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CHAPTER I
 ‘I SUGGEST—SCHOOL!’

	Dr Marilliar laid down the tiny hammer with which he had been tapping sundry of his patient’s joints, and pulled the loose, fleecy robe right over her. ‘That’s all now, thank you. Run along into the other room and get into your clothes while your aunt and I have a chat.’

	The patient, pulling the robe closely round her, rolled off the high couch, and pattered across the room to the baize-covered door which led into the small room where she had undressed. When the door had closed behind her, ‘Auntie’ leaned forward eagerly. ‘What do you think of her, Doctor? It isn’t anything very much, is it? She’s just rundown?’

	For reply, the doctor got to his feet, and took a turn across the room while she watched him. There was a frown between his black brows, and his mouth looked rather grim. The sallow-faced lady in the big fur coat, which was flung open to show a scarlet dress and a heavy string of black and white beads, gazed at him, and her mouth began to tremble. ‘It—it isn’t anything—serious, is it, Doctor? Not—not——’ She faltered, and stopped.

	The doctor’s brows and mouth relaxed. ‘Not what you fear, I can see. No, Miss Leigh. Your little niece is sound enough. But her nerves are all on edge and strained, and that accounts for her bad fits of insomnia, her tempers and petulance, and her lack of appetite. She has been living at far too great a rate, and is worn out. You tell me that she has begun to grow very quickly this last year; and that, on top of everything else, has no doubt helped to bring her to this.’

	‘Then what can I do to help her?’

	For reply, he turned over some papers on his desk. ‘You tell me that you are called up, and must go before long?’

	‘Yes, Doctor. And that is just why I am so anxious about Lavender. I have said nothing to her as yet; but I am sure she will break her heart, when she hears. She has never left me for a day since she was five years old, and the bare thought of being parted from me will upset her badly.’

	‘And yet—and please don’t misunderstand me—it is the best thing possible for both of you at the moment.’

	Miss Leigh’s jaw dropped. A flush of indignation came into her cheeks as she repeated, ‘Best for both of us? What can you mean? I confess, Dr Marilliar, I don’t understand you at all!’

	The great doctor, famed for his success with children’s cases, smiled slightly. ‘I was afraid you might feel like that at first. Look here, Miss Leigh, Lavender’s is the last case for the present. It is a miserable day and just about four o’clock—tea-time. I’m sure you could do with a cup of tea, and my sister-in-law will have it ready now. Suppose we send Lavender to the schoolroom with my own young people, and go along to the drawing-room and then you and I can have a good talk. What do you say?’

	Something in the genial voice, more, perhaps, in the great kindliness of the grey eyes looking at her, thawed Miss Leigh’s annoyance, and she found herself meekly agreeing to his suggestion. He crossed the room to the baize-covered door, and called through, ‘Are you ready, Lavender?’

	The door was thrown open, and his patient came slowly out.

	She was a thin—too thin—child of about thirteen. Eyes of lavender blue were set in a nervously-featured face that was too pale for health. She was tall for her years, and her jerky movements and continual twitchings bore out all he had said about her nerves. She spoke in a high-pitched voice with a cultured accent which only just escaped being a whine. Her light-brown hair was twisted into lank ringlets that just brushed her shoulders, and were tied up at one side with a big bow that matched her eyes. Her loose woollen frock was of the same colour, with muslin collar and cuffs, and her silk stockings and beautifully-cut shoes were superfine.

	‘Come along, Lavender,’ said the doctor with a smile. ‘I’m going to hand you over to my family while your aunt has tea in the drawing-room with my sister and myself.’ He took up a speaking-tube, and blew down it. Almost at once there came an answering whistle, and then a clear voice said, ‘It’s Alixe, Uncle Frank. What do you want?’

	‘You,’ he replied. ‘Come to the consulting-room, will you, dear?’

	He left the tube, and went back to his desk, and a moment later there came a tap at the door, and then a girl entered. She was no taller than Lavender, with a mane of reddy-brown hair, neatly combed off her face, and fastened on the nape of her neck with a big slide which allowed little curls and babyish rings to dance about an oval face. Her eyes were deep-blue, almost the hue of blue violets, and her cheeks were pink with health. She came in shyly, and went up to the desk without looking at the strangers. She wore a simple brown frock, and, judging by her appearance, was about fourteen, though they discovered later that Alixe McNab was nearly sixteen.

	The doctor drew her to his side. ‘Alixe, I want you to take Lavender—this is Lavender, by the way—and give her tea with the rest of you in the schoolroom. Is Mollie in?’

	‘Yes, Uncle Frank. Auntie Peggy said it was too wet for her to go out, so she and George decided to go on with the Magazine.’ Alixe used the name with some pride and importance, and her uncle laughed.

	‘Well, tell them I want them to look after Lavender and show her their possessions. Are Monny and Vicky in, too?’

	‘Monny is, but Vicky went round to the Evans’ just before the rain came on so heavily.’

	‘Good! Then take Lavender and run along quickly. I’ll send for her when I want her. One moment, though. This is Miss Leigh, Lavender’s aunt. One of my nieces, Miss Leigh. Now run off, the pair of you.’ And he chased them out of the room, giving Miss Leigh no chance to interfere with his arrangements. Alixe held out her hand at once to Lavender, drawing her away, and the younger girl went without more ado. Then the doctor turned to Miss Leigh with a boyish smile.

	‘We are a large family, Miss Leigh,’ he said. ‘Besides my own pair, I am guardian to the children of my only sister, and there are five of them.’

	‘Seven children!’ exclaimed Miss Leigh. ‘What a family for these days!’

	‘It’s not quite so bad as that. Barney, my own boy, is twenty, and at Bart’s. Following in my footsteps, you see, though surgery is his real interest. Monica, my girl, is nearly eighteen now, and in her last year at school. Then she goes to Bedford—she wants to be a physical training mistress. Her cousin, Vicky, who is nineteen, is at the Westminster Hospital, training as a doctor. Then there are Alixe whom you have just seen, who is sixteen in March, the twins, Mollie and Geordie, who are twelve; and Ned, who is nine. Ah, here we are; and this is my sister-in-law, Miss Primrose. Peggy, can you give Miss Leigh and myself some tea?’

	Miss Leigh found herself seated beside a very charming person, who looked absurdly young to be aunt to anyone. Later, she found out that Miss Primrose was only twenty-seven. She had kept house for her brother-in-law ever since her sister had died; but along with all the duties that the housekeeper for a doctor cannot escape, she managed to put in several hours a week at a canteen, as well as help with Red Cross activities, and do fire-watching two nights a week. At present, she gave her visitor tea and a crumpet, saw that she had a little table for her cup, and chatted brightly on indifferent subjects while she attended to the doctor’s wants and her own.

	But Miss Leigh was far too anxious about her little niece to pay much attention to anything else, and when she had drunk her first cup of tea, she turned her eyes on the doctor, and said rather piteously, ‘What did you mean just now when you said it was best for Lavender and me to be parted? It couldn’t be! We’ve always been together, ever since her parents died and I took charge of her. I know she will break her heart. But what can I do?’

	For reply, the doctor held out his cup to Peggy Primrose, who took it with a look of sympathy at the guest. Then he turned to Miss Leigh. ‘I want to tell you a story,’ he said in his delightful voice. ‘The autumn before war broke out, my sister Lucia, who was with her husband and children on the Karroo, farming, sent home to us her two elder girls, Vicky and Alixe, because they wanted them to have an English education. In the following April, Lucia and her husband were killed in a thunderstorm, and their three remaining children, the twins and Ned, came home also. My girl and her two cousins were, at that time, going to a very good day-school here; but a year later, the Head retired, and we had to find somewhere else for our four girls. We found it in a school which had evacuated to a large house outside of Howells, a little village about fourteen miles away. This school was originally started in Tirol, but after Hitler seized Austria, it was forced to close down, and was brought to Guernsey, where it had begun again. In the beginning it had had a large number of Austrian and German girls among its pupils, as well as many from other countries, including the Crown Princess of Belsornia.’

	‘The Crown Princess of Belsornia!’ exclaimed Miss Leigh. ‘Why, when Lavender and I went to Constantinople, we broke the journey at Firarto for the wedding of the Crown Princess. I remember that we heard that her chief bridesmaid was an English girl who had been at school with her.’

	‘That would be Mrs Maynard, sister of Lady Russell who began the school. She and Princess Elisaveta have always been great friends, I hear.’

	‘We caught a glimpse of the bridal procession. I remember thinking how lovely the Princess looked. And her bridegroom was such a handsome man. I wonder what has become of them? Belsornia is overrun by the Nazis, isn’t it?’

	‘I can tell you that,’ replied the doctor. ‘The Princess and her three children are living in Howells village with Mrs Maynard. As for her husband, Prince Raphael, he is with our Air Force in Libya. The King made them escape—the Princess when her baby daughter was only a fortnight old—and he himself tried to remain in Belsornia. But his people loved their King too dearly to hear of it; they hid him—I believe, almost by main force—and finally smuggled him out of the country. Where he is now no one is very sure, though Lady Russell’s husband, Sir James, who is head of the big new Sanatorium—another escapee from Tirol—told me the other day that the Princess had had a letter telling her he was safe.’

	‘I am very glad to hear it,’ said Miss Leigh. Then her own troubles came back with renewed force, and she returned to them at once. ‘But, Doctor, what am I to do with Lavender? Where can I send her?’

	He smiled. ‘Don’t you see yet what I’m driving at, Miss Leigh? Where can she be better cared for than in such a place as the Chalet School, which is so closely connected with the Sanatorium? I suggest—school!’

	‘Vicky was there until she was eighteen,’ put in Peggy Primrose to give Miss Leigh time to recover from the shock. ‘Monny will be there till the end of the summer term. And, of course, Alixe has at least two more years; and Mollie is really not very far on in her school career. If you accept my brother-in-law’s suggestion, Lavender will go there with friends ready-made. And, of course, I know he will see her when we go over to see our own girls. It really is an excellent school, where she would be with children of her own age, who are very nice children, and get a good education into the bargain. If you have to part with her—and if you are called up, I can quite see that you must—then you couldn’t send her to a better place. All our girls are very happy there; and I’m sure Alixe has improved in health since she’s been there. The others are all sturdy enough, but Alixe has given us one or two anxious moments, hasn’t she, Frank? But you’ve been much happier about her lately.’

	The doctor nodded. ‘I regard my orphan nieces and nephews as a very sacred charge, as you may imagine, Miss Leigh. Some day I must account to my sister and her husband for my care of them. What I want you to do is to send your little niece to the school where I have entrusted even our delicate Alixe, for I can recommend it unreservedly. Lavender will be happy there, once she has settled down to school life. She will be well looked after from every point of view. And I can keep an eye on her as well if you should wish it.’

	‘I should want that, of course. I may be sent anywhere, and to know that someone like you was watching over her would be a great comfort,’ said Miss Leigh in bewildered tones. ‘But—school? Somehow, I’d never thought of it for her. You see, she has led such a very different life. I don’t—know—if she would—like it at all. I’ve taught her myself, and I think she is quite well advanced for her age. She’s a clever child, too. But she has never mixed much with other children. Do you think she would be happy in such very different surroundings?’

	‘Not at first, I expect. Indeed, unless she is a very unusual child, I, am afraid she will dislike it exceedingly. But she will get over that; and it is what she needs. I don’t wish to be unkind, Miss Leigh; but you can surely see for yourself that she has led a very unnatural life for a child. Of course, you have the final word; but I warn you candidly that unless something of the kind is done, you will find yourself with a nervous invalid on your hands before another two years are over. Neurasthenia is one of the most difficult troubles to cure—and one of the most trying to nurse. If Lavender is taken in time, I think six months will see the end of most of her troubles. But what she needs, more than a rest-cure, as you suggested to me at first, more than any further travelling or distraction of her mind—what she needs is the normal, heedless life of the normal, healthy child. She wants to live by rule—to get up at a certain time, eat her meals at stated intervals, have stated occupations for stated hours; organised play at others; and go to bed at a regular time every night. And she wants it not for a few months, but a few years. Thirteen, isn’t she? Well, if you can give her that for the next five years, you ought to have a normal, happy girl as niece when she is eighteen. I have told you the alternative.’

	The doctor sounded very stern as he said this; but he had had a full account at the beginning of the visit of the sort of life Lavender Leigh had led ever since she was five, and he was determined to put a stop to it if he could. To his mind, it was little short of providential that Miss Leigh found herself in her present dilemma. It would give the child a chance she might not have had otherwise. He was very sorry for the worried-looking lady opposite him; but he was quite clear that Lavender must have her chance if it were possible.

	Miss Leigh looked at Peggy Primrose, and that young lady nodded. ‘I know my brother-in-law is right. Do take his advice, Miss Leigh. I know you will never regret it. Look here,’ she went on eagerly, ‘I’ll send for Mollie—she’s nearest to Lavender’s age—and she shall tell you herself about the school. Won’t that be best, Frank?’

	The doctor nodded. ‘Good scheme, Peggy!’ He went to the door, and called, ‘Mollie! I want you for a few minutes. Come here, girlie!’

	There was the scuttering of light feet, and a bonny, sturdy girl of twelve entered. Mollie was sufficiently like her elder sister for her to be known as a member of the same family; but she had none of the traces of delicacy that showed in Alixe’s face; and as Miss Leigh looked at the round, beaming countenance with its laughing blue eyes, and halo of brown curls, she began to wish that Lavender was more like this.

	‘What did you want, Uncle Frank?’ asked Mollie cheerfully.

	‘This is Miss Leigh, Lavender’s aunt,’ said the doctor. ‘She is thinking of sending Lavender along with you to the Chalet School, and would like to know something about it from your point of view.’

	If Miss Leigh had been an observant person, she would have seen that Mollie’s face fell markedly at this news. But she was not. The doctor saw it, and a twinkle came into his eyes as he waited. It was what he had expected after his interview with Lavender.

	Mollie said, ‘How do you do, Miss Leigh?’ very properly. Then she added, ‘What would you like me to tell you? It’s a very good school, you know, and awfully full. I don’t know if there’d be room for anyone else. Have you written to the Head to ask? Crowds of people are always rushing to come to us. You see, it’s such a jolly decent place.’

	‘You needn’t worry about that, Mollie,’ said her uncle. ‘Tell Miss Leigh about what you do—your gardens, for instance.’

	Mollie was a keen gardener, and needed no further spur. She poured out on Miss Leigh a flood of information about the form gardens; and then went on happily about lessons, games, expeditions, and her chums, till that lady was almost reconciled to the idea. Almost; but not quite. When the doctor had sent Mollie back to the schoolroom, she needed still further persuasion from him and Miss Primrose. But at length he sent for his own daughter, Monica, a big, jolly-looking person of nearly eighteen, who was a prefect, and asked her to promise to look after Lavender if she were sent.

	‘Yes; I’ll give an eye to her,’ said Monica. She was old enough to have some self-control, and therefore even her father did not know her private opinion of Lavender, which was that, of all the conceited, spoilt little wretches she had ever met, Lavender Leigh was the worst.

	Finally, Miss Leigh collected her niece, and went off, agreeing to visit the school herself, and see if they could take Lavender.

	‘And they will,’ said the doctor to his sister-in-law. ‘I’m ringing up Miss Annersley at once, and she’ll take her when she hears what I’ve got to say.’

	


CHAPTER II
 ‘BILL’ HAS AN INTERVIEW

	‘What a day!’ Miss Wilson, senior mistress at the Chalet School, cast a look out of the window before she settled down again to her novel.

	She had some cause for her remark. All day it had snowed, beginning with sleet in the early morning, and then going on to real, heavy flakes of snow which drove before the wind that had grown fiercer and fiercer with the rising gale. The New Year had come in with a couple of bright, sunny days; but today had shown a bad change, and she was glad that there was nothing to take her out. The big fire and comfort of the staff-room were far more to her liking at present, though she was an ‘open-airy person,’ to quote Daisy Venables, an ornament of the Lower Fifth, and usually revelled in long walks, whatever the weather.

	She was alone at the school, except for the servants. Even the Head, Miss Annersley, had gone off for Christmas, though she was expected to return by the end of the present week. ‘Bill’ had had two or three invitations, but had refused them all. The previous term had been an exciting one, and she felt she would rather stay at school in peace than be a guest anywhere. She had no home of her own except a little cottage in the wilds of Dartmoor, which had been lent for the duration to a cousin from Portsmouth who had gone there with her three small children. There would be no room for another, and ‘Bill’ had flatly declined to go. The Head had left on Christmas Eve, and the science mistress had had a comfortable if solitary time for the last ten days. Now, as she glanced again at the whirling snowstorm, she told herself that she was safe from any invasion today. She curled up luxuriously in her huge armchair, took another chocolate from the box which had been one of her Christmas presents, and returned to her light novel.

	The next moment there was a tap at the door, and then Gwladys-from-the-hill-farm came in to announce with her usual sniffle, ‘A lady to see you, Miss.’

	‘To see me?’ asked Miss Wilson incredulously. ‘Are you sure, Gwladys?’

	‘Well, Miss, she asked for Miss Annersley, but I said she was away, but you would see her, as she said it was very important whatever.’

	‘Oh! Well—where have you put her?’

	‘In the library, Miss.’

	Miss Wilson got to her feet, looked hurriedly round the room to make sure that it was passably tidy, pushed her chocolate-box under the cushion of her chair, smoothed down the thick white hair that curled rampantly over her head, and said, ‘You’d better bring her in here. It’s warm enough anywhere with the central heating; but a fire looks more cheery on a day like this. If I ring, bring tea, will you? Ask Megan to see to it.’

	Gwladys nodded and vanished, to return presently with a tall, sallow-faced lady in maroon jersey suit with hat to match. ‘Miss Leigh!’ she announced. ‘Will I tell the shuvver to come to the kitchen, Miss?’

	Miss Wilson sighed inwardly. Gwladys never would have suitable manners for a parlour-maid; but they were lucky to have anyone at all these days. A club foot and short sight had prevented her from being in any of the Women’s Services. Their bright, pretty little Guernesiaises maids who had come with them when the school had evacuated from Guernsey had gone long since. Michelle and Rhoda were in the W.A.A.F., and Annette and Olivette had joined the W.R.N.S.; while Dulcie was driving a motor-lorry. Then the mistress came forward, holding out her hand with a pleasant smile. The lady took it eagerly in response to the welcoming, ‘Good afternoon. What a terrible day it is! I hope you aren’t quite frozen? Come and sit down by the fire, won’t you? I’m sorry Miss Annersley is away at present.’ Miss Wilson talked on easily, as she seated her unwanted guest in another easy-chair, and took her own again, ‘But perhaps I can help you.’

	Miss Leigh looked at her fixedly. Then she relaxed in her comfortable chair with a little sigh. ‘I think I begin to see what the doctor meant when he told me to send Lavender here. I am sure you would be good to her, wouldn’t you?’

	‘Which doctor was that?’ asked Miss Wilson, who was a practical person.

	‘Dr Marilliar of Medbury. He told me that his own daughter and his nieces were here, and very happy with you, and had done well, too.’

	‘Oh, yes; we have Monica and her younger cousins. The elder girl, Vicky, has left us now, and is training as a doctor at the Westminster. Have you met them?’ asked ‘Bill.’ ‘They are all four such dear girls.’

	‘We did not see the one who is to be a doctor; but he sent Lavender off with one of the younger ones—Alixe, I think, he called her—and she told me that there were a big girl and a little one as well. I had tea with the doctor and his sister in the drawing-room, you see.’

	Inwardly thinking that this conversation was beginning at the wrong end, ‘Bill’ nodded. ‘I see. And he wants you to send—Lavender, is it?—to us? Has she ever been at school before?’

	‘Oh, no. It was impossible with all our travelling, you see.’

	‘Bill’ was puzzled. Who on earth could the woman be? Her face was somehow familiar. And so was the name, ‘Lavender.’ But in what connection, the mistress was unable to think for the moment. So she only said, ‘I see. And now, of course, travel is at an end—at any rate until Hitler and his gang are safely tied up. But how old is Lavender? You see, we are fairly full here, and there are only certain forms in which there are any vacancies. If we can fit her into one of those, well and good. But if not, then I’m afraid we can’t take her. This is a big house; but even so, space is limited, and we have nearly as many as we can manage.’

	‘She is fourteen—or will be next month. She is my niece—I am Sylvia Leigh, you know.’

	Once again ‘Bill’ had that teasing feeling that she knew the name, and once again she was unable to place it. Still, she could hardly show her lack of knowledge, for the lady clearly expected her to understand. ‘I see,’ she said. ‘Then, as it is the doctor who has advised sending her here, I suppose you took her to see him professionally?’

	‘That’s just it!’ Miss Leigh leaned forward eagerly. ‘You see, when war broke out, we were in Martinique. Of course, I tried to get back at once, and we managed to get away, and, most mercifully, we had an uneventful journey—we flew, of course. Then, in the next year we went to Scotland, though, of course, we couldn’t go to some of the best parts as they were forbidden. Last year, we managed with Wales, and that book will, I hope, be out for Easter. But I had to register then—I am thirty-three, you see—and, apart from that, I’ve been having so much trouble with Lavender. She wasn’t sleeping, and she had no appetite. Then she got—a little fretful. In fact,’ she added in a sudden burst of candour, ‘she was really irritable. I think she misses the excitement of seeing new places. Of course, after the wandering life we have led, and all the journeys we have made, I admit that just visiting Scotland and Wales must have seemed a little—well—tame. But she lost weight, and I was really worried about her. Then a lady I met in a hotel in Conway advised me to take her to Dr Marilliar of Medbury—such a wonderful man with children, she told me. And I must say, I found him very thorough and understanding. It was he who told me that it would be better for Lavender to go to school; and he suggested the Chalet School. Indeed, he recommended it most strongly. So I found out where it was, and got someone to take charge of Lavender for the day, and came to see you about it. You will take her, won’t you? I don’t want to seem to boast, but you do know that to have Lavender Leigh in the school will be—well—worth having. She must be one of the best-known little girls in the British Empire by this time, of course.’

	By this time ‘Bill’ had got her bearings. Of course! Lavender Leigh! The heroine of that series of travel-books for children known as ‘The Lavender Laughs Series’!—Lavender Laughs in Cyprus, Lavender Laughs in Brazil, Lavender Laughs in New Guinea. It was only last term that she herself had said, somewhat unkindly, as she looked at the latest addition to the Junior Library, which—she remembered now—had been Lavender Laughs in Scotland, ‘And I suppose if it hadn’t been for the war we should have had Lavender Laughs at the North Pole! I should think it’s about the only corner of the earth that grinning little monkey hasn’t “laughed” in!’

	And this must be the ‘Auntie’ of the series. Then she lost the thread of her thoughts, for Miss Leigh was saying plaintively, ‘You will take her, won’t you? For I may be called up any time now, and I do want Lavender happily settled before that happens.’

	‘Bill’ collected herself. ‘I can’t agree without consulting my Head, I’m afraid. Could you give me any idea of Lavender’s schoolwork?’

	Miss Leigh nodded. ‘Her languages are very good, of course. She speaks French fluently, and her Portuguese is excellent too. She knows a little Spanish and Italian—we were six months in Libya; you may remember Lavender Laughs in Libya? Such a good alliterative title, the publisher told me! I have always read a good deal of history and mythology to her, so that she would understand the underlying meaning of the native customs. And naturally she has picked up a lot of geography. I’m afraid she is not too good at arithmetic—it’s a weak point with both of us, though I’ve managed so that we aren’t too badly cheated over the exchange—money, I mean. But I never went much further than decimals and simple practice myself—I was a dud in Maths at school, though I always won the essay prize. Of course, it was impossible to travel a governess, so I taught her myself, and when we were anywhere where I could get someone for a month or two, I did so. But she’s never been to school in her life, of course.’

	‘Bill’ was not very sure what to say. It sounded rather as if Lavender would be a problem from more points of view than one. She was irritable, not sleeping, not eating—and her education—if it could be called that—sounded scrappy in the extreme. The mistress decided that matters must wait until the Head herself returned. She could deal with it. It was, after all, her job. ‘Bill’ herself was only a stop-gap, and had no official right to say whether they could accept the child or not. But in making this decision, Miss Wilson knew in her heart of hearts that if she chose to say that they could find room for Lavender, Miss Annersley would agree. They were old friends, who had worked together for many years. The Head might be ex officio the one to make decisions, but they had always discussed all school affairs together, and in actual fact, ‘Bill’ had as definite a veto on what they did as Miss Annersley.

	‘All the same, I don’t want to take on a responsibility of this kind,’ she thought as she rang for tea. ‘Perhaps, if Hilda asks me I’ll tell her what I think—if I can find that out. Upon my word, I’m not any too sure what I do think about it!’

	Over the tea-cups, Miss Leigh enlarged on the subject of her little niece, and the science mistress learned among other things that Lavender was very sensitive, and simply worshipped beauty in every shape or form.

	‘Of course, I have done all in my power to direct her tastes in that direction,’ said Miss Leigh, as she enjoyed Megan’s luscious toast and some of the school’s own honey. ‘I think it so necessary for a child’s tastes to be moulded in the right direction from the very first. I have always tried to keep ugly things from her. I have never even allowed her to listen-in to the war news. I do feel that we should try to keep our children as free from all horrors as possible, don’t you, Miss Wilson?’

	‘The little ones—yes,’ said Miss Wilson. ‘But I also feel that when children reach the teens, at any rate, they ought to know something of the evils we are fighting against—something of what other children, no older than they, are enduring in the occupied countries. After all, it will be, in great measure, the boys and girls who are now in their early teens who will have to rebuild life, once the war is over. How can they do it adequately if they don’t understand what it is they have to consider in laying the foundations for what must be, to quote Hitler’s words, a new order? And, apart from that, it doesn’t do to wrap children up in too much cotton-wool. It may have answered in our mothers’ day, when a girl was, in the main, expected to stay at home until she married, and went to a home of her own. But these children will have to go out and face the world; and unless we who are responsible for their present training give them some backbone, many of them will crumple up and fall before what they must meet. By all means, keep the worst horrors from them. But I do feel that they must learn something of what war in these days of mechanism can mean, so that they can build and work to prevent its ever happening again. Or, if that be too high an ideal—and it certainly is Utopian—at any rate so that they can prevent its ever becoming so gigantic.’

	Miss Leigh stared at her as if she were talking some strange, new language. ‘But—that is a terrible view to take of life!’ she cried. ‘As for facing the world, I hope my little Lavender will not have to do that. She has some money of her own from her parents; and I have saved all I could so that she may be really well provided for.’

	‘And who can guarantee that it will be there for her when she is grown-up?’ demanded ‘Bill.’ ‘Or even if it is, if the foundations are not well laid, who can say that twenty-five years or so after peace is declared the world may not be plunged once again into chaos? Did you expect ever to serve in the army? Yet it has come. No, Miss Leigh; make no mistake! From the time they are old enough to understand what starvation and terrorism mean, our children must be taught about them, so that they can see to it that their children shall not go through what so many of the children of the present day are going through!’ ‘Bill’s’ eyes flashed, and her cheeks flushed as she thus proclaimed her own creed, and Miss Leigh began to feel that perhaps there was something in what she said. But not for Lavender—never for Lavender! The fond aunt felt that she would go to almost any lengths to save Lavender from knowing anything about the present state of affairs. She said as much, and ‘Bill’ discreetly held her tongue on the subject for the rest of the visit.

	Finally, when Miss Leigh rose to go with the understanding that she was to return the next week to see Miss Annersley about Lavender’s coming to the school, she turned to the science mistress with a little imploring gesture. ‘I see that you don’t agree with me about giving children nothing but beauty to look on or to hear,’ she said, ‘but you will remember what a little sensitive plant Lavender is, won’t you? If it is the rule of the school that a certain amount of the war-news is told to the girls, you will try to soften it down for her, won’t you? But of course I know you will.’

	‘Much will depend on Lavender’s form, if she comes,’ replied ‘Bill.’ ‘If she goes into one of the Junior forms, then she will hear comparatively little. So far as age is concerned, she ought to be in the Upper Third. But, judging by what you tell me, I think it much more likely that it will be Lower Third, or even Upper Second, and they get very little.’

	‘Of course; I quite see that. I am sure you are most careful,’ gushed the visitor. ‘But then, of course, I’m an old hen with one duckling, and of course I do find it hard to see her dancing towards the water’—‘Bill’ only just smothered a smile at this remarkable metaphor—‘and not do all I can to keep her on dry land. Well, goodbye, Miss Wilson, and thank you so much for all your kindness. And it was a most delicious tea! Such honey. But then, of course, as you keep your own bees, it is hardly to be wondered at, is it? Oh, don’t trouble to come out to the door! It is such a terrible day! Of course, after so many years in sunny countries, Lavender and I feel it more than people who are accustomed to it. Goodbye!’

	‘I wonder,’ said ‘Bill’ as, back again in the common-room, she sank exhaustedly into her chair, ‘I wonder just how many times during the conversation that woman used the words “of course”? I never was so sick of a phrase in my life! Let’s hope Lavender hasn’t picked it up, or I see some of her future little playmates giving her a time of it. Well, after all that, I think I need some refreshment. I ought to go and change for dinner. But I won’t—I’ll be lazy and have a tray in here. In the meantime, I’d like to find out just who kidnapped “Janey.” Half-past six? I’ve time for the rest of the story, anyhow!’

	


CHAPTER III
 LAVENDER ARRIVES

	It was all settled. Lavender was to come to the Chalet School when it re-opened at the end of January. Miss Annersley had listened gravely to all ‘Bill’ had to tell her, and had then nodded. ‘Yes, Nell. There’s nothing else to be done if we can take her. Of course——’

	‘Oh, for pity’s sake, don’t!’ implored Miss Wilson.

	The Head stared at her in surprise. ‘Don’t what? What do you mean?’

	‘Don’t say “of course”!’ ‘Bill’ spoke with tragic emphasis. ‘That awful Miss Leigh began every other sentence with it, and I never was so tired of one phrase as I was of that by the time she went. It’s to be hoped, for Lavender’s sake, that she hasn’t picked up the trick, or she’ll be ragged unmercifully. Do you remember how Gwensi Howell’s gang broke her off ending most of her speeches with “whatever”?’

	Miss Annersley began to laugh. ‘Shall I ever forget! How angry Gwensi used to get! Still, it did do it. She only uses it now when she’s thoroughly stirred up and extra Welsh. Well, what I was going to say is that Lavender must do the entrance papers. If she does well enough for Upper Third, I’m afraid that will settle it. That form has thirty girls already and is full. We can’t break rules, even for the famous Lavender Leigh.’

	However, a letter from Dr Marilliar arrived the next day which rather changed her mind on the subject. That was followed up by a visit from himself, and after a long and serious talk, the two mistresses were agreed that if Lady Russell, who was the owner of the school, would agree to their breaking the hitherto inflexible rule that no form might contain more than thirty girls, Lavender must come, even if it meant having thirty-one in the Upper Third. As it turned out, there was no need to worry on that score. Lavender only just scraped into Lower Third, of which Mollie McNab was an ornament, as well as Lady Russell’s second niece, Bride Bettany, who, much to her disgust, had been moved up at the end of the previous term. Bride had to leave all her friends behind, since none of them was either very brilliant or very hard-working, and she felt thoroughly ill-used. Indeed, she went so far as to say that if she had known she would be parted from them like this, she would never have bothered to be top of the form every week throughout the term.

	‘That’s very naughty, Bride,’ said her aunt, to whom this remark was made. ‘You ought to be proud of getting two removes in two terms.’

	‘But the rest aren’t getting them,’ wailed Bride. ‘I wanted to stay with my own chums, Auntie Madge. I’m ever so much younger than the rest of the Lower Third, and it’ll be frightfully boring to be with them.’

	Lady Russell only laughed, and reminded her that she would have plenty of her friends out of school hours, and Bride went off feeling that all her world was against her. ‘I won’t fag to work now, anyhow,’ she told her cousin, Primula Venables, who was one of the Gang. ‘Then p’r’aps they won’t keep me up.’

	‘You’ll get into awful rows if you do that,’ Primula warned her. ‘You know they’ll guess something’s gone wrong. They won’t put you down again, though. It’s only for two terms, anyhow. Julie, and the McDonalds, and the Ozannes, and Nancy Chester ought all to be coming up at the end of the year. Even I might. I’ll try hard, anyhow.’

	‘You’ll be all right,’ said Bride gloomily. And then, to add to everything else, Auntie Madge caught her just half an hour before they had to set out for school, and told her that there would be a new girl in her new form, and Bride was to look after her.

	‘I shan’t have any time,’ said Bride sulkily. ‘Who is she, anyhow?’

	‘That’s not quite the way to speak,’ her aunt reminded her gently. ‘It is a girl a little older than you. Mollie McNab’s uncle is interested in her, and he asked Uncle Jem if you would be friends with her, as Mollie is to be in the Lower Fourth, so can’t be expected to have much to do with her. Lower Fourth is still the first form in the Middle School, isn’t it?’

	Bride nodded. ‘What have I got to do for her? And what’s her name?’

	‘I think you’ll be rather interested when you hear. She is Lavender Leigh. Don’t you remember that book you loved so—Lavender Laughs in Turkey? Well, this is Lavender. She can’t travel just now, of course, so her aunt, Miss Leigh, is sending her to school, and Dr Marilliar advised the Chalet School. Monica will give an eye to her; but the doctor wants to feel that she has a friend in her own form. Do you see, dear?’

	‘But you can’t be friends just like that,’ said Bride unexpectedly. ‘You are or you aren’t. I’ll see she knows about things, and I’ll tell her the rules if she wants it; but I’ve got my own chums, and I can’t drag her in with us unless the others want it, Auntie Madge.’

	Madge Russell nodded. ‘That’s all I ask of you, Bride. Now cheer up, girlie, and give me a kiss. I hope you will have a very happy term, and find that being in Lower Third isn’t so bad as you fear. Send Sybil to me, will you? I’ve found her handkerchief sachet, so she must put it into her case now. I’ll come and see you all off presently.’

	It was quite a party that left the Round House. Besides Bride, there were her eldest sister, Peggy, who was in Upper Third; Sybil Russell, a small beauty, who happily occupied a midway position in Lower Second; primrose-fair Primula Venables, Sir James Russell’s younger niece; and Primula’s elder sister Daisy, a long-legged, daisy-faced girl of nearly sixteen, who was an ornament of the Lower Fifth. Daisy and Primula usually made their home with Lady Russell’s younger sister, Jo Maynard. But just at the end of the Christmas term, Jo’s husband, Jack Maynard, had come home after he had been given up for lost, and Madge Russell had insisted that the Venables, at any rate, must spend their holidays with her, so that the Maynards might have their Christmas together. It would be the first one since the war began, for Dr Jack, as the girls of the Chalet School called him, had been on foreign service ever since the middle of the first December. So they, and their triplet daughters, and Jo Maynard’s beloved, adopted sister, Robin Humphries, had kept house and enjoyed the Christmas season alone in Plas Gwyn in Howells Village, while Daisy and Primula had been at the Round House; and the McDonald twins, the other inmates of Plas Gwyn, had been taken in by Jo’s great chum, Frieda von Ahlen, who lived in a small house at the far end of the Plas Gwyn lane with her little son, Louis. The Crown Princess of Belsornia had betaken herself and her family of three to the house of a cousin of her mother’s, who was anxious for her to make her home there until Belsornia was freed from Nazi rule. Now that term was beginning, Daisy would be a weekly boarder at school, going back to Plas Gwyn for the week-ends, while the small fry were to be full boarders for the term. No one had forgotten what January and February of the previous year had been like.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Lavender
Laughs in the
Chalet School

Elinor Mary
Brent-Dyer

Librorium
Editions





