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Chapter I
 NEWS!

	The two pieces of news arrived the same day.

	The first, which was good, came with the morning post, which reached the Quadrant somewhere about nine o’clock. By that time, the family breakfast was over and all the family were scattered—Mr Bettany to his work in the estate office; the girls to make beds, do light dusting, and see to the meals for the rest of the day; the boys to such chores as bringing in coal, coke, and logs, cleaning shoes and knives, rigging up in the laundry the lines for the week’s washing, since it would be impossible to hang it outside today. Peggy, the eldest of the three girls, had gone to take up her mother’s breakfast and discuss the day’s jobs with her.

	Mrs Bettany was slowly recovering from a very serious operation and, by doctor’s orders, did not come downstairs till the afternoon. She had been talking about putting a stop to this and coming down in time for lunch, at any rate; but her family was still too near to those awful days at the beginning of November when they had not known if she would live to come back to the Quadrant or not, and they had all stamped heavily on the idea.

	Peggy and her father had had several long talks about what must happen next term. It was certain that Mrs Bettany would not be able to see to the housekeeping for many a long day to come and who so suitable to take her place as her eldest daughter?

	‘Only,’ Peggy had pointed out, ‘if we do decide that I must leave school, we’ll have to have it all signed, sealed and delivered before we say anything to Mummy. She’d raise the roof otherwise. You know what she is!’

	Dick Bettany nodded. ‘I ought to, after eighteen—no; nineteen years of married life! Good Heavens! We shall be celebrating our Silver Wedding before we can turn round!’

	‘That’s six years ahead,’ Peggy said serenely. ‘I’ll be a grown-up lady of twenty-four by that time, and Rix will be hard at his Medicals. Even Maeve and Maurice will be nearly eighteen! Oh my goodness! What aged parties we shall all be!’

	Her father laughed and ruffled the silky, silvery-fair hair which Peggy had insisted on having bobbed again that Christmas. The only alternative had been to put it up and she objected to the idea. So here she was with a head of Bubbles rings and looking much younger than just on the verge of eighteen.

	‘Well, about this school business. I’ll be awfully sorry if it has to come to that, Peg. We always meant you to have a year abroad before you finally left school. When the Chalet School actually opened a branch in Switzerland, it seemed too good to be true.’

	‘Never mind,’ Peggy said sturdily. ‘I’ve had a term, at any rate, and lots of people, even at the Chalet School, won’t have that much. Anyhow, I’m so thankful to have a mother at all, I’ll do it with a heart and half! You know yourself that if she has to worry about the housekeeping and all that sort of thing she won’t keep on going ahead as she has done. Doc said we must try to keep her free from worry, and if this is the only way to do it, then I can’t possibly make a fuss about it. No one would!’

	There, the talk had ended since they both knew that, as things stood at present, there was no alternative. All the same, when she was alone and could think it over quietly, Peggy knew that she was going to regret those two missed terms very much indeed. She had loved her first term at the new branch of the Chalet School, and Switzerland had been a never-ending delight. However, if it couldn’t be, it couldn’t be and that was all about it!

	All the time she was making toast, boiling an egg and seeing to the coffee, Peggy was reminding herself that there had been the awful possibility that she would have had no need to do these things.

	‘I can’t be anything but grateful that I have it to do,’ she thought as she looked over her tray to make sure that she had forgotten nothing. ‘Don’t you be a selfish pig, Margaret Josephine Bettany! There are lots worse things in life than having to give up part of a year in Switzerland. Now have I got everything? Toast, egg, tea, cream, sugar. That’s all, I think, as the honey’s upstairs. Off we go, then!’ And she picked up her tray and went off up the wide, shallow stairs, carrying it carefully.

	Mrs Bettany was sitting up in bed against a pile of pillows when Peggy entered the room. It was a grey, wet day at the beginning of January. The wide lattice windows looked out over a flat, leaden sea and the sky was heavy with clouds. The bedroom itself, however, was very gay and cheery with its big log fire filling the room with dancing light, its white walls and the yellow net curtains peeping behind the heavy orange brocade. The carpet was cream with a pattern of yellow and orange flowers scattered over it and the cushions on couch and chairs were of the same bright hues. Cheeriest of all was the invalid against the great French pillows who dimpled at the girl as she entered.

	‘Well, Miss Nurse! That my breakfast? Not before time, either! It’s famished I am!’

	Peggy laughed. ‘That’s good hearing! Then perhaps you’ll condescend to eat all your toast this morning, just as a treat for me. Even with the Aga, making toast is what you might call a scorching job.’ She set the tray on the bed-table and then sat down at the foot of the bed and surveyed the patient with satisfaction. ‘Getting a little colour into your face, thank goodness! You’ve been a very washed-out specimen up to today.’

	‘Oh, I’m making headway now.’ Mollie Bettany spoke with complacency. ‘It won’t be long before I’m chivying the lot of you as usual. I don’t propose to stay here any longer than I can help, and so I’m telling you. Dear me, I don’t think I ever tasted a fresher egg or crisper toast!’

	‘Then just you see and eat the lot!’ Peggy retorted.

	Mrs Bettany twinkled at her. ‘Just you watch me! Post come yet?’

	‘Not yet. Dad sent Jackie—I mean John. Oh, isn’t it awful!—down to the village for the post-bag but he hadn’t got back when I came up. Are you expecting anything special?’

	‘I am so. It’s high time we heard from Canada. Sure, it’s not like Jo not to write every week as you know yourself.’

	Peggy laughed. ‘Auntie Jo must have her plate full with all the kids, not to speak of twin babies just on four months old. Heaven knows how she’ll ever get any books written now!’

	‘She’ll manage! Jo can no more keep from writing than she can keep from breathing. ’Tis the very breath of life to the creature! Besides, the girls and Steve and Charles will be back at school by this time. Didn’t she say that school holidays in Canada aren’t the same as the ones you have?’

	‘I’d forgotten that,’ Peggy admitted. Then she said in a different tone, ‘Here come the rabble! Ja—John must have come back with the post-bag. All right, folks; you can come in, but don’t all yell at once.’

	The family, headed by their father who had met his second son when he came back from the village with the post-bag, came crowding in. They had all been to see the invalid before breakfast, but the post-bag was an important daily event and during these holidays it had been opened and the letters distributed in the big white bedroom.

	‘Hurry up, Dad,’ observed Rix, the eldest of the family since he was Peggy’s senior by half-an-hour. ‘Unlock the thing and dish the letters out.’

	‘Hold your horses, young man!’ his father retorted as he unlocked the bag and drew out the pile within. ‘Now let’s see. Mollie—for you from Madge. A couple for Peggy. Another, Mollie—Ireland this time. Bridgie’s writing by the look of it. Buck up and open it and let’s hear what she’s finally settled to do. Here, Bride; young Elfie’s fist, isn’t it? A couple for you, Rix, so now, perhaps, you’re satisfied. One-two-three-four-five for me. Mainly business, judging by the envelopes. Maeve, card for you and another for Maurice. And that’s the lot. Nothing today for you, Jackie, my lad.’

	‘John!’ said the owner of the name stolidly. ‘Honestly, Dad, I’m not a kid now.’

	His father chuckled. ‘You can’t expect us to get into the way of it all at once. You’ve been Jackie for fourteen solid years and it’s only nine days since your birthday. Give us a chance!’

	‘I don’t see,’ said Bride, the second of the Bettany girls, ‘why if we must change his name, we don’t do it altogether, use his second one and call him “Noel”.’

	Jackie’s face was a study. ‘You just let me catch you trying it on!’ he spluttered. ‘Just you try it! That’s all!’

	‘O.K.—O.K.!’ Their father put in his oar. ‘No one is thinking of doing it, whatever Bride may say, so keep your wool on. No one ever wanted you to have the name, anyway. It was that idiot of a godmother of yours who stuck it in at the last moment—Hello, Moll! What’s happened now?’

	Mrs Bettany had given a squawk that startled them all and they turned from the question of names to see her with an open letter, eyes like blue stars and cheeks pink with excitement. ‘Oh, just listen to this, all of you!’ she cried. ‘ ’Tis the solving of all our difficulties! And me worrying my head off about what’s to happen next term!’

	‘What do you mean?’ Peggy demanded. ‘And do for goodness’ sake finish your egg before it’s stone-cold! It’ll be simply uneatable if you leave it!’

	Her mother dropped the letter and picked up her spoon and hurriedly scooped out what was left of the egg. Then she pushed the tray along to Peggy. ‘Here—take it! I’ll finish later. For now—Just listen to this, all of you!’

	They left their own correspondence and came crowding round the bed to listen while she read aloud: ‘And now, Mollie, I must get down to business. Pat and Roger won’t want me for a year at least, though they’ve made me promise I’ll go out to them then. But, as you’ll be seeing for yourself, it really is best for them to make their start in a new country by their lones. And even if they weren’t going to Africa I’d never agree to live with them from the first. Young marrieds ought to be able to get away by themselves and not have any in-laws parked on them. It’s not fair to anyone and doesn’t give a couple a chance to settle down together.

	‘This being so, I’ve been wondering if you wouldn’t like me to come and run the Quadrant for you until you’re quite fit again? I put the greater part of our things into the sale and they went fairly well. The house, too, of course. I’ve kept the few articles that meant a lot to Patrick and me, and what I had from Father and Mother, and I’m asking you to take them. I don’t suppose I’ll ever have a house of my own again; but you can never be absolutely sure in this world, so I’ve kept enough to furnish three rooms and the pick of the kitchen stuff. You’ve rooms and rooms in that old barn of yours! Rent me three and I’ll furnish them. Then I can feel that I have at least a pied-à-terre in England when I come back for holidays.

	‘It’s no use giving the things to Pat. Taking them out to Kenya would cost the earth and then, who’s to say they’d arrive safely? But you told me yourself that you’d shut up quite half the rooms because you had no use for them. You can easily let me have three and we’ll be businesslike, even if we are sisters and I’ll pay you rent and feel they are my own. And let me come to you until next June—I mean June in next year, of course—and take over the housekeeping and so on. By that time Peggy will have finished school and will be at home to help you and see you don’t overdo things. Anyway, you ought to be all right yourself long before that. So don’t argue, Moll, but let me come. Goodness knows when we’ll have a chance of seeing each other once I go to Kenya and we’ve always been chums as well as sisters, and so has Dick.’

	‘I haven’t read the rest,’ Mollie Bettany continued, dropping the sheet on the honey dish whence Bride rescued them. ‘But isn’t that the very idea we need? It is so! Sure, Bridgie’s a better housekeeper than I am myself. You’ll agree, won’t you, Dick?’ She turned to her husband eagerly.

	‘Good old Bridgie! You bet I’ll agree,’ he replied. ‘I’ll write to her myself and tell her she’s a gift from Heaven to us!’

	‘Knew you would. And oh, Peggy!’ she turned to her eldest girl, ‘this will mean that you can have your full year in Switzerland after all! If Aunt Bridgie is here, I shan’t need to worry about a thing. She’ll see to everything.’

	Peggy flushed and her eyes glowed. She had been troubled about having to lose her Swiss year and yet, how could she possibly go back to school when her mother was still so frail? If Aunt Bridgie would come and see to things it would indeed solve all difficulties as her mother had said. Aunt Bridgie was a darling and they all knew how strong was the bond that existed between her and her younger sister. And Daddy was almost as fond of her. Nothing could possibly be better.

	‘It would be simply gorgeous,’ she said. ‘Are you sure though, you can do without me?’

	‘Will you hear the conceit of it?’ Mollie Bettany cried, laughing. ‘So you think yourself indispensable to me, do you, Miss? Well, if Aunt Bridgie will come, you’re not! I’ll admit I don’t see how I could have done without you otherwise. But now I shan’t be alone and you can go and finish your year in peace and comfort. I’ll be strong and well by the time that ends and then the three of us can have fun together, running the place. Blessings on Pat that she and Roger want to go to Kenya! ’Tis the best news I’ve heard for many a long day!’

	‘I’m glad too,’ Bride remarked thoughtfully. ‘I want a year in Switzerland myself before I’m through with school and start college. The thing was if Peggy couldn’t have it, it didn’t seem awfully fair to me that I should. I was beginning to wonder if we hadn’t better cut it out, leave me at St Briavel’s for my last year and let the Oberland go until young Maeve was old enough for it.’

	‘All this without any reference to us, I suppose?’ her father said with a chuckle as he looked at the big, bonny schoolgirl. ‘Don’t you make any mistake, young woman. You and Maeve will each have your year out there and now Peg can finish hers as we’ve always intended. Bridgie deserves a leather medal! You’ve a godmother in a thousand, young lady, and don’t you forget it! By the way, Moll,’ he turned to his wife, ‘does she say when Pat’s wedding comes off? I must send that cheque to the kid. No use giving her anything else and I daresay they’ll be glad enough of a little extra when they get out to Kenya. Poor old Patrick hadn’t a lot to leave them. They spent so much on the boys, poor lads!’

	His wife’s face clouded as she remembered her three nephews who had been drowned when a squall over-turned their yacht four years before. She looked thankfully at her own big sons and then recalled herself to the present.

	‘I hadn’t got that far, but in her last letter, Bridgie said before Lent, so it can’t be far off now. Give me the letter, Bride—What on earth are you doing to it?’ she added in some astonishment, for Bride was sponging the sheets with her face-cloth.

	‘You chucked it down on top of the honey and I’m cleaning it up. There you are!’ And Bride brought the ill-treated letter back to her mother.

	Mrs Bettany took it and scanned the pages thoughtfully. ‘Here it is.’ And she read out; ‘Pat’s wedding is fixed for February 3rd so ’tis busy we are as you may imagine. It’s a very quiet one as her father died only three months ago. I hope Dick can come, though I know you won’t and the children will all be at school, so I’m not asking them. But tell them we’re saving the top bit of the cake for them. I’ll be staying with Michael and Kathie for another week after that, but Kathie’s sister will be coming then and they have only the one spare room. So if you and Dick agree to my suggestions, I’ll be coming along to you then. I’ll send off my furniture and traps when I hear from you about the rooms. Just tell the men to put them anywhere and I’ll see to them when I come.’

	‘I think it’s rotten of Pat not to ask us to be her bridesmaids,’ Bride grumbled. ‘I was looking forward to that—the first wedding in our generation! She could have bridesmaids, even with a quiet wedding. Is she going the whole thing and wearing white and a veil, Mummy?’

	‘Aunt Bridgie would have liked it. She still has her veil—Don’t I remember what a picture she looked in it at her own wedding?—but Pat is to be married in her going-away suit with only your Uncle Michael’s Mary for bridesmaid.’ She looked at the letter again. ‘They leave for Dublin two hours after the wedding and then cross to Holyhead by the night-boat. They’ll have to go straight to Southampton, for their boat sails at six in the evening, so they won’t be able to come here for even a few hours. Bridgie says Rodger wants to get back to his coffee plantation as soon as possible. He has it with a syndicate of three others, you know, and another of them wants to come home for his marriage. Pat won’t lack for friends, I’m hoping. Poor little Pat! She’s had plenty of tragedy in her twenty-three years! I hope it’s to be happiness for her from now on.’

	Bride was silenced and her father stood up and stretched himself. ‘Well I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’ve got to do a spot of work some time. This lot to look at,’ he waved his letters, ‘and a whole pile of papers to work through in the office. Coming, Rix?’

	Rix nodded and got to his feet. ‘O.K., Dad. I’ve finished my share of the chores. By the way, Peg, Mrs What’s-her-name arrived just before I came upstairs and was shrieking for you and something she wants,’ he added to his twin sister.

	‘You brute! And you never told me! Now she’ll be mad for the rest of the day,’ Peggy wailed. ‘Tell her I’m coming at once. Mummy, you finish your brekker. See that she does it, Bride. Maeve, be a gem and go and do the flowers in the drawing-room, will you? They look like last Sunday’s wreaths in the cemetery!’

	With this macabre simile, Peggy fled to see to the needs of the washer-woman and Bride set the breakfast tray back on her mother’s bed-table and sternly commanded her to eat her toast and honey.

	‘I’ll go and heat this coffee again. It must be stone-cold by this time. Shan’t be a minute! Maeve, go and do the flowers like a lamb. If anyone comes that has to be taken to the drawing-room, they’ll have a fit.’

	Jack and Maurice had gone off on their own pursuits. Maeve ran downstairs to attend to the pathetic vases and Bride produced dusters after she had run the Hoover over the carpet and proceeded to set her mother’s room to rights. Even the latest news did not mean that there could be any let-up from the daily jobs, and school training had dinned it well into them all that the sooner the work was out of the way the more time they would have to amuse themselves.

	



Chapter II
 A SECOND SURPRISE

	It was the afternoon of that eventful day. Lunch was over and Mr Bettany had carried his wife downstairs and deposited her on the big chesterfield before the fire in the inner drawing-room. The rain was falling heavily and a moaning wind came in from the sea. It was January at its wet worst as Peggy had remarked when her mother arrived.

	‘Never mind. It’s bright enough in here,’ Mollie Bettany replied as her elder daughters packed her round with cushions and tucked a gay rug over her knees.

	Peggy looked round the pretty room with satisfaction. ‘There’s nothing like a log fire for comfort, is there? And Maeve has done the flowers beautifully. You really have a gift that way, Maeve. There isn’t one of us can touch you when it comes to handling flowers.’

	Maeve gave her an adoring look. ‘I love doing them,’ was all she said, however.

	Peggy gave her a nod. ‘Well, you prove it,’ she replied. ‘Now, Mummy, is that all right? Another cushion behind your head?’

	‘Mercy, no! Let me alone, you two! You’ll be smothering me with your cushions! Sure no one has ever said I’d to be killed with kindness!’

	‘There’s gratitude for you!’ Bride grinned as she tossed down the cushion she was holding and flung herself into a nearby armchair, spreading out her long legs luxuriously. ‘Well, folk, I don’t think we’re likely to be bothered with visitors this afternoon—not in this downpour. What shall we do?’

	‘I vote we get our work and books and have a cosy afternoon,’ Peggy said. ‘I’ll just run upstairs for my knitting. Shall I bring yours as well, Bride? Where is it?’

	‘In my top drawer. Bring another ounce of wool as well, will you? I’ve nearly finished the ball I’m busy with and I’d like to have that jumper finished to take back to school.’

	‘What are you doing, Dad?’ Peggy looked at her father. ‘Joining us?’

	He shook his head with a rueful face. ‘No can do. I’ve got to go through those papers about the new road and that means a good two hours’ work. Have tea ready at four and I’ll try to finish by then. Coming, Rix?’

	Rix, who had been sprawled on one of the wide window-seats, looking out over the sea, got up lazily and stretched himself. ‘Guess so. You want me to check up on your figures.’

	‘Brat!’ his father said affectionately. ‘All right; come along.’

	They went out of the room laughing, and Jackie, or John as he insisted he must be nowadays, went with them. He had taken to fretwork these holidays, his uncles and aunts in Canada having clubbed together to give him a treadle fretsaw for Christmas, and every spare moment was given to his latest hobby. The younger twins had already departed on their own lawful occasions in what had been the nursery but was more commonly called the Glory Hole these days when there were no nursery children left.

	Peggy ran upstairs to fetch the knitting and presently she and Bride were both hard at work, Bride on a new jumper for herself and Peggy busy with a bedjacket for her mother who was running short of those useful articles. Mrs Bettany had produced a frock she was smocking for her youngest daughter and while their fingers flew, they chatted hard.

	Mollie Bettany had been very young when she married—barely eighteen, and her first babies had arrived two days before her own nineteenth birthday. She had been a really young mother and now that Peggy and Bride were growing up, they found in her a delightful chum. In fact, as Bride had remarked to Peggy only the night before, there were times and seasons when they felt as if they were the parents and she the child! She was almost as keenly interested in school affairs as they and was ready to enter into all their fun. Her mercurial Irish nature had helped to keep her youthful, and even now, at almost thirty-seven, there were days when she looked hardly old enough to be mother to even Maeve and Maurice, the younger twins.

	Bride entertained them with an account of the evil doings of a new Junior Middle who had arrived from Australia the previous term. Emerence was an enterprising young woman who had been brought up on the principle that you should never say ‘No’ to a child. As a result, she had been a regular firebrand all the term, though its end found her slightly tamed down. The prefects as a body had loathed and execrated her, but at this distance of the holidays, Bride found that some of Emerence’s more surprising pranks were very funny.

	After an hour’s work, Mrs Bettany laid her smocking down. ‘ ’Tis tired of it I am,’ she said. ‘We’ve worked enough for one afternoon. Get the Ludo board and men, Bride. I’ll challenge you two to a game—and beat you into the bargain.’

	‘Will you indeed?’ Bride tossed her knitting on to a nearby table and jumped up. ‘Come on, Peg! We aren’t going to let a challenge like that go past us! You haul up that table and I’ll get the things.’

	‘Put your work away properly!’ her sister retorted. ‘You are an untidy brat! You’ll have half the stitches down if you don’t look out.’

	‘Fussypat!’ was Bride’s reply. ‘Oh, well, perhaps I’d better. I loathe having to pick stitches up again.’

	She took up the knitting and rolled it up before putting it down by her sister’s work on one of the window-seats. Then she scurried to a bureau to hunt out the Ludo set while Peggy dragged a gate-legged table up to the chesterfield. They had settled down and Bride was rattling the dice-box violently when Peggy, who had ears fit to hear the grass growing as her youngest sister had complained more than once, suddenly lifted her head alertly.

	‘A car!’ she exclaimed. ‘Who, under the sun, is brave enough to come to call in weather like that?’ And she pointed to the streaming panes.

	‘Oh, fiddle! It’s only the baker’s van, I expect,’ her mother said.

	‘Not the right day. Pendry called yesterday. It’s a car all right. There goes the front-door bell!’ as a great peal rang through the house.

	Bride dropped the dice-box and jumped up. ‘O.K., Peg. I’ll go and see who it is. You aren’t as hard-hearted as I am.’

	‘I’m more polite, you mean,’ Peggy threw back at her.

	Bride paused at the door to grimace violently at her sister. Then she vanished, followed by a cry from her mother of, ‘If it’s anyone you think I’d like to see, show them in here. I’m convalescent now, and I won’t be perpetually treated like a permanent invalid.’

	‘Take whoever it is to the morning-room and switch on the little bell-fire to take the first chill off them,’ Peggy shrieked as Bride’s steps died away in the distance.

	The Quadrant was built round a grassy quadrangle and, the drawing-rooms being on the seaward side while the front-door looked across the park to Exmoor, it was quite a journey between the two. Peggy had time to throw a couple of logs on the fire and push the knitting under a big cushion before her sister came flying back with a face full of excitement.

	‘Who d’you think it is? The very last person you’d have expected! Give you three guesses each!’

	‘Not anyone from Canada?’ Peggy cried eagerly.

	‘Talk sense! Who’s crossing from Canada in weather like this? If that’s the best you can do you may as well give it up at once. It’s Auntie Hilda!’

	‘Hilda Annersley?’ Mrs Bettany sat up with as much excitement as her daughters had shown and there was an avalanche of cushions to the floor. ‘Where is she? What have you done with her? ’Tis the rude girl you are, Bride Bettany to be leaving her standing on the doorsteps. ’Tis ashamed of you I am! Go and bring her here at once!’

	‘Oh, I didn’t!’ Bride said in shocked tones. ‘She sent me to tell you while she got her damp things off and took the chill off her first. She said she wasn’t going to risk giving you a cold.’

	‘And here she is, anyway!’ Peggy cried as the sound of light footsteps in the corridor reached them and the door opened to admit a tall, graceful woman, some years older than Mollie Bettany.

	A chorus of welcome greeted her. Peggy raced across the big room to fling her arms around the newcomer and reach up on tiptoe to kiss her while her mother created a second avalanche as she swung her feet to the floor and stood up exclaiming, ‘Hilda Annersley! Why didn’t you tell us you were coming? Has a wire gone astray, now?’

	‘From me, do you mean?’ Miss Annersley kissed Peggy and then freed herself firmly. ‘Certainly not; I never sent one. It was a sudden decision on my part. Stand still, Peggy, and let me look at you.’

	Peggy laughed. ‘You ought to know me after all these years,’ she said demurely. ‘I haven’t grown at all, if that’s what you mean.’

	‘So I see, so far as height is concerned. You never will, short of a miracle; you’re not built that way. But as to growth in other ways—’ She stopped short and examined the charming, Saxon-fair face lifted to hers with thoughtful grey eyes. ‘Yes; I certainly see growth here. You aren’t a baby any more, Peggy. And that’s as it should be at eighteen.’

	‘Oh, I’m not—not yet!’ Peggy protested. ‘Our birthday isn’t till the end of the month. We’ve a good three weeks of being seventeen, yet.’

	Miss Annersley laughed. ‘You’re as bad as ever Jo was. How she did hate having to grow up, to be sure!’

	‘Do you think she ever has—really, I mean?’ Bride asked with a giggle as she recalled some of her beloved aunt’s exploits as recently as the week before Christmas.

	‘Oh, I think she’s completely grown-up now, whatever she may do when she’s in one of her madder moods. But now let me see your mother.’ She set them both aside and came to kiss the invalid and then scan her carefully. ‘This is an improvement, Mollie. The last time I saw you—’

	‘The last time you saw me, my dear, I was a poor, feeble thing that couldn’t lift her head—couldn’t move it, anyway. D’you remember the sand-bags they had set all round it, Hilda? Sure, I couldn’t have stirred it if I’d tried from now till next Christmas!’

	‘And with a face on you the size of a postage stamp,’ Peggy added.

	‘Well, you’ve improved on that,’ the visitor replied with a laugh as she sat down in the chair Bride pushed up. ‘Where is the rest of the family?’

	‘Dad and Rix in the estate office and the kids somewhere around—Glory Hole, probably,’ Peggy replied as she pressed her mother back on the settee and rearranged the cushions. ‘It’s wizard seeing you like this, Auntie Hilda. How long can you stay?’

	For reply, her Head Mistress turned to Mrs Bettany. ‘Can you keep me for one night, Mollie? I had really meant to write, but then I decided it would be easier if I came and we talked it over. I’ve been staying with Daisy Venables in her rooms and I was so near and there was so much to say, it really seemed to be better to have a personal interview. I only decided when I was on the platform at Exeter and there wasn’t time to ring or wire you so I thought I’d risk my luck and just come.’

	‘You’d have been sold if Maeve and Maurice had been indulging in measles or mumps,’ Bride told her with a chuckle.

	‘They weren’t very likely to have mumps, seeing they spoilt everyone’s Christmas holidays last year with it,’ Miss Annersley retorted. ‘As for measles, they’ve had that, too, haven’t they? Yes; I thought so. Well, then, Bride!’

	Bride grinned. ‘You win!’

	‘And anyway, aren’t there four sides to the house?’ her mother protested. ‘Sure the lot of you could be having chickenpox, mumps, whooping—’

	‘Hi! Stop!’ Bride cried. ‘We’ll be having the wretched things next if you go on like this. All right, Auntie Hilda. Your luck’s in and we’re thrilled to see you. Why have you come, by the way?’

	‘Bride—Bettany! Hilda, you don’t smack her enough at school. It doesn’t do to be too kind with imps like Bride,’ her mother protested. ‘You’re as welcome as April showers and May flowers put together, Hilda, why ever you decided to come, and well do you know it!’

	Miss Annersley nodded. ‘Oh, I wasn’t afraid of that, my dear. Bride, it was really you I came to see.’

	‘Me?’ Bride looked stunned. ‘But why me?’

	‘To ask if you will be our Head Girl for the rest of the year.’ And having flung her bomb, Miss Annersley sat back and watched the effect with interest.

	Bride stared at her in blank amazement. ‘Will I be what?’

	‘Will you be our Head Girl for the rest of the year.’

	‘But—but—what’s become of Loveday? She’s Head Girl this year.’

	‘She was. Come and sit down, Bride, and let me try to take that thunderstruck look from your face. Loveday has left for the present. When she returns, it will be to Switzerland. So, you see, we can’t count on her for St Briavel’s any longer. We must have a Head Girl and you are the obvious choice. What have you to say about it, Bride?’

	Bride gasped and fell into the nearest chair. ‘But I don’t understand! Why has Loveday left? I’m sure she had no idea of it when we broke up. Why, only the last night she kept us talking till all hours about some new ideas she had suddenly evolved for the Sale. And she had thought out one or two other things and we spent literally hours discussing them and thinking out how we could fit them in. Some of them were jolly good, I may say,’ Bride added. ‘Auntie Hilda, for pity’s sake tell us what on earth has happened!’

	Miss Annersley broke into peals of laughter, ‘My poor Bride! Don’t look so desperately tragic about it! There’s nothing wrong with Loveday—rather the reverse! An uncle of her father’s was part owner of a big cattle ranch near Rosario in the Argentine. He died in the autumn and left his share and all else he possessed to Loveday who was his god-daughter and bore his wife’s name. Someone must go out to see to all the business. That someone has to be Mr Perowne who is Loveday’s trustee until she comes of age. They will probably want Loveday herself; so Mr Perowne has put in a manager on his own Cornish estate and he and Mrs Perowne and Loveday all flew to Rosario a week ago. It will mean at least six months there and Loveday certainly won’t come back to school until September. It was understood that she was to have her final year in Switzerland, so she won’t return to St Briavel’s—or not as a schoolgirl.’

	‘Good gracious!’ Peggy and Bride were round-eyed at this news. ‘Then Loveday is an heiress?’

	The Head nodded. ‘She certainly is. The trouble is that no one seems to know how long it will take them to settle things up. I don’t know what the laws of inheritance may be in the Argentine. Here, it is a year and a day at longest; but other countries do things differently. However, even so, as Mrs Perowne told me, it will make a big difference for them all.’

	Bride grinned. ‘I should say it would! Loveday always had to be careful over her pocket-money and she once told me that she wanted to go to Cirencester to have a proper farming training, but she didn’t know if they’d be able to manage it, things were so tight at home. Well, she can have it all right now—if she wants to go on, that is. She might just decide to—to rest on her oars, so to speak. You never know!’

	‘Rubbish!’ Peggy spoke with decision. ‘Whatever else she may do, lazing about just being an heiress is the last thing Loveday is likely to want! Her idea is much more sure to be to carry on her share of the ranch. Or if she doesn’t do that, she’ll go in with her father. The Perownes have heaps of land, I know, and she always was crazy on open-air jobs.’

	Bride nodded. ‘Lots of land and precious little else! Loveday would be awfully bucked to be able to help her dad.’

	‘Well, there it is,’ the Head said, quietly ignoring this passage between the girls. ‘Whatever may happen when Loveday reaches her majority, it is quite certain that she won’t come back to the Island; and as it’s equally certain that we can’t carry on for two terms without a Head Girl, what about taking it on, Bride?’

	Bride sat up, looking serious. ‘I’d love it from one point of view. I know it’s a fearful honour and all that, and I would like to be able to say I’d been Head Girl as well as Peg, but there are things against it as well, you know.’

	‘Such as—?’ Miss Annersley looked inquiringly at the girl.

	‘Well, what about Bank? I was Bank Prefect last term and it takes up a certain amount of time. It isn’t just handing out the cash. With some of those young demons of Middles, it means finding out exactly why they want extra money. And then there’s balancing up. And you know what the end of term is like for it, as well, and the Head Girl is generally up to the eyes, anyhow, at the end of term—beginning, too, if you come to that.’

	‘Miss O’Ryan will take over. She’s been spending a week with me since the news about Loveday came and we discussed the matter. She said if you would take over the post of Head Girl, she would fit Bank in somehow.’

	‘How exactly like her!’ Peggy said warmly. ‘Biddy always did pitch in and help when it was necessary. I remember that from Tirol days.’

	‘Yes; it’s very decent of her,’ Bride agreed. ‘Do you want an answer d’reckly minute, Auntie Hilda? I mean I’d like to think it over a bit. It—it’s come rather as a bolt from the blue, you know.’

	‘I realise that. But the whole thing came rather as a bolt from the blue to me as well. Suppose you go off with Peggy and talk it over together while I have a chat with your mother? I must go back tomorrow at latest and I want your reply then, but we can leave it till tomorrow morning.’

	Bride looked relieved. ‘I’d really like to think about it first. Oh, I expect I’ll say I will. But it does need thinking over. It’s rather a big thing, isn’t it?’

	The Head laughed. ‘Not too big for you, Bride. You might quite well have had it for a term already. It was only the fact that Loveday was six months the elder and quite as capable as yourself that decided us—that, and one other point.’

	‘Oh? What was that?’ Bride looked interested.

	‘We’ll go into that later. Now run along and have your chat with Peggy.’

	Peggy stood up. ‘Come along, Bride. We can see to Auntie Hilda’s room and then we’ll do tea. We can talk while we work.’

	Mrs Bettany gave Bride no chance to refuse. ‘Off you go! Auntie Hilda and I want a good old gossip and your presence is not required. Be off with you both! Oh, Peg, tell Daddy that Auntie Hilda is here, will you?’

	Peggy nodded, tucked her arm in Bride’s and they left the room to go and see to a bedroom for Miss Annersley before they raced down to the kitchen where Peggy slipped on an apron, turned up her sleeves and set to work to mix the dough for splits while Bride piled china on the trolley and cut the great plates of bread and butter that the appetites of three schoolboys demanded. Not one of them, so far as that went, had any use for drawing-room tea, unless it was Peggy. The rest brought healthy appetites to every meal.

	While they worked, the sisters discussed the latest news from every point of view. Peggy was urgent that Bride should take on the job.

	‘I did it, and I’d like you to do it; and Maeve, when her turn comes,’ she said eagerly. ‘It would be such fun if we could say we’d all been Head Girl at school!’

	Bride made a face at her. ‘It’s a fearful shock, let me tell you. I was nicely settled with the Bank and, though I made a fuss about it to Auntie Hilda, it isn’t all that much work.’

	‘You can’t plead that as an excuse. Biddy O’Ryan has cut the ground under your feet by offering to do it for you.’

	‘I know.’ Bride gave a groan. ‘Most officious of her, I call it! She might have waited to see if I wanted to be Head Girl before she said anything. I’m not so sure that I do.’

	‘Rot! Of course you do!’ Peggy turned out her dough on the board and began to roll it out. ‘Look here! Auntie said there was another reason than age why you weren’t chosen and she’d tell you later. The trolley’s ready. Take it into the drawing-room and see to the tables and ask her about it. It might help you to decide as they want and, honestly, Bride, as you ought!’

	Seeing no help for it, Bride put her plates of bread and butter on the under-shelf of the trolley and trundled it out of the kitchen while Peggy proceeded to finish her splits and pop them into the oven.

	She found that Miss Annersley had produced some crochet work and her hook flashed in the dancing firelight as she chatted with their mother. Bride came to admire the beautiful work and demand to be told what it was for when it was finished.

	‘Part of Daisy’s wedding present,’ the Head said, smoothing it out complacently on her knee. ‘I’ve promised her half-a-dozen afternoon tea-cloths and this is the second. I have some lovely Irish linen and I’m sending them away to Belfast to be made up when they are finished. Mdlle de Lachennais will embroider her initials on each. She does that sort of thing so much better than I can.’

	‘Daisy will be fearfully bucked,’ Bride said pensively. She turned to set out the small tables absolutely needful when the younger ones had tea in the drawing-room. When she had finished, she pushed the trolley into the corridor and came back to pull up a pouffe beside the settee.
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