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CHAPTER I
 CAROLA PLEADS IN VAIN

	‘Certainly not! You ought to be ashamed of yourself for behaving like this! Now let me hear no more about it, please, Carola. You will come with me to Jamaica as I have settled. I have engaged a very good governess for you—one who is comparatively young, so that she will also be a companion for you. The berths are booked, and all arrangements made, so that’s the end of it, I hope.’

	‘But, Cousin Maud——’

	‘Did you hear what I said? I want to hear no more talk about the affair. You are a very lucky girl to have such chances as you have. I wonder how many other girls of your age have seen as much of the world as you?’

	‘And I’m sick of it!’ Carola flared out. ‘I’m sick—sick—sick of perpetually travelling about! I want to go to school like other girls, and have the fun of games with them, and proper lessons—not footy little lectures from a governess—and everything! I want to go to the Chalet School——’

	‘I thought I said I wished to hear no more about that?’

	‘I can’t help what you said—you’re always saying! I tell you I won’t go! You’ll have to carry me aboard the beastly liner, if you get me that far! I won’t stir a step by myself! I—oh, I hate you!’

	Realising that tears were very near, Carola suddenly stopped her wild diatribe and made for the door. She rushed out of the room and upstairs to her own bedroom, regardless of her cousin’s stern: ‘Carola! Come back at once and shut the door after you!’, slammed and locked the bedroom door after her, and then casting herself full-length on the bed, howled like a small child.

	Cousin Maud got up and shut the sitting-room door herself before she went to sit down and try to recover the self-possession Carola’s outburst had so rudely—in more senses than one—disturbed. Really, the child was abominably impertinent, not to speak of being utterly ungrateful. She didn’t deserve the treat of a trip to Jamaica. But she, Maud Curry, knew her duty too well to be turned from her purpose by a naughty, ungrateful child of fourteen. She had promised her cousin Andrew and his wife, before they left for him to take up his post in West Equatorial Africa, that she would look after Carola; and no amount of tantrums and temper on that young lady’s part should make her break her word. It was a pity that the girl had taken this extraordinary wish for school, but that could not be helped. Once they were well away from England, she would settle down with the nice governess who was young enough to be a friend for her, but old enough not to be silly. In the meantime, she was to be ignored until she chose to apologise for her rudeness. Probably that would be the end of all this foolish fuss. Miss Curry decided all this complacently, and when she saw the new vicar’s wife coming up the path she hurried to the door to welcome her, and put the young recalcitrant who was sobbing her heart out upstairs right out of her mind.

	Meantime, Carola cried till she could cry no more. For a long time after the tears were dried, she lay, still shaking and gulping, for the storm had been a violent one. Her face felt stiff with tears and her head was aching. She lay still, and presently, worn out with the force of her emotions, she fell asleep.

	When she woke up, it was to find that night had come and the room was in darkness, the only light being from the street-lamp at the gate. Her head was better, but her eyes were sore and she was stiff and chilly, since to lie and sleep outside your bed on New Year’s Day is hardly a warming process. She got up, switched on her light, and pulled the curtains over the windows. Then she went to the toilet-basin and turned on the taps and bathed her face till it felt more comfortable. That done, she looked at the clock on the mantelpiece. Seven o’clock! She must have been asleep for hours. She might as well undress and go straight to bed. Carola had no wish to go downstairs to meet a righteously indignant Cousin Maud over the supper table. She was still much too upset to feel hungry, and if she woke up during the night she could always slip down to the kitchen and get some bread-and-butter and milk.

	To think was to do where she was concerned, and ten minutes later she was curled up in bed, her hot-water bottle filled at the hot-water tap and hugged close to her, and she was gradually losing the shivery feeling with which she had awakened. She had switched off the light again and opened the curtains so that the lamplight could shine into her room, and she lay watching it, thinking of her one deep desire, to go to school, and especially to that school of schools—anyhow, that was how Miss O’Ryan had described it—the Chalet School.

	Cousin Maud kept on her pretty house in a small seaside town on the south coast as a pied-à-terre, to which she returned at intervals varying from two to six months. She herself had a passion for travelling, and during the past year she had taken Carola to Dublin, Edinburgh, Switzerland, and the Gower coast in South Wales, with only the shortest possible intervals between each visit. Having promised her cousin to be responsible for his girl, she insisted on keeping that girl under her own eye, travelling a governess who could also be useful to herself. Christmas had been spent at a delightful guest-house in Cornwall, where Carola had struck up a great friendship with a Miss O’Ryan, rather to Miss Curry’s relief, since Miss O’Ryan had been quite willing to have Carola with her, and it had freed the elder lady so that she could indulge in her twin passions, bridge and gossip.

	Miss Curry had made a few inquiries, and found that the Irish girl was a graduate of Oxford who was returning to her own old school as history mistress when the Easter term began, having hitherto been in Australia. Evidently she had told Carola the most enticing tales about the school, for ever since they had come home that young person had worried and teased to be allowed to go to this school instead of accompanying her father’s cousin on the trip to Jamaica which had been arranged for some months. Miss Curry had treated the idea as a passing whim at first. Then as the girl became more and more urgent, she had grown annoyed and wished that she had never permitted the friendship. It had ended in today’s outburst, when it must be admitted that Carola had behaved about as badly as possible before she had fled to the refuge of her own room to cry so heart-brokenly.

	Lying in the lamplight, Carola had to own to herself that if Cousin Maud were angry, she had every reason for it. ‘All the same,’ she thought sullenly, ‘she might listen to me. Who wants to be for ever on the go? It’s all very well for her, but I’m sick and tired of it. I’m getting all behind in lessons, too. I’m sure Dad and Mother wouldn’t want that to happen. But how can you do lessons decently when you never have the same person to teach you for longer than six months and you’re always moving about, anyhow? I ought to be at school like other girls. I’ve never played hockey nor cricket and I’ve no friends of my own age—not a single one! I just haven’t had a chance to make friends.’ Her eyes brimmed over again with tears of self-pity as she thought this, and she gulped for a moment. Then she drove them back, for she had no time for crying now. She had resolved firmly that she was going to do something about school since Cousin Maud either could not or would not see sense. Go to Jamaica she would not! She couldn’t quite see how she was going to avoid it, and she had only fourteen days in which to lay her plans, so she mustn’t waste a moment.

	At this point she fell asleep again, and when she woke up the street-lamp was out, and a waning Christmas moon was sailing serenely across the deep blue of the skies. Carola felt hungry by this time. Once she was properly awake, she got up, huddled on her dressing-gown and bedroom slippers, padded quietly across the floor, switching on the light on her way, and unlocked and opened the door softly. It was as well that she paused to look up and down the passage in case anyone else should be stirring. If she had not, she must have walked right on top of a tray left at the door. With an exclamation she stooped and picked it up. When she had set it on the bed, she went back to fasten the door again. Then she returned to the bed and, feeling rather guilty, lifted the napkin laid over it. There was a well-filled plate of bread-and-butter and another holding a banana and an apple. A glass of milk and a slice of currant loaf completed it. Under the glass was a note. Carola decided to eat her supper and then read the note.

	‘It’s Cousin Maud and she’s sure to say something beastly,’ she thought as she bit into her first slice.

	The plates and glass were all empty in less than ten minutes. Carola carried the tray over to the little table in one of the windows and dumped it down. Then she refilled her bottle at the hot tap as it was little more than lukewarm by this time. She straightened the bed and beat up the pillows. Finally, when she could find no further excuse for delaying any longer, she climbed back into bed, having switched off the centre light, and switched on her bedside lamp and opened the note—very reluctantly, it must be confessed.

	‘Dear Carola,’ she read, ‘I hope that by the morning you will have come to your senses again and be ready to apologise to me for your most uncalled-for rudeness of this afternoon. A girl of your age ought to be ashamed to speak so improperly to an older person—especially one who is your guardian and in the place of your parents. Unless you reform very soon, I am afraid your father and mother will be deeply disappointed in you when they return to England. I will say nothing about my own feelings, though I think you should know that I am very deeply hurt by your ingratitude for all I am doing for you.

	‘However, if you are prepared to beg my pardon when we meet at breakfast, we will say no more, and I will forgive you. But I must impress on you that I will listen to no more talk of school—of any school. I cannot be expected to rearrange my whole programme just to suit you, and as I have promised to look after you I must take you with me. Please believe that, as you are behaving at present, this is no pleasure to me, but rather an unpleasant duty. If, however, you make up your mind to accept what must be, and to try to be pleasant and accommodating, that should end. Your parents are returning home next year and they can then decide whether or not to give in to you and let you go to school—personally, I can see no need for it. You have had good governesses, and the lady I have engaged for this trip is better than any you have had before. I considered you when I fixed on a person much nearer your own age than usual; and I expect you to consider me and try to make yourself rather more agreeable in future than you have been lately.

	‘Now this is the last time I intend to discuss the matter with you. We go to Southampton today fortnight and sail for Jamaica on the Wednesday. I will listen to no arguments on the subject, so please make up your mind to that and do not attempt to produce any.

	‘If you show yourself properly penitent tomorrow, I will, as I said, let the matter drop, so long as you behave properly to me and let me see no more such outrageous exhibitions of childish rage as you gave me this afternoon. I was shocked to think that you could act like that!

	‘I shall be taking you to London to buy some clothes tomorrow, so come down prepared to set off as soon as possible after breakfast.

	‘I have no more to say, so I will close. I am putting this on the supper-tray I shall leave at your door; and remember that in the morning I shall hope to see you a very different girl from the one who left me in such a fit of temper a few hours ago.

	‘Your affectionate cousin,

	Maud Curry.’

	Carola read the last word. Then she sat up in bed, and tore the paper across and across.

	‘ “Affectionate cousin” indeed!’ she cried. ‘There’s not much affection in that, anyhow! I’ve a good mind not to go down at all.’

	She threw the pieces on to the floor, turned off the lamp, and lay down, seething with anger. However, she was really too tired for that to last long, apart from which, she was an honest girl, and she had to admit to herself that Cousin Maud had some excuse for being indignant. All the same, her purpose of not going to Jamaica was strengthened. She felt that she must apologise for her rudeness, now that her first fury of disappointment was over; but she could do that with a clear conscience. Only, if Cousin Maud really thought she would give in as easily as all that, she had another think coming to her!

	Having settled all this in her mind, Carola rolled over for the last time, curled round comfortably, and fell asleep once more. She woke at seven, and when she had switched on the light again she saw the scraps of the note where she had tossed them and remembered that she had to dress for a trip to London. With a groan, she tumbled out of bed and made for the bathroom where she speedily attended to washing. That over, she raced back to her bedroom, not anxious to meet her cousin before she must. She dressed quickly, stripped her bed, and then, with a slight reddening, picked up the paper and put it in the waste-paper basket. Somehow, she was not anxious for Cousin Maud to see how she had treated the letter.

	The gong sounded as she did this, so she opened the windows widely to air the room, picked up her handkerchief and went downstairs, prepared to eat humble-pie with what grace she might.

	Much to her surprise, Cousin Maud seemed scarcely to listen to her very halting apology.

	‘I’m sorry I was so rude to you yesterday, Cousin Maud.’

	Miss Curry hardly glanced up from the letter she was holding to say, ‘Then that finishes it. Sit down, Carola, and begin on your porridge. We haven’t any too much time.’ Then she returned to the letter, while Carola, who had been ready for a long lecture on ingratitude and impertinence, slid into her seat, and began to empty her porridge-plate in silent wonder as to what could have happened.

	Presently, Cousin Maud put the letter aside and started on her own breakfast. She looked thoroughly vexed and worried, and Carola, having emptied her plate, and received a helping of bacon and sausage, ventured to ask what was wrong.

	‘I am very much annoyed,’ Cousin Maud said, pouring out her coffee. ‘Miss Bacon, whom I had engaged for your governess, now writes to say that she has had a cycling accident and broken her leg, so will be unable to accompany us. At this late date I do not see how I am to find you another governess before we sail, so we must just go without. It really is most annoying!’

	Carola said nothing, though inwardly she was chuckling. She had been wondering how on earth she was to slip away from her new governess. If there was only Cousin Maud to consider, she might be able to manage it. She applied herself to her bacon and Cousin Maud drank her coffee in a frowning silence which lasted until her young cousin, having finished her breakfast, asked to be excused to go and make her bed.

	‘Yes—run along,’ the lady said absently. ‘Be as quick as you can. We are going by the nine-fifteen train and it’s twenty-past eight already, so there is no time for delay.’ She scrambled the letter which had so disturbed her back into its envelope and stood up. ‘Never mind about the table. Mrs Pascoe is coming in later and she will see to it. Go and make your bed, and be down here by ten to nine at latest.’

	Carola departed, thankful to have got out of the trouble so easily, and when Cousin Maud, still frowning, came bundling down the stairs, she found the girl waiting for her, looking the picture of a neat, trim schoolgirl. They left the house, and when they were walking briskly to the station Miss Curry informed her young cousin that, among other things, she was to have a new suitcase.

	‘Oh, may I have an expanding one, please?’ Carola begged.

	‘That is what I intend to buy for you,’ Cousin Maud told her. ‘They are much the best for long voyages, as they hold so much. You will do your own packing, of course. With this happening, I shall be far too busy to do more than give you occasional oversight. When you begin to pack, please put everything you are likely to need during the voyage in this new case and the bigger one of your other two. Then your trunk can go to the hold and we need have no further trouble with it till we reach Kingstown.’

	‘Yes,’ Carola said meekly.

	Cousin Maud went on talking, but, sad to say, Carola heard not one word of her discourse. She was far too much occupied in rejoicing over the extending suitcase to think of anything else. Really, it did seem as if the luck were coming her way for the moment.

	Thanks to Miss Bacon’s falling out, Cousin Maud had far too much to think about to worry further over Carola, and that young lady contrived to possess herself of a brown coat and beret and a brown velveteen frock without any comments from her guardian. Brown, it should be noted, was one of the Chalet School colours, according to Miss O’Ryan. She also turned down her cousin’s suggestion of a green raincoat in favour of a brown one; and though she could hardly ask for a brown tunic, she felt when they returned home that, on the whole, she would not show up too badly so far as school colours were concerned. Carola went to bed that night thoroughly satisfied with herself and the world.

	


CHAPTER II
 ENTER BIDDY!

	Jo Maynard sat by the drawing-room fire darning stockings. It was a job she loathed with her whole soul; but when you have a long family of youngsters, never to speak of husband who could only be described as ‘hard on his socks,’ you have to see to it sometimes. Jo was expecting a visitor—a visitor whom she had not seen for the last four years—and was wildly excited over it inside, so she had determined that darning was the most subduing occupation she could find and, anyhow, it had to be done!

	Tall and slim was Jo, with black eyes that could dance with mischief or soften to pools of darkness in a pale, delicately-featured face under a broad fringe of black hair, with earphones of the same at either side. Despite her long family and many responsibilities, she looked amazingly girlish, and everyone who knew her could have told you that there were times when she seemed very little removed from the most beloved Head Girl the Chalet School had ever known.

	She was alone for once save for Rosa in the kitchen. The entire family had spent Christmas at the Quadrant, the queer old house where her brother Dick Bettany lived with his long family, and Jo had been persuaded to leave the children in her sister-in-law’s charge when she came home to look after her husband. Today he was away at the big Sanatorium up in the Welsh mountains, where he held an important post. Her adopted sister, Robin Humphries, had left the week before to go to Switzerland for winter sports with one Zephyr Burthill, a friend of hers; and the other two members of the family, Daisy and Primula Venables, who were ‘nieces-by-marriage’ to quote Jo, were staying with friends outside Armiford near their old home. Anna, her faithful maid, had gone to Plas Gwyn, which was undergoing severely necessary repairs, in order to see to several odd jobs there, so the only other member of the family was Rufus, Jo’s big St Bernard, who never left her for long these days, for he was a very old dog, nearly eighteen now. He was lying on the rug at her feet, every now and then thumping the floor with his tail when she spoke to him.

	‘You know, Rufus,’ she said gravely as she poked her needle in and out of the meshes she had woven over a huge hole in the heel of one of her husband’s socks, ‘I am so wondering if Biddy has changed much. And do you think she’ll see any change in me? Four years is a long time.’

	Rufus banged the floor with his tail and then got up stiffly. He had heard the creak of the gate. So had Jo, and the sock went in one direction, her darning-wool in another, while her thimble flew off her finger and rolled away by itself into a corner of the room, giving Jo a good deal of trouble when she came to look for it. Jo herself made a wild leap for the door and wrenched it open to run to the front door, Rufus at her side, his tail going like a flail. The front door was yanked open before the newcomer had fairly reached it, and the light from the hall-lamp lit up Jo standing with arms wide open, exclaiming with joy in every note of her voice: ‘Biddy!’

	‘Joey! ’Tis yourself, acushla!’ came the equally joyful reply in the soft tones of southern Ireland as the visitor tossed her case down and hurled herself on her hostess, hugging her ecstatically.

	Rufus forgot his years and his rheumatism and bounced round the pair woofing excitedly as if he were a good ten years younger; and when Biddy O’Ryan had recovered her senses a little, she dropped on her knees beside him and submitted to having her face thoroughly swiped with his tongue as she flung her arms round his neck, calling him love-names in creamiest Kerry brogue.

	‘Where’s your luggage?’ Jo demanded, interrupting this touching meeting and looking round severely.

	Biddy looked up at her and laughed. ‘At the station. Sure, there wasn’t a taxi to be had for love or money, so I just grabbed me case and left me cabin trunk to be called for tomorrow. The rest’s gone straight to the School. I’ve all I need here, really. ’Tisn’t as if I was staying for a real visit.’

	‘Well, when you and Rufus have quite finished making amorous idiots of yourselves, I think we’ll bring the case in and shut the door, or the neighbours will be thinking I’ve taken on a tame lunatic in addition to everything else,’ Jo told her with mock severity.

	Biddy laughed again. ‘Ye couldn’t expect anything else after all this time. Sure, I’ve often wondered if I’d ever be seeing dear old Rufus again.’ She went out and picked up the case, came in, and Jo closed the door. She led the way into the drawing-room, and Biddy, having dumped her case down in the hall and dropped her cap and coat on top, followed her.

	‘Joey, how do you do it? Rufus is old and yet he looks almost in his prime.’ She turned to him again, to lay her hand on the great head nuzzling joyfully against her. ‘Ah, acushla, machree! So you haven’t forgotten Biddy, even after all this time?’

	Jo laughed back at her. ‘Is it likely? Rufus, bless him, is as loyal as they come. Oh, we take the very greatest care of him, and except for rheumatism, he’s amazingly well. I’m so very glad. I wanted the children to grow up with him as far as possible and even Michael will have some faint recollection of him. The vet says he ought to be good for two or three years yet.’

	She pulled Biddy over to a chair, and then sat down herself. ‘Let me look at you, Bridget Honora O’Ryan. Have you altered at all?’

	‘Older, maybe,’ Biddy retorted.

	Jo chuckled. ‘Not even that.’ Her black eyes dwelt thoughtfully on the pretty face with its gloriously blue eyes under their long lashes—real Irish eyes, ‘put in with a smutty finger’—and the mass of waving black hair which was drawn back from a centre-parting into a big ‘bun’ on the back of her neck. Biddy had the Irish oval face and softly pink and white colouring. Her mouth was generous, and when she smiled she showed a row of white teeth that would have gained her a fortune as a toothpaste advertisement.

	‘Well?’ Biddy demanded, flushing under the steady gaze.

	‘Not changed a scrap. Biddy, it’s fine having you here. I only wish it could have been for Christmas, but we’d fixed up to go to the Quadrant—that’s Dick’s place—weeks before I had your letter. I’d have taken you with us, but you couldn’t have got another creature in with a shoehorn. Six Bettany kids, five of my own, Robin, Daisy and Primula, and four grown-ups, never to mention my own Anna, and Mollie’s nurse and Nurse’s two nieces! You add that up, my lamb, and see for yourself!’

	‘Five of your own?’ Biddy gasped. ‘Where’s the sixth, then? You’ve six of your own, Jo Maynard!’

	‘Six it is; but Margot is with Madge and Jem in Canada. I’ll tell you about that in a minute. I’ve heaps of news for you.’

	‘And the first you can tell me is why you are here at all, at all. What’s happened to Plas Gwyn?’

	‘Oh, my dear! It very nearly wasn’t! Half the foundations were going and it was only a miracle that it hadn’t collapsed on our heads. Jack had us all out in short order, and luckily this house belongs to a friend of his who has let it to us for as long as we want it. They’ve had to renew a good half of the foundations, so we’re doing some work that needed doing, now half the place is in pieces, and we’re likely to be here some time. You’d hear that the School had to move because of the drains? They’re at St Briavel’s—that’s an island just across the road from Carnbach, so to speak. It’s really quite convenient, for I didn’t want to part with the girls full term just yet. They aren’t much more than babies, after all. As it is, I can see them quite often and they come home for two or three week-ends in the term.’

	Biddy had sat up alertly. ‘But this is all news to me! Why wasn’t I told of it before?’ she demanded. ‘When did all this happen?’

	‘But you were—told, I mean. It happened last Easter, and Daisy wrote you sheets and sheets about it. Do you mean to say you’ve never had it?’

	‘I have not! Ye could have knocked me down with a feather when I got your letter saying you were here. I couldn’t think what had happened.’

	‘Well, all I know is that Daisy spent the whole of one Sunday with my typewriter, giving you the gen. She produced about fifteen sheets of my thin typing paper, with the whole story. You’ll have to thrash it out with her when she comes home again—there’s the gong! Supper’s ready. Come along; or do you want to wash first?’

	‘I’ll wash. Where’s the bathroom?’

	‘That can wait. We’ve a box of a place at the end of the hall that is dignified by the title of “cloakroom.” Come along and I’ll show you.’

	Jo led the way, nodding at a door opposite the drawing-room as she went. ‘There’s the dining-room. And here’s the cloakroom. Towels—soap—nail-brush—you have everything. You wash and brush-up and then come along. I’ll go and begin on the serving.’

	Biddy was in the dining-room within five minutes, and sitting down to a smoking plateful of goulash which she ate hungrily. ‘Oh, but it’s nice to be eating the good old Austrian dishes again!’ she said as she passed her plate for a second helping.

	‘You won’t get too many of them, I’m afraid,’ Jo told her. ‘We can’t get the stuff to make them, though Anna does her best. She’s made apfeltorte specially for you, so leave a little room!’

	‘The nice creature she is! But I’m hungry, I can tell ye!’ Biddy fell to in a way that proved the truth of her remarks, and found plenty of room for a lavish helping of Anna’s apfeltorte after.

	‘We’ll take our coffee into the drawing-room,’ Jo decided when she had finished. ‘Then I want all your news. I’ve talked myself nearly hoarse and I should think you were fairly well up-to-date by this.’

	Biddy laughed and picked up the coffee-tray to carry it into the drawing-room. They settled themselves by the fire, Jo poured out and then looked expectantly at the guest over the rim of her cup.

	‘I’m disappointed about one thing,’ Biddy announced as she sat back in her chair. ‘I wanted to see your family. Where are they?’

	‘You’ll see them soon enough,’ Jo told her cheerfully. ‘They’re at the Quadrant until school begins. Peggy will bring the girls with her own crowd and I’m going off for a few days to retrieve the boys. You’ll see them all soon enough. You’ll be coming over when you can, won’t you?’

	‘Oh, I know; but I wanted to see them now!’ Biddy lamented. ‘D’you happen to remember that Charles was just a baby that no one thought would live when I went to Australia? And I’ve never seen Michael at all. How old are they all now?’

	‘The girls were nine last November, and Stephen will be six next month. Charles is five in June, and Michael two in July. Anyhow, you’re all wrong about Charles,’ she added. ‘I was never really afraid for him. Oh, I know there was a great fuss made when he arrived so suddenly and was such a miserable specimen; but I knew he’d make a go of it all right, misery or not. Can’t tell you why, but I knew all right.’

	‘No one would have thought so from the way ye carried on about him.’

	Jo laughed. ‘He was so tiny and looked so frail that I felt I had to give him the greatest care; but underneath it all I knew we should pull him through, and we have! Actually, we’ve had nothing like the worry over him that we’ve had with Margot. However, we’re hoping that that is over, too. See here, Biddy!’ She made a long arm, and pulled open a bureau drawer from which she took a sheaf of photographs. ‘These were part of my Christmas present from Canada.’ She handed them over.

	Biddy looked at them—beautifully tinted photographs, one each of a little girl, and one of the three together. ‘Well, no mistake who this is,’ she said. ‘That’s Margot with the wicked twinkle in her eye. Yes, Joey; you’re right. There oughtn’t to be any need to worry over that any more. Now—Jo Maynard! Ye’re niver telling me this is Josette!’

	In her excitement she became richly Irish, and Jo laughed. ‘A bit of a change, isn’t it? Yes; that’s Josette. And that one Ailie, the youngest of Madge’s girls. She’s not nearly so pretty as the other two but she has a dear little face of her own, don’t you think? Now,’ she drew a fifth photo from its envelope with a flourish, ‘here’s the pick of the bunch. What do you think of that?’

	Biddy gaped at the portrait of a graceful dark-eyed woman sitting in a big chair with a tiny baby on each arm. ‘Jo! That’s Madame! But—are ye telling me those are hers?’

	‘I am indeed—twin sons, so David has brothers at long last. The only snag,’ Jo went on ruefully, ‘is that he’s nearly old enough to be their father—sixteen in May!—so they won’t be much of pals for him. Still, he’s very thrilled about them. The girls, of course, nearly went crackers when we told them. One’s Kevin and the other’s Kester—the old English form of Christopher.’ She stopped to laugh. ‘Madge is so bucked with herself for having caught up with Mollie and me! I say it’s her own fault for having such enormous intervals between babies. We were much more reasonable.’

	‘Yours aren’t so close as all that,’ Biddy argued. ‘You went and had triplets as a beginning; but there’s three years between them and Stephen, and isn’t Michael three years younger than Charles?’

	‘That’s a lot closer than Madge’s crowd, anyway. Fifteen and a half years between David and this pair, and only three girls between. I admit there’s not quite two years between David and Sybil, but she was four and a half when Josette arrived, and Josette was nearly five when Ailie came along. There’s a book of snaps as well, but you can see that later. I want to hear your news now I’ve told you our biggest piece. First of all, what about Australia? How did you like it?’

	‘Quite good in spots. I’d never want to live there—it wouldn’t suit me as a home at all, at all. Still, I’ve enjoyed me four years.’

	‘I’ve never said anything about it to you before, Biddy,’ Jo said gravely as she refilled Biddy’s cup, ‘but we all thought you played up splendidly when you offered to go back with that poor child and see her safely home. Only—why on earth did you stay so long?’

	Biddy looked thoughtful. ‘Sure, I couldn’t do anything else. She—well, she sort of clung to me. She’d loved Oxford so, and I was the only bit of it left to her. We all knew it couldn’t be for long—she was too ill for that, though she did revive for a while once we got her home and she lived for fifteen months, which was more than Dr Jem gave her when he saw us off on the boat. Her folk begged me to stay with her till the end and I’ll never be sorry I did. Then there were three quite little ones and their place was right up in the bush, so school was a difficulty. I helped out by teaching them, and when Mavis died, Mrs Grant asked me to stay on until Lydia—that’s the baby—was old enough to go away to school with the others. So I stayed. That’s all.’

	‘I see. Then Lydia is old enough for boarding school now?’

	‘Ten last August. She went with the others when they went back. So then I wrote to Miss Annersley and asked her could she find me a job back home, and she wrote and said Mary Burnett was leaving to be married and they would need a history mistress and would I like to come? There was only the one answer to that as ye know yourself. I couldn’t leave Burra-Burra until the girls went, and Mrs Grant wanted me to stay on with her even then; but I couldn’t do it. There wasn’t any real place for me there and, anyhow, I’ve always wanted to teach. But I’ve a standing invitation to go back whenever I like. Maybe I will one day.’

	Jo chuckled. ‘I’m glad you turned it down. I filled in last term, but I can’t go on, of course. I’ve got my own job here, with all my family. It wasn’t awfully convenient, either, for there were days when I couldn’t cross to St Briavel’s—or else I was there and couldn’t get back. Besides that, Madge and Jem want us to go out to Canada at Easter with all the kids and stay until they come home—June, some time, they think—and I’d love to go. I’ve always wanted to see Canada and I’m dying for Margot again, not to speak of Madge and Jem and the rest. I couldn’t go if the School had to depend on me for history, so you see it all fits in beautifully. Now, tell me how you liked Penny Rest.’

	‘Och, Joey, ’tis a real home from home it is. I’d a good time there, I can tell you. I made a new friend there,’ she added with a gurgle.

	Jo gave her a quick look, but Biddy’s face was transparently innocent. ‘Who was it?’ she demanded.

	‘A girl of fourteen—rather a jolly kid. Not pretty in the least, but such a vivid little face, and full of bright ideas. She has the queer mix-up in her life—shall I take the tray out to Anna, seeing neither of us wants more coffee? I’ll go on when I come back. Shan’t be a minute.’ Biddy picked up the tray and vanished with it, to return ten minutes later and find Jo placidly going on with her darning.

	‘I like your “minute”!’ she said. ‘Come along, now, and tell me about this girl.’

	‘So I will—but I can darn, too.’ Biddy produced a pocket hussif from which she took her thimble and a darning-needle; picked up a stocking from the heap in the basket, and set to work while she talked.

	‘How did you mean about a queer mix-up?’ Jo asked.

	‘Well, her parents are on the West coast of Africa, so they can’t have her with them, and she’s in charge of a cousin who likes to globe-trot. Carola told me it was fun at first, but she hates it now, never having a home, or going to school like other girls. Sure, she nearly had the face off me for stories about our School.’ Again came that low chuckle as Biddy added sweetly, ‘I told her all about you!’

	‘Didn’t tell her any of your own evil doings, I suppose?’ Jo snapped.

	‘I did so! But sure, Joey, there’s never a one of us has had so many queer adventures as you have. ’Tis a fly-paper for adventures you are!’

	Jo chuckled in her turn as she remembered some of her weirder exploits. ‘They do happen to me,’ she admitted. ‘What about this kid?’

	‘She told me she was going to beg and beg her cousin to let her come to the School.’ Biddy rested a prettily-cleft chin on her hand and stared into the dancing flames of the wood-fire for a moment. ‘I only hope Miss Curry—that’s the name she has on her—will see reason, for that child needs school more than most in my opinion. What’s more, she wants it more than most. Sure, ’tis the main idea the creature has in her head just now. Of course, after all I told her about the Chalet School, nothing would serve her but that she must go there. Dear knows what will happen!’

	‘Let’s hope this cousin of hers sees sense. It’s absurd for a girl of that age being dragged round the world from pillar to post! We had one specimen of that kind of thing in young Lavender, poor kid!’

	‘Yes; but Lavender liked it. She’d never known anything else—or not to count, anyhow—and she hated school at first. Carola wants school, I tell ye. Miss Curry means well enough I dare say,’ Biddy continued honestly, ‘but she’s not unselfish enough to give up her own fun, so poor Carola has to be a kind of wandering Jew. There’s one pair of stockings done for you, anyway,’ she concluded with a yawn.
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