Her brief blue gingham frock was faded and a good deal too short, Gran thought, for the girl was growing fast just now. Her sturdy bare feet were in shabby sandals which had been too small for her, but the resourceful Clem had cut the heels and toes open with her father’s razor—the storm following his discovery of this had been devastating!—so that Mary-Lou could still wear them, sandals being difficult to get in their part of the world, and Mary-Lou objecting strenuously to giving up the dear, shabby things that fitted every little kink of her feet so comfortably.

	Mother looked at her, and her eyes softened. But Gran was watching—Gran, who saw to it that if Mary-Lou were an only child, at least she was not spoiled—and she spoke.

	‘In any case, Mary-Lou, you won’t have much more time with them.’

	‘Why not?’ demanded her grand-daughter quickly.

	‘Because we are leaving Polquenel for good shortly.’

	‘Leaving Polquenel?—But—but it’s Home!’ Mary-Lou looked bewildered.

	‘Not after six weeks or so more,’ returned Gran firmly. ‘We are going to live some distance away from here. There isn’t a decent school near enough for you to go to, and it’s too bleak for your mother in the winter. We’re going to a place where it’s warmer. It’s not far from a really excellent school where you will go every day.’

	Mary-Lou was silent for a moment or two. Gran had taken the wind out of her sails this time, and she wasn’t very sure what to think. To gain time, she asked, ‘What’s “bleak,” Gran?’

	‘Cold and unpleasant,’ answered the old lady briefly. ‘Every winter lately your mother has had one cold on top of another. She needs to go somewhere where we don’t get those awful west winds sweeping right across the ocean from October to April—or even later. We’ve found such a place, and in six weeks’ time we shall pack up and be off.’

	‘For always, do you mean?’ Mary-Lou sounded dazed. She felt dazed. Her whole short life had been spent in Polquenel, with perhaps five or six weeks every summer at some holiday resort. She couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

	‘For the next few years, anyway,’ amended Gran. ‘If this place suits your mother we shall probably live there until you finish with school, at least; say till you are seventeen or eighteen. It all depends.’

	‘But,’ Mary-Lou did a hasty sum in her head, ‘that’s eight years! I shall be old then! Do you mean we aren’t coming back to Polquenel for eight whole years, Gran?’

	‘Probably. Oh, we shall come back for a short holiday sometimes, I expect,’ said Gran, softening a little under the horrified blue gaze of her small grand-daughter. ‘But we shan’t live here.’

	‘But—our house? It’s ours. How can we leave it?’ protested Mary-Lou.

	‘No; it’s not our house,’ replied Gran. ‘It never was. It belongs to Mr. Brownlow at St. Asaph’s Lodge. We have paid rent for it while we’ve lived in it—you know what that means, don’t you?—but it isn’t ours.’

	Mary-Lou nodded. ‘Of course I know what rent is. It’s what you pay someone for letting you have the house. But I didn’t know we paid Mr. Brownlow. I—I thought it was ours.’

	‘Well, now you know it isn’t. He wants it for a friend of his; and the doctor says your mother ought not to live here any longer, or she’ll have a cold once too often; so we’re leaving it. Now do you understand?’

	‘I—I see.’ Mary-Lou stood for a minute longer, digging the cut-off toe of her sandal into the thick rug on which she stood. Then she turned and made for the door.

	‘Where are you going?’ asked Gran.

	‘Down to the cove—to Clem and Tony,’ said Mary-Lou. ‘I—I promised them I would, Gran. I must go!’ And she took to her heels and fled.

	‘Do you think she need have been told yet?’ asked Mother, when the last flutter of her daughter’s brief skirt had vanished behind the flowering shrubs that bordered the path.

	‘She had to be told sometime, hadn’t she?’ demanded Gran. ‘It would have been a bigger shock to her if we’d done as you suggested, and left it till the vans were at the door for the furniture. She knows now, and will have time to take it in. But we must try to break off this friendship, Doris. She seems to have a perfect craze for those two young imps next door! Well, no doubt time and absence will do it. Now I’m going to sit down and make up the housekeeping books for the week; and you had better go and take your rest. You know what the doctor said. Don’t worry about Mary-Lou. She’ll be all right.’

	Meanwhile Mary-Lou was flying at full speed down the sandy village street to the cove, saying over and over again in her mind, ‘We’re going right away! We shan’t come back for years and years! I shall be awfully old—quite grown-up—when we come back again! How simply dreadful!’

	She turned the corner between two rock-built cottages with fuchsias growing up to the very roofs, covering the walls, and scrambled down the rocky footpath that led down to the cove where Clem and Tony were waiting for her. They were rolling on the sand like a pair of puppies, but something made them look up, and they jumped to their feet, waving to her.

	‘Come on, Mary-Lou!’ shouted Clem. ‘What an age you’ve been!’

	Mary-Lou covered the last part of the journey in a series of goatlike leaps that landed her almost on top of them, drawing from Tony a protest of ‘Here! Look out, you moke! That was nearly me!’

	‘Sorry!’ gasped Mary-Lou, who was out of breath with her haste.

	‘What’s up?’ demanded Clem, her quick eyes seeing more agitation in Mary-Lou’s face than was warranted by her nearly jumping on top of Tony—an almost everyday occurrence.

	Mary-Lou’s words tumbled out at such a rate that it was a minute or two before they could make out what she meant. ‘We’re going way—leaving Polquenel! I’ve never lived anywhere else in my life! We shan’t come back till I’m ever so old—eighteen, anyhow! And that’s old! Gran said it!’

	Clem’s eyes, warm reddy-brown like the thick elf-locks that tumbled over her shoulders to her waist, widened. ‘But what on earth is there in that to upset you? Good night! I’ve lived in a dozen different places at least; so has Tony. We never stay long anywhere. Why, we’re leaving here in another two months’ time or so. Dad said so at dinner to-day.’

	‘You’re leaving too?’ Mary-Lou dropped down on the sand and mopped her hot face with the skirt of her frock, as she had lost her handkerchief. ‘Do you really mean it?’

	‘Of course; we’ve been here as long as we’ve been in most places, and a lot longer than some,’ replied Clem, squatting beside her. ‘Dad says he’s got all out of here that he’s likely to get and we’d better move on. I think,’ she added, ‘that it was those awful sausages yesterday that did it. They went all queer when Mums cooked them. You never saw such a sight! Dad was just raging! This morning he went down to tell old Pengelly just what he thought of them and him—or so he said. But I don’t think he did it, ’cos he came home with a ducky little sketch of the Mermaidens’ rocks. But he was simply mad last night, for there wasn’t another thing in the house but bread and cheese, and he likes a decent meal at night does Dad. Oh, there was a barney, I can tell you!’

	‘I heard it. My bedroom window was wide open,’ said Mary-Lou briefly.

	‘I’ll bet you did! If Dad really went to Pengelly’s and said all he meant to, I should think the old thing’s foaming at the mouth. It’ll be too bad, for he may decide not to serve us any more, and then poor Mums will have to go somewhere in Melion for meat.’

	‘Dad never thinks of things like that when he’s in a real tearing temper,’ said Tony cheerfully. ‘Anyhow, Mums need only go once to fix it up. We can call for the meat, so that will be all right. Don’t you worry about Mums, Clem.’

	As so often before, Mary-Lou was left gasping at the way they spoke of their parents. Sometimes, it seemed to her, they behaved almost as if they were the father and mother, and Mr. and Mrs. Barras were their children. Never in all her life had she even thought of taking care of Mother, though she was always ready to run errands and wait on her if she were told what to do. But Clem and Tony saw things and did them without being told.

	Tony flopped down beside the girls. He was a thin, long little boy, with the same red-brown eyes as his sister, and a shock of fair hair at present in much need of cutting. Mary-Lou had sometimes felt dimly that if Gran and Mother had had charge of Clem, she might have been very pretty; but Tony was a plain little boy, burnt sallow by the sun, and with a wide sensitive mouth under a nose that the politest person could have called nothing but ‘snub.’ Both children wore zebra-striped jerseys in blue and white, and blue shorts. Clem’s hair was supposed to be tied back with a ribbon to match her stripes, but she had lost it during their morning games, and had tied her hair back with one of her father’s shoe-laces.

	Tony turned over on his face, and began to scrabble in the sand as he spoke. ‘You’ve been here a jolly long time, Mary-Lou. It’ll be rather fun for you to see a new place. I like seeing new places myself.’

	‘But I’ve always lived here,’ said Mary-Lou rather piteously.

	‘Time you got out and lived somewhere else for a change, then,’ said Clem. ‘Any idea where you’re going?’

	‘No—only that it’s somewhere where we won’t get the west winds and Mother won’t catch colds. Oh, and there’s a school for me to go to. I don’t want to go to school. I’d heaps rather go on having lessons with Mother and Gran. I’ve never been to school; and I don’t like girls.’

	‘You like me—I’m a girl,’ said Clem.

	‘Ye-es; but you’re not awfully like other girls—not if those girls that came to the Vicarage the summer before you came are ordinary girls,’ said Mary-Lou resentfully. ‘I loathed them all right! Horrid like pigs! And they spent all their time saying things like, “Don’t you know that? Haven’t you seen this? How quaint of you!” I’m not quaint, and I didn’t like them one bit! I just hate thinking of going to school!’

	Clem grinned broadly. She and Tony knew all about ‘the Vicarage girls.’ Their father had come to Polquenel as locum tenens while Mr. Charteris, the Vicar, went for a long and much-needed rest. His name was Simpson, and his two girls, Anne and Margaret, had been thirteen and eight respectively. Mother and Gran had rejoiced in the thought that for three months Mary-Lou would have a chance of girl-friends more or less her own age; but it hadn’t worked out like that.

	Anne and Margaret had been gently patronizing, and Mary-Lou had resented it fiercely. They had behaved beautifully to each other when any grown-ups were about; but left alone they had quarrelled bitterly. The day came when Mary-Lou, invited to tea at the Vicarage, had left the garden incontinently before she had been there an hour, and had flatly refused to return either then or at any other time. It is true that Mrs. Simpson, by dint of sharp questioning, had found out what was wrong, and after scolding her own pair severely and threatening them with a governess for the rest of the holiday if they did not mend their ways, had brought them to Tanquen to apologize. It made no difference to Mary-Lou, who had been left feeling that if the Simpsons were fair samples of girls who lived in a town, she didn’t want to know any more.

	It had always been one of the drawbacks to Polquenel that there were no little girls for Mary-Lou to play with except the village girls, and they had turned up their noses at the ‘furrin’ little one. Their speech was quite different, and so were their ideas. But there were no others, for Polquenel was only a small place. The Vicar was an old bachelor with neither nephews nor nieces; the doctor, who lived five miles away at Trevithor, another little village, had two boys, both some years older than Mary-Lou, and both away at school. And in the big houses round there were plenty of boys but no girls of Mary-Lou’s age. It had been a lonely life for her, and it was a pity that the Simpsons, seeing a chance of airing their superior knowledge of men and places before this blue-eyed small girl, should not have spared her any of their superiority.

	Mary-Lou saw Clem’s grin and it infuriated her. ‘Stop grinning at me like an ape!’ she cried. ‘You wouldn’t have liked them yourself!’

	‘I shouldn’t; but then they wouldn’t have tried it on with me—or only once, anyhow,’ said Clem calmly. ‘Don’t get your rag out, Mary-Lou. From all you say, I should think they were a pair of hopeless little ninnies. All girls aren’t like that, you know. Anyhow, you’ll have to go to school some time, and the earlier you get it over, the easier it’ll be.’

	‘I don’t see why I must,’ said Mary-Lou, still resentfully. ‘Mother and Gran could go on teaching me. They know heaps more than I do.’

	‘Wasn’t your mother at school?’ asked Clem.

	‘Yes, but the Head died and the school ended, or she’d have sent me there. She’s often said so. I mightn’t have minded that. It sounds fun when she talks of it.’

	‘I don’t suppose you’ll dislike your own school when you do get there,’ said Clem shrewdly. ‘After all, your mother and Gran are very decent. You might trust them to be able to choose a decent school for you.’

	‘But—but it’s so sudden!’ complained Mary-Lou. ‘And oh, Clem, they both say I mustn’t be so friendly with you two, and I don’t see why!’

	‘I can guess.’ Clem sat up, looking grave. ‘I saw your Gran going into Pengelly’s this morning, and if she was there when Dad landed and heard him get going—well, you know what he is. She needn’t be afraid he’ll say anything in front of you, though. He’s awfully careful what he says when you’re there. We’re accustomed to him, so he doesn’t mind us much. But he once said it would be a shame to teach you anything of that kind— Oh, my stars and stripes!’ She broke off, and sprang to her feet as a bellow sounded from the top of the cliff. ‘What on earth has gone wrong now?’ She shaded her eyes with her hand, looking upwards to where a big man in artist’s smock and flapping trousers was standing, shaking his fist and thundering incoherently.

	Tony rolled over, chuckling ecstatically. ‘He’s found it—he’s found it! Oh, I say! Isn’t he in a bait!’

	‘Tony!’ Clem swung round on her brother. ‘What have you been up to now?’

	‘I found his touring-box, and I filled it with those tiny crabs and jelly-fish we caught yesterday. Oh, just listen to him!’ And he wriggled with mirth.

	‘He’s coming down,’ announced Mary-Lou a little apprehensively.

	Tony stopped laughing and looked up quickly, but the sun was in his eyes. ‘Has he a strap or a cane with him?’ he asked rather anxiously.

	Clem, her eyes still shielded by her hand, shook her head. ‘He’s got nothing. He’s only roaring and shaking his fist. Tony, you are a little ape! If he’d been able to find either you’d have caught it good and hot, my lad. But I hid them yesterday at the back of my clothes cupboard. But I expect you can prepare for a jolly good spanking.’

	Tony got to his feet and straightened himself, setting his lips. He had turned a little pale under his tan. When Mr. Barras was really angry, he spared neither tongue nor arm. His small son had known there would be serious trouble over this latest prank, but at the time it had seemed too good fun to miss.

	By this time, Mr. Barras had reached the cove and came striding over the sand. His bush of red-brown hair was literally bristling with rage, and his brown eyes were flashing ominously as he reached the little group demanding, ‘Who did it? Who messed up my best box like that, eh?’

	‘I did it, Dad.’ Tony spoke up stoutly, but there was a look of fear in his eyes, and his lips were trembling despite all his efforts.

	‘You did, did you, you—you little gosling you!’ Furious as the artist was, his eyes had noted Mary-Lou standing beside his children, and he kept firmly to his resolve not to teach her anything undesirable. But oh! just let him get Master Tony away from the girls, and he would teach that young man an unforgettable lesson to let other people’s things alone!

	Clem spoke up. ‘Mary-Lou and I caught the things, Dad. Tony only put them in your box.’

	‘ “Only put them in the box!” I like your—your impudence!’ her father thundered. ‘It’s spoilt—ruined! A box that cost me Heaven knows what!’

	‘Oh, no; it isn’t,’ said Clem quickly. ‘I’ll come and clean it out for you, and it’ll be all right in half no time. Tony is an ass, but it was only a joke.’

	‘ “Only a joke!” ’ Mr. Barras seemed to choke on the words.

	‘Yes; only a joke. You’ve said yourself that a man who can’t see a joke, even if it’s against himself, should have a—a major operation performed on his skull,’ retorted Clem dauntlessly. ‘I’ve heard you say it dozens of tunes myself. You come back to the house with me, Dad, and I’ll clean the box in half a sec. Crabs and jelly-fish aren’t dirty things, anyway. And the box is a mess with paint and fixative as it is, so I don’t know why you’re growling.’

	The artist calmed down. ‘You’re a clever girl, Clemency, my child,’ he informed her. ‘All right, young man. Your sister’s saved you the father and mother of a flogging. But just you listen to me. One more such “joke” of yours, and you’re for it—both of you! You’ll go straight to the first boarding-schools I can find to take the pair of you.’ He glanced round at Mary-Lou. ‘Here, young woman! Can you take a message for me?’

	‘What is it?’ asked Mary-Lou, giving him one of her straight looks.

	‘Tell your grandmother that I’m sorry I forgot myself before a lady this morning. But you can also say that Pengelly’s sausages deserve all I said to him and more.’

	‘We never buy them in hot weather,’ Mary-Lou informed him. ‘Pengelly hasn’t got a—a fridge, and they don’t keep. He couldn’t have one, anyway, he says, not with no gas and no ’lectricity to work it.’

	The artist raised clenched fists to Heaven. ‘What a place! What a hole of a place! However I’ve contrived to exist here as long as I have done, I don’t know! We’ll up stakes and make tracks for somewhere civilized!’

	‘You said that at dinner,’ Clem reminded him.

	‘So I did. Well, I mean it. I’ll go back and tell your mother to get to work this very afternoon. We leave here at the end of the week, or my name’s not Miles Barras!’ And with this he turned about and strode off.

	The three stood looking after the enraged artist. ‘Oh, bother him!’ said Clem at last. ‘And bother you, Tony, my lad! If you hadn’t done such a daft thing, we’d have been able to get packed and off in some sort of peace. Now it’ll be a most fearful scrimmage. I suppose I’d better go up and see if Mums wants me to give a hand. Mary-Lou, you and Tony stay here and play till tea-time, and give him a chance to cool off properly. When he’s really mad, he loses his head.’ And she ran off after her father, leaving the other two not quite sure what to say or do.

	Finally Mary-Lou spoke. ‘If you’re leaving in a week, we’d better do something now,’ she said. ‘Let’s paddle, shall we?’

	‘May as well,’ agreed Tony. ‘Goodness knows where we’ll go from here. But it may be where there’s no sea.’

	They paddled accordingly, and Clem, rejoining them an hour later with the information that her mother had gone on a sketching expedition, so nothing could be done for the moment, showed a basket she had filled hurriedly.

	‘We’ll stay here till bed-time,’ she said. ‘No use giving Dad a chance to remember about you, Tony. I’ve brought enough for tea and supper for all of us. Can you stay, Mary-Lou?’

	Mary-Lou decided that she could; and did. It was seven before she could give Mr. Barras’s message, which was received with fair graciousness. No one had worried about her. Gran had strolled to the top of the cliff when she had finished her books and seen where they were. But the fiat had gone forth. Mother and Gran managed to keep her so busy that she saw very little indeed of Clem and Tony for the rest of the week. Saturday saw the furniture-van at the gate of the bungalow, and when the two Barrases came in at eleven that morning to say good-bye, they announced that they were going to London for a few weeks first. From there it would probably be Scotland. ‘The Hebrides, Dad talks about,’ said Clem. ‘He never has been there, and he thinks there ought to be some good subjects. It’ll be the sea, anyhow, though it won’t be like this sea. Where we’ll go when he’s done there, I don’t know. See you some time or other, I hope, Mary-Lou.’

	Under the eye of Mother and Gran, Mary-Lou gulped down her grief at this offhand leave-taking, and said good-bye. In the midst of all her woe she contrived to note that she had been right on one point. Clem, dressed for the journey in a clean green cotton frock, with her hair neatly brushed and plaited in two plaits tied with dark green ribbons, a big straw hat on her head, her long, scratched legs in neat brown shoes and stockings, was surprisingly pretty. Tony wore a grey flannel suit and a clean shirt and blue tie, and looked like any other little boy, since he had been sent to the barber’s in Melion the day before to have his hair cut.

	Just as he shook hands he leaned forward—Clem was saying good-bye to Mother and Gran, with very proper thanks for all their kindness—and whispered, ‘Buck up, you moke! It’ll come out all right in the end. Bet you we meet again jolly soon!’

	Then they left, and Mary-Lou, watching the taxi which had come to take them to Melion to get the train right out of sight, finally ran back into Tanquen mysteriously comforted and ready to look forward much more happily to their own flitting.

	


Chapter Two
 VERITY-ANN

	On the same day that Mary-Lou had it broken to her that the family were leaving Polquenel, another small girl was also facing a complete change in her life.

	Verity-Ann Carey stood in the study of the big Rectory in a Yorkshire village, looking at her grandfather’s lawyer with solemn eyes of deepest gentian-blue, and he, looking back at her, was moved to wonder how this child would respond to modern school-life.

	She wore a little grey frock that was quite up-to-date in style, but even so, you felt somehow that Verity-Ann herself was a product of at least fifty years ago, with long golden hair falling in masses of ringlets about her shoulders and down to her waist. She had a tiny pale, pointed face, with exquisitely modelled little features, and the said eyes were heavily fringed with long upending lashes of brown that gave them a starry look which frequently misled strangers into thinking her a most heavenly minded child. Verity-Ann’s manners matched her dress, and her language outdid both, for she had been the companion of two old people, and her late governess was also verging on the mid-seventies.

	Mr. James was the father of two girls himself, but he was completely floored by this specimen of girlhood.

	Verity-Ann stood before him, hands behind her back, and said in a tiny, silvery voice, ‘You sent for me, Mr. James?’

	He held out his hand. ‘Quite right; I did. Come and sit on my knee while I tell you a few things.’

	‘Thank you. If I may, I would rather sit on a chair,’ she informed him, walking sedately to a near-by chair, where she sat down, hands in her lap, feet side by side.

	Feeling rather snubbed, Mr. James did his best. ‘Well, now, my dear, I expect you have been wondering what is going to happen to you, now that your grandfather—er—um——’

	‘Now that Grandpapa is dead, I know I must leave here,’ Verity-Ann told him gravely. ‘There will be a new Rector, of course, and he will want this house himself.’

	‘Ah; I am glad you realize that,’ Mr. James replied, very much as he would have spoken to her grandfather himself. ‘Then you must go elsewhere, and as we can’t get in touch with your father at present, it has been decided to send you to school.’

	Verity-Ann suddenly flushed. ‘Is it necessary?’ she asked.

	‘I am afraid so, my dear.’

	‘But why? I do not think I should like school.’

	‘Oh, you’ll like it very well once you are there,’ he said. Then he added with real curiosity, ‘What did you expect to do?’

	‘I thought perhaps as you are my guardian I should live in your house and have another governess.’

	He shook his head. ‘Unfortunately, there wouldn’t be room. We live in a flat, and in any case it is in London, and London isn’t a good place for small people who have been accustomed to the Yorkshire moors. Besides,’ he added, ‘it’s time you went to school. You’re ten, aren’t you?’

	‘I was ten last month,’ said Verity-Ann.

	‘Then quite time. My girls were sent away at ten, to the school where you are going. You’ll like it there. Joan and Pamela were very happy at the Chalet School.’

	‘Indeed?’ said Verity-Ann politely.

	A silence fell. Poor Mr. James felt he really did not know how to deal with this self-possessed little person.

	‘Hang it! She might be forty-odd!’ he thought to himself. He stood up. ‘Well, I’ve told you what’s going to happen, and I expect you’ll be very happy once you have reached the Chalet School. You will have any number of other girls of your age to play with, for one thing.’

	‘I do not approve of most modern children,’ Verity-Ann told him priggishly. ‘They are frequently rude and forward, talk slang, and are disobedient and unladylike.’

	Mr. James nearly gasped. ‘Upon my word!’ he exclaimed. ‘I think it is more than high time you went to school—if only to teach you to think and talk like a little girl instead of an elderly maiden aunt! Now say no more, Verity-Ann. To school you go, and the sooner the better!’

	Verity-Ann cast him a look of bitter dislike. ‘I know I must do as you say,’ she said in a choked voice. ‘But I promise you I will never become like one of those modern schoolgirls! I will always talk as I have done, and think so too. I hate this school of yours, and I’ll leave it the first moment I can! So there!’

	Then, having forgotten for once to behave like ‘a little lady,’ she turned and fled from the room, leaving Mr. James to pull out a handkerchief and mop his brow. He had had some awkward interviews in his life, but never had he been through one he was more thankful to end.

	As for Verity-Ann, having flung down the gage, she rushed away to the garden to a little summerhouse which was her own special cubby-hole, and there she threw herself down on the seat, tossed her arms across the little rustic table, and cried stormily till she could cry no more. Then she sat back and began to think things over.

	Go to school she must. She recognized that. But she would remember everything she had been taught at the Rectory, and utterly refuse to change in any one way. She had no intention of making friends as Mr. James had suggested. And directly her father came home she would beg him—implore him to remove her, and let her live with him and a governess in some pretty house. Perhaps dear Miss Graham could be persuaded to come and live with them.

	Up to this moment, Verity-Ann had felt only a tepid affection for the elderly lady who had been responsible for her education, but now she loved her warmly. Dear Miss Graham! For a few minutes, Verity-Ann forgot her troubles in a daydream in which she and her almost unknown father lived in a charming rose-covered house, with Miss Graham to keep house for them and teach herself.

	However, this soon passed, and she sat filled with resentment as she recalled her present guardian’s last speech to her. No one had ever talked to her like that before! How dared he? Just as if she were a naughty, tiresome child, forsooth! Verity-Ann had a great idea of personal dignity, and Mr. James had offended her bitterly. When the tea-bell rang and she had to go back to the Rectory, she went with head held high, and the iciness of her manner was only excelled by her talk.

	Mr. James recognized ruefully that he had made an enemy. He could only hope that the Chalet School would contrive to convert the girl from her present distaste for modern girls and education.

	He left after tea, for he had another client in the neighbourhood to visit, but he saw the old nurse who had cared for Verity-Ann’s physical well-being all her life, and bade her have the child ready by two o’clock the next afternoon, when he would take her with him, first to the London flat in which he and his wife lived, now that Joan was married and Pamela in Paris, where she acted as interpreter at the British Embassy, and then to Joan’s house at Exmouth, that young lady having offered to take the child for the summer holidays so that her parents might not forgo their annual trip to St. Andrews.

	‘Miss Verity-Ann is all packed up, sir,’ replied Nurse primly. ‘She will be ready as you say.’

	‘Good! The men from the storage place will be along on Wednesday of next week. I’ll come down to see that everything is all right, but you and the rest can carry on till then. By the way, if there are any of the child’s possessions she would like to have with her, put them into a case, and I’ll take them back with me when I come again. We can’t do much more until we hear from Commander Carey, and Heaven knows when that will be. Soon, I hope!’

	Nurse nodded. ‘Very well, sir. Then I’ll see to it.’ Suddenly she paused. Mr. James looked at her keenly.

	‘What is it, Nurse?’ he asked.

	‘Mr. Roland, sir—it’s a very long time since anything was heard of him. The master was saying so the day before he died. I suppose—’ Nurse stopped short, but the lawyer recognized the anxiety in her eyes.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
!Three Go to the
‘ Chalet School
|

Elinor Mary
Brent- Dyex

Librorium
Editions





