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Chapter I
 BETH AND BARBARA

	Beth Chester laid the book she had been reading on her knee and looked across with an amused smile at her younger sister. Ever since they had left the dining-waggon after breakfast, Barbara had spent her time gazing out of the window. As Beth reflected, at fourteen, she was behaving as if she were seven.

	“Still, there’s a good deal of excuse for her, poor babe,” the elder sister thought. “She’s been so shut away until just lately that it’s little wonder that she goggles at everything like a kid at a Sunday school treat!”

	She turned her wrist to look at her watch and the window-gazer caught the movement and turned her head to ask, “How much longer before we reach Basle now?”

	“I’m not too sure,” Beth replied. “I’ve never been this way before, any more than you have, so I can’t say.”

	“But you have been in Switzerland before. You came three summers ago with Daisy Venables and Gwensi Howell. I’ve still got those carved wooden bears you brought me.”

	“Yes; but that was Geneva and Lucerne. All this is quite new to me. Judging by the time, I should say we ought to be there in another half-hour or so. Are you tired?”

	Barbara’s Bubbles crop of flaxen curls bobbed wildly as she shook her head.

	“Not likely! I’m a lot too thrilled for that!” She squirmed round in her seat to face her sister. “Oh, Beth! You don’t know how much I’ve longed to travel and now it’s come at last!”

	Beth’s lovely face broke into a smile of sympathy. “I mayn’t know, but I can jolly well guess. You wait till the school begins to run expeditions! You’ll see something of the country that way before the term is many weeks old or I don’t know my Chalet School!”

	Barbara bounced excitedly up and down in her seat. “Do you really think so? How utterly marvellous if you’re right!”

	Beth laughed. “Babs! Do behave like a civilized being! Of course I’m right. You ask Aunt Jo when we see her if you don’t believe me. I’ve always heard that in the old Tirol days they did quite a lot of expeditions every term. And naturally they’ll run them early on, this term. I don’t suppose it’ll be any too easy to get about once the snow comes. When it snows in these parts it snows.”

	Barbara, who had spent a good part of her life in Guernsey where snow is by way of being a rarity, chuckled. “And that’ll be another thrill! Oh, I have been so looking forward to school at last! You simply can’t think?!”

	Beth regarded her young sister thoughtfully. “I wonder how you’ll really like it? You’ve never been away from Mummy in your life before.”

	“But that’s just it! Don’t you see, Beth? I’ve never been anywhere in my life away from her since I could remember. All the rest of you went off to boarding-school quite early——”

	“Not me,” Beth interrupted her decisively. “It didn’t happen for me until I was thirteen.”

	“Still, even that is a whole year younger than I am now,” the younger girl argued. “And Nancy and Janice and the boys went when they were seven.”

	Beth gave it up. “Well, you’ll be able to see how you like it very soon now. I expect you’ll love it, once you’ve settled down. Only, Babs, it will be different from home and I’m not sure how you’ll like it just at first. Do remember that it takes time to get accustomed to anything new. You stick it out, even if you don’t like all the changes just at first, and you’ll soon be enjoying yourself to the top of your bent. And, of course, I’ll always be there in the background if you want me.”

	Barbara’s rejoinder was unexpected. “I know that. But I’m not going to come running to you every time something happens that I don’t quite like. That would be like a baby! I’m going to stand on my own feet from now on. How much longer do you think the journey will be?”

	“I told you I couldn’t say exactly. Half an hour or so, I imagine. We’re due in at Basle at noon. It’s just on half past eleven now.”

	Barbara nodded. “Thanks a lot.” She turned back to her window and Beth was left to pick up her book again and smile to herself behind it. All the same, there were times when she wondered to herself just how Barbara would get on at school after being such a complete home-bird for the first fourteen years of her life.

	Barbara had been born at a bad time in the family’s history and had proved such a frail baby, that her father had baptized her almost on the spot. All through her babyhood and early childhood she had been the cause of alarms and anxiety on her behalf.

	As the centre of attention in her family, with all the others taught to give up to her in every way, she had had every excuse for being selfish and self-centred. As Beth reflected now, it was little short of a miracle that she had grown up as sweet of nature as she was.

	“It’s about the only time I’ve ever known measles to be a blessing in disguise,” the elder sister mused. “If it hadn’t been for that when she was ten, she might still be lounging about at home, the pet of everyone and getting more and more egotistical every day.”

	She went on remembering those early years. Barbara had been protected from all infection so thoroughly, that she had had none of the usual childish illnesses until, at ten, she had come down with measles to everyone’s consternation. It had been a sharp attack and for two or three days, they had been very anxious. Then she had turned the corner, and after that she had gone ahead by leaps and bounds. By the time measles was a thing of the past, she was a different girl. By the time her twelfth birthday came, she was considered fit enough to go to a small private school near at home. For the past year she had been begging to be allowed to join her second and fourth sisters at the Chalet School, which had then been on an island off the South Wales coast.

	To that, however, Mrs. Chester would not consent. Then the news came that the school originally begun in the Austrian Tirol, was to move out to the Oberland as a prelude to returning to the land of its birth. Dr. Chester had leapt at it.

	Anne Chester was the more ready to agree because an old friend, Joey Maynard, once Joey Bettany and sister of Lady Russell who had started the school in the days when she was still Madge Bettany, had gone out to make her home on the Görnetz Platz where the school was to open. Dr. Maynard, her husband, had been appointed head of the new Sanatorium to be opened up there, so Joey and her long family of eight would be close at hand and would be able to watch over the once delicate Barbara. As a final inducement, Beth, the eldest of the Chester family, was to join the Maynards as nursery governess and mother’s help to Joey.

	Beth lowered her novel at this point to survey her third sister meditatively.

	“What a change!” she thought. “She’s always been such a little misery, but now she doesn’t look particularly delicate at all. I wonder how she really will get on? I know she thinks it’s going to be all jam; and it won’t be, of course. No school ever is. I’m jolly glad on the whole that we’re to live with Aunt Jo and let her go for the day. It won’t be so awfully different from going to Miss le Marchant’s. And thank goodness I won’t have all the responsibility!”

	She looked at her watch again. Then she shut up her book, leaned forward and touched her absorbed sister’s arm. “Babs! We must be nearly there and you look positively wild! Here’s your comb and a face-cloth and towel. For goodness’ sake scoot along to the toilet and make yourself fit to be seen. If whoever meets us sees you looking like that, they’ll think they’re importing the original Wild Girl of the Woods!”

	Barbara giggled. “What a shock for them! Any soap? You do get filthy on continental trains!”

	“It’s the soft coal they use, I suppose,” Beth replied as she rummaged in her case. “Here you are! Scram! I don’t suppose you have any too much time.”

	Barbara scuttled away and Beth, after a quick glance at herself in the mirror of her compact, powdered her pretty nose, pulled on her hat at the latest angle and then began to lift down the suitcases from the rack.

	Barbara came back presently, looking decidedly better. Her sister had all the cases piled up at her feet and the books and magazines packed safely away. She looked up at the younger girl as she appeared in the corridor and nodded. “That’s a lot better! You look like a Christian now. Pull on your beret—here it is. We should be in Basle in a few minutes more. Where are your gloves? Let me look at you? Yes; you’ll do. You’re clean and tidy, at any rate.”

	Barbara grinned at her. “O.K., Grannie! I say, Beth,” she added more seriously as she tugged on her gloves, “I hope you don’t propose to try and run round after me all the time, do you? Because I warn you I’ve had all I want of that sort of thing for the rest of my life.”

	Beth stared at her speechlessly for a moment. Then she burst out laughing. “Well! You cheeky brat! There’s gratitude for you! Oh no, my child, I shan’t run round after you once we’re at the Görnetz Platz. That will be Aunt Joey’s job. And if that’s the way you’re going to take it, I don’t envy her, either. Hello! This must be Basle—the outskirts, anyhow. I don’t know how long the train waits, so we’d better make for the door. It may be only a few minutes.”

	Barbara subsided and her Declaration of Independence was left unfinished for the moment. She picked up a case and her raincoat while Beth saw to the rest of their possessions, and once she had Barbara and their hand-luggage safely out of the train and on the platform, she looked round anxiously, searching for their escort. The school proper would not come till the following day, but Mrs. Chester had been anxious to have Barbara settled safely at Freudesheim, the Maynards’ house, before term began so they had been sent off a day sooner.

	No one who looked like an escort seemed to be there. Beth began to tell Barbara to stay where she was by the cases while she herself went off to the van to claim their trunks, when she felt a gentle touch on her arm and swung round to find herself facing a very fair, slight person, pretty as a picture, with her shady black hat framing an apple-blossom face.

	For a moment Beth wondered who it could possibly be. Then she remembered. “Frieda!” she exclaimed. Then, reddening, “I beg your pardon—I meant Mrs. von Ahlen. I didn’t recognize you just at first,” she added apologetically. “It’s so many years since I last saw you.”

	“But I recognized you,” Frieda von Ahlen smiled. “You haven’t changed, Beth, except to grow up.”

	Beth laughed. “You’d expect that. I’ve been grown-up for ages. Have you come to meet us? How lovely! Barbara, this is Mrs. von Ahlen, Aunt Joey’s chum. Are you staying with Aunt Joey?” She turned back to Frieda.

	That lady shook her head. “But no! Most certainly not! My husband works in a bank here and our home is here, too. But Beth, where are your trunks? Surely you have more baggage than this?”

	“Yes—two trunks in the van. I was just going to see about them when you spoke to me,” Beth replied.

	“Then come with me and we will have them taken to the car,” Frieda said. “Barbara, you will stay here with the cases, will you not, mein liebling?”

	Barbara nodded shyly, so the two grown-ups went off and presently came back, followed by a porter who brought the trunks. They picked up the cases, and then led by Frieda they left the station and were quickly tucked into the little car waiting outside.

	“How tall you are, Beth,” Frieda said, with a glance at the beautiful girl beside her as she started the car. “But I remember both your parents were tall.”

	Beth laughed. “At one time I was the despair of the family, I grew so fast. But I’m no taller than Aunt Jo,” she added as they swung into the traffic stream.

	“No,” Frieda agreed. “Jo always was the giantess of our quartette.”

	Beth looked back at Barbara who was gazing round her excitedly. “Babs, Mrs. von Ahlen is one of Aunt Jo’s greatest pals. I’ve heard her talk about you,” she added to Frieda. “You stayed with her in England during the war and didn’t you have two little boys while you were with her?”

	Frieda von Ahlen laughed. “Louis and Gerard. And since then I have had Gretchen and, just this year, Joey’s god-daughter, Carlotta Josephine. The boys are at school at this hour, but you will see Gretchen and Carlotta when we reach home. You come with me for Mittagessen, Beth. Then I will take you and Barbara to the Centralbahnhof again and see you on to the train for Interlaken. Besides,” she added, “I have a message for you from Jo.”

	“That sounds lovely,” Beth began; but Frieda stopped her.

	“We will not talk now if you do not mind. The traffic is very busy to-day and I must keep my mind on my driving.”

	Beth fell silent and the remainder of the journey was taken without much more talk than an occasional word from Frieda, calling their attention to something of interest. At last they turned off a bustling street lined with offices and shops into a quieter side street and then to others until they were running down a broad road with big blocks of flats at either side. Before one of these, the car stopped and Frieda jumped out.

	“Here we are! No; leave your cases. Jakob will see to the car and you will be here so short a time this time, that it is not worth while carrying them up to the flat. Come, Barbara.”

	Barbara tumbled out into the sunny roadway and stood gazing round her. A short, sturdy man in uniform came up and Frieda spoke to him in rapid German which neither of the Chesters could follow, though Beth caught a word here and there and wished that she had not so completely dropped her German when she left school. Then they were led into the block of flats, deposited in the very latest thing in lifts and whisked up to the fifth floor, where the two English girls found themselves entering an airy flat that seemed full of sunlight.

	“This is our home for the present,” Frieda said as she ushered them into a big room with wide windows. “We are looking for a little house with a garden, outside the city; but we have this for a year.”

	A little girl came shyly up to them from one of the windows, and Frieda slipped an arm round her. “That is right, Blümchen,” she said, smiling. “Beth, this is our elder girl, Gretchen, born after we settled down in Innsbruck. Greet Beth and Barbara, Liebling,” she added to shy Gretchen, who curtsied with a little smile.

	Beth bent to kiss her. “How like you she is, Frieda,” she began. Then she stopped again flushing to the roots of her hair. “Oh, I’m so sorry! But Aunt Jo never calls you anything else.”

	“It is all right,” Frieda said quickly. “Do call me ‘Frieda’, Beth. I know Jo means that you shall drop the ‘Aunt’ now. After all, we are not so very much older than you. Yes; Gretchen is very like me. But wait till you see our baby!”

	Barbara, who had been silent from shyness, was moved to curiosity by this and involuntarily demanded, “Why?”

	Frieda laughed. “You will see in a moment. Gretchen, run and ask Marie if Mittagessen is ready for us. Come and see my baby, Barbara, until the bell rings.”

	She gave her small daughter a gentle push and then, slipping an arm through Barbara’s, took them along a shadowy passage into a bedroom where a big, beautifully carved cradle stood near the bed. Frieda beckoned them over to it and then stood back, her eyes on their faces.

	They knelt down on either side. As they looked in at its small occupant, Beth gave an exclamation of amazement and Barbara, after one look, sat back on her heels and exclaimed. “But she isn’t like you or Gretchen at all!”

	“Not in the least,” Frieda said placidly. “Gretchen and the boys are like me—fair. Carlotta is the image of her papa who is very dark.” Then she added with a chuckle, “Jo calls her, ‘Nigger Baby’!”

	“Oh, but she’s not!” Barbara cried in shocked tones. “And isn’t she lovely!” she added.

	As if in reply, the baby rolled over and opened big dark eyes. She looked up at the strange faces and then gave a chuckle.

	“Oh, what a darling!” Barbara cried. “Oh, may I hold her?”

	“Wait until she has had her dinner,” her mother said. She glanced at the cuckoo clock on the wall. “Yes; there is just time. Gretchen shall show you the bathroom and you can freshen yourselves. Then, after Mittagessen, while we drink our coffee, you shall nurse her, Barbara.” She raised her voice in a call and Gretchen came running.

	At her mother’s bidding, she led the visitors off to the bathroom and when they had washed and generally tidied themselves, she took them back to the big Saal. Beth tried to talk to her, but Gretchen was very shy and very little was to be got from her. Barbara was shy herself and remained dumb, too, so, as Beth thought despairingly to herself, there was little to be done about it. Luckily, Frieda came in a few minutes later, carrying Carlotta in her Moses ark and then the bell rang and they all went into the room next door which Frieda called the Speisesaal.

	Looking round it in the intervals of devouring cold chicken salad, ripe peaches and cream and sponge-cake, all washed down with a delicious fruit drink, Barbara decided that it was one of the prettiest rooms she had ever seen. Stands of flowering plants had been set between the windows and through the open windows with their screens of wire netting was to be seen a blue sky across which great white galleons of clouds drifted lazily. The table was covered with a blue and white checked cloth and the glasses were of all colours—yellow, ruby and sapphire blue.

	When they had finished their meal, they went back to the Saal and Barbara was thrilled to have the baby taken from her ark and laid in her arms while Beth and Mrs. von Ahlen drank their coffee.

	Gretchen came and stood beside her, gently stroking the baby’s black curls.

	“She is pretty?” she said very shyly.

	“She’s lovely!” Barbara replied quickly. “How lucky you are to have a baby sister! I was only four when Janice was born and Mummy wouldn’t let me hold her ever.”

	“Jolly good reason,” Beth said, overhearing this. “You were a tiny thing yourself and Janice was a good hefty baby. You’d have dropped her if you’d held her at that age. No; no more coffee, thank you. But it’s the most delicious I’ve ever tasted,” she added.

	Frieda smiled. “I am glad you enjoyed it. But now, I’m afraid we must go or you will miss your train.”

	Beth was remembering something. “Frieda, what was the message Aunt Joey gave you for me?”

	Frieda looked conscience stricken. “Yes; I know, Beth. Indeed, I have not forgotten. But it is—well, not very nice.”

	Beth sat up and Barbara pricked up her ears. Frieda took the baby from her and tucked the small sleepy thing into her Moses ark. When she had done everything, she said slowly: “It is this, Beth. Barbara cannot go to Freudesheim.”

	“Not go to Freudesheim?”

	“Then where am I to go?”

	The two exclamations came together. Frieda gave Beth a worried look. “The fact of the matter is that this morning Con and Len woke up with rashes and Jo says that Charles is not very well.”

	“What is she afraid of—measles?” Beth demanded.

	“Not that; no. But what you call German measles. There have been one or two cases among the visitors at one of the hotels and Jo’s family were playing with the children. Jo says she is almost certain that it is German measles, but Jack had not come home from San when she rang up——”

	At which point, the telephone bell trilled suddenly. The mistress of the flat jumped up and went to take the call. She called Beth in a moment, and that young lady hurried out of the room and took the receiver held out mutely.

	“Is that you, Aunt Joey?” she asked. “This is Beth.”

	“Well, I’m glad you’ve got so far,” Jo’s voice came back to her. “The thing is that though you may come all right—I remember you had it at school when they had that epidemic—Barbara most certainly may not!”

	“But what is it?” Beth demanded anxiously.

	With the intonation of a tragedienne, Jo replied, “German measles!”

	



Chapter II
 “BARBARA MUST BE A BOARDER”

	Beth’s first reaction was to giggle madly. Jo heard her and demanded with great indignation what there was to laugh at?

	“It’s not funny!” she said. “You probably don’t realize it, but we must have had the infection for at least a fortnight and Stephen went off to his prep school last Wednesday, probably full of it. That’s a nice beginning, isn’t it?”

	“Oh, no!” Beth cried. “How simply awful!”

	“You are telling me! And quite apart from that, I’ve seven of them here, including two babies who have their hands full already with cutting double teeth. Margot seems all right so far, but she’s practically safe to come down with it. So is Mike. I’m hoping for the best where Felix and Felicity are concerned. They’re not a great deal with the others, so they may have escaped. But we can’t be sure of that for another fourteen days. In the meantime, Barbara doesn’t come into this hotbed of germs. She’ll have to go straight to school and begin as a boarder after all.”

	Beth pulled herself together. “Well, it might be a lot worse. She’s been dying to be a boarder and it was only Mummy’s insistence that made Dad agree to your suggestion that she should have this term as a daygirl. And as for your family, once I’ve handed Babs over you’ll have me. I’m safe enough so far as German measles is concerned. The entire Fifth had it when I was a Fifth Former.”

	“I thought I was right about you. I’ll be thankful to get you! No one is ever really ill with it, but you’ve got to see that they keep out of draughts and so on and with a lively set like mine, it’s none too easy.”

	“So I should imagine. Well, don’t worry. We’re just off to the station with Frieda. I’ll hand Babs over to whoever comes to meet us and come straight on to you. By the way, if Margot and Mike are going to have it, I do hope they don’t linger too long over it. It would be maddening if they hung on till the very last day of quarantine and then started!”

	“Don’t mention it!” Jo cried. “If that happened, I should go crackers! Well, I mustn’t make you lose your train so I’ll ring off. See you presently.”

	She hung up and Beth returned to the Saal whither Frieda had preceded her. “Come along, Babs,” she said. “We must be departing. Can’t miss our train. Frieda, it’s been lovely to see you. You’ll forgive us if we fly now, won’t you?”

	Frieda nodded. “Come and get ready. We shall be in good time, so you have no need to feel flurried.” She glanced at Gretchen. “Will you come with us, Blümchen?”

	Gretchen was slightly less shy of Barbara by this time and she nodded. “Yes, Mütterchen.”

	As they prepared themselves and Frieda settled Gretchen’s shady hat, she said in an aside to Beth: “I shall not see you for some weeks now. But I hope you will come to visit us as soon as you can. Give my love to Jo and say that I trust all will go well with her little hospital.”

	Beth nodded. “Of course. And luckily everyone is on the phone, so we can ring up. Here are your gloves, Babs. Put them on if you don’t want to arrive at Interlaken with filthy hands.”

	She meant to delay telling Barbara the latest arrangements until they were in the train and well on their way. Barbara was anxious to know what had been happening, but she was still shy enough to say nothing. They went down in the lift, packed into the car which Jakob had brought round to the great doors again and set out for the Centralbahnhof. They arrived in plenty of time and Frieda saw them comfortably settled in corner seats before she and Gretchen bade them good-bye.

	“I want you to see my boys,” she said, laughing, to Beth. “When you knew them, Beth, they were very little fellows; but now they are big. Both my boys are like my own father in that.” Suddenly she laughed. “Jo used to call der Vater ‘Onkel Riese’. That means, ‘Uncle Giant’, Barbara. He is a very big man indeed, and Louis and Gerard are going to be just like him there.”

	“That was like Aunt Joey,” Beth laughed. “Oh, we’re off! Good-bye, Frieda! Thanks more than I can say for meeting us and being so kind. We’ve enjoyed it enormously and we’re both looking forward to seeing you again before too long. I’ll give Aunt Joey your messages.”

	She had to shout the last few words for the train was moving swiftly. Frieda waved her hand to show that she understood. Then the station was left behind and Beth and Barbara were alone.

	It really was alone. The train was barely half-full and they had their seats to themselves. Once they were well away, Beth stopped gazing out of the window and turned to look at her young sister. Barbara got in first.

	“Now tell me exactly what has happened?” she pleaded.

	“It’s not so much what has happened as what’s going to happen—at any rate, so far as you’re concerned,” Beth told her. “You’re getting your wish, Babs, and even Mummy can’t say anything against it.”

	Barbara’s blue eyes became saucers. “What do you mean!”

	“Just that you’ll have to start straight in as a boarder.”

	“What? Beth Chester! Do you really mean that?”

	“Barbara Emily Chester, I do—most definitely. Aunt Joey’s kids have started German measles so you certainly can’t go there. You couldn’t possibly go to an hotel by yourself and anyway, I don’t see the Head or any of the rest of the school authorities agreeing to that. So it’s school for you, my lamb, from the word ‘go’! How about it?”

	Barbara clasped her hands excitedly. Her eyes shone and her usually rather pale cheeks became vividly pink. “Oh! I’m so thrilled, I—I can’t think of anything to say! Is it really true? Oh, how simply marvellous!” Suddenly she leaned forward. “Beth, when the kids are all right again, I won’t have to come and live at Freudesheim and stop being a boarder, shall I? That would be just too awful!”

	Beth looked at her curiously. “I can’t say one way or the other. The Abbess and Aunt Joey will fix all that up.” She thought a moment. Then she added, “Look here; if I were you, I’d write to Auntie J. and get her to talk to Mummy. All her girls have been boarders at the school and so have Vanna and Nella Ozanne. You get the aunts on your side. I don’t say they’ll be able to shift Mummy if she wants you to be a daygirl when it’s possible; but if they know how badly you want it, I’m sure they’ll do their best. And I’ll dig in, too.”

	“Oh, I will!” Barbara spoke with deep fervour. “Oh, Beth! This really is my heart’s desire coming true!”

	“If you want it all that much, I hope you get it.” Beth looked uneasy, however. She added, “Only, don’t imagine it’s going to be all jam, for nothing ever is. You’ll come up against things you won’t like. Everyone does. But if you’ve anything in you, you’ll dig your toes in and stand up to it.”

	“How do you mean?” Barbara demanded. “It’s what I want—more than anything else in the world. And I know it won’t all be lovely. I’ve heard you and Nancy talk—and the cousins, too. But, whatever happens, I shan’t write home fussing.”

	“Well,” Beth said doubtfully, “as long as you feel that, I should think it’ll be all right. Anyhow, if things get too bad, you’ll have me and I’ll help you as far as in me lies. And there’s always Auntie Jo.”

	Barbara nodded, but her sensitive lips folded together in an unusually determined way.

	Nothing more was said on the subject. Barbara turned again to her window and was soon absorbed in watching the landscape. Once they were among the mountains, she forgot that she was fourteen and bounced up and down on her seat with excitement.

	“Oh, isn’t it wizard?” she cried delightedly. “Oh, look Beth! There’s snow on those mountain-tops and it’s still summer!”

	“But you knew that lots of the mountains here had snow all the year round,” Beth argued. “And do sit still! You’ll be smashing the springs of the seat if you keep bobbing up and down in that fashion.”

	“But it’s all so thrilling! Aren’t you thrilled?” Barbara gave her sister a shrewd glance. “Oh, Beth, you are! Don’t come over so grown-up!”

	Beth laughed. “Of course I’m thrilled. But you don’t catch me behaving like an insane jack-in-the-box!”

	Barbara sighed. “That’s what comes of being grown-up, I suppose. Oh, Beth! What a lovely, sunny lake!”

	It was Lake Thun along the north shore of which the line runs to Interlaken. Barbara was so delighted that she actually fell silent and sat quietly, gazing out at the still lucent waters in which they could see the mountains mirrored so clearly. Half-way along, she turned to her sister.

	“Beth, do you think the school will ever bring us down here?”

	“I expect so,” Beth said calmly. “Daisy Venables used to talk of the fun they had on the Tiernsee when the school was there. I should imagine you’ll come down quite often in the summer, at any rate. It won’t be much fun in the winter.”

	“Won’t it freeze over then? Perhaps they’ll teach us to skate.”

	“Perhaps they will. Now you stop flattening your nose against the window like that and help me with the cases. Do you want these mags or shall we leave them?”

	Barbara turned round from the window and gave her attention to the question. When the train finally rolled into the Hauptbahnhof, they were ready. Beth hung out of the window, her eyes roving round for their escort.

	“I’m here,” said a gentle voice almost immediately below her; and she looked down on Miss Dene, secretary to the Head and an old friend of her own schooldays.

	“Miss Dene! How wizard to see you again after all this time!” she exclaimed. “We’ll be out in a sec!” She turned round to Barbara who was bobbing about. “Oh, for goodness’ sake stop behaving like an inebriated grasshopper! Pick up that case and your mac and follow me.”

	Barbara did as she was told with a chuckle and the pair left the coach and joined the people thronging the platform. Miss Dene had hurried along to the door, and she relieved Beth of one of the cases she was carrying and then demanded to be told where their trunks were.

	Beth pointed to the van and the secretary spoke a few words in rapid German to the porter standing near and he went off to secure the trunks. Then she turned to the two girls standing beside her.

	“Nice to see you again, Beth,” she said. “And this is Barbara? Splendid! Beth, I suppose you know what’s happened at Freudesheim?”

	“Do I not!” Beth broke into a peal of laughter. “Poor Aunt Joey! I told her I’d see Barbara safely into your hands, Miss Dene—by you, meaning the school—and then hurry on to her.”

	“Well, you can’t desert us yet. We go up together. Then I’ll run you along in the car. Joey’s place is next door to the school, you know. I propose to take you there first and decant you and your luggage. Then I’ll go off with Barbara and after that, my dear, you’ll be in quarantine till those youngsters are over their German measles—or so far as we are concerned, anyhow. No one is bringing an epidemic into the school at the beginning of term if we can help it!”

	“I couldn’t agree more!” Beth looked at Miss Dene. “It isn’t what Mummy meant when she gave way about Babs coming to school, but Babs is all for it.”

	Miss Dene laughed. “That’s good hearing! I hope you’ll be as happy with us as all your sisters have been, Barbara. And I hope,” she added with a wicked twinkle, “that you won’t let us in for quite as many alarms and excursions as Beth and Nancy have both done.”

	To Barbara’s undisguised delight, Beth went scarlet. “Oh, Miss Dene! That’s not fair!” she cried. “There were a good many worse girls than we were!”

	Rosalie Dene pealed with laughter. “Who’s denying of it? But you must admit that you and Daisy and Gwensi contrived to give us one or two bad moments amongst you. Well, we’d better go and seek our taxi. Come along! I don’t want to miss the next train and I’m sure you’ll be glad to reach the end of such a long journey and settle down for a few months.” She led the way to the entrance. “I’m sorry no one could get down to Basle to meet you, but what with one thing and another, with the Maynard German measles to put the finishing touch, we decided that Frieda von Ahlen could very well do it for us. You contacted her, didn’t you?”

	“Oh, rather!” Beth said. “She took us to her flat and gave us a simply luscious meal and we saw her little girls.”

	“And what did you think of Carlotta?” Miss Dene asked with dancing eyes.

	“Simply lovely! But talk of a hop-out-o’-kin! I suppose Louis and Gerard are still as fair as ever?”

	Miss Dene nodded. “Brown of face, but fair as they can be, otherwise. Carlotta is the picture of her father—the only one, so far. Here’s our taxi. Hop in!”

	They clambered in while Miss Dene finished with her porter before she joined them. Then the doors were slammed and they creaked off. The taxi swung out of the Bahnhof Platz into the Hoheweg and trundled along to a point where the taxi drew up for them to see the Kursaal with its famous floral clock.

	“Oh, how lovely!” Barbara exclaimed, losing her first shyness in her delight. “Can you really tell the time by it, Miss Dene?”

	Rosalie laughed. “Why, of course you can. One day we’ll bring you people down to explore and then you’ll hear all about it. Meanwhile, isn’t this a delightful promenade with its bordering of walnut and plane trees? Further along, to the right, is the old monastery which was dissolved in 1528. They use it now for government offices and the Abbey church is divided up between Catholic, Anglican, Presbyterian and French Protestant services.” She told the driver to go on and then continued, “We’re going to the Bahnhof-Ost, but if we weren’t, we could go on to a place called Bonigen which is where the Aare has been made into a kind of canal leading from Lake Brienz. That’s another place we hope to visit before the winter makes expeditions too tiresome.”

	Barbara chuckled. “I think school sounds gorgeous. When do we do lessons?”

	“Oh, you needn’t be afraid that those are missed out,” Miss Dene told her. “Expeditions are only for Saturdays. You’ll have plenty of lessons in between.”

	They had reached the station by this time and the man was busy with a porter who was talking excitedly to him. Miss Dene leaned forward with a quick question in German. The answer made her give an exclamation. Then she embarked on a long speech in such fluent German that the two Chesters stared at her. When it was over, she turned back to them.

	“We have just missed the train for which I was heading and there isn’t another for forty minutes. I’m leaving the luggage here and our driver will take us to the Jungfraublick. There’s plenty of time for you to see that and have a drink and some cakes at one of the pâtisseries.”

	The trunks and cases were unloaded and borne off by the porter. The taxi turned and they ran back down the Hoheweg which still looked very gay, with its trees turning golden and red with autumn tints, the big flowerbeds, still full of flowers, and the crowds thronging the pavements. At one point, they stopped and the girls got out. Miss Dene turned them and bade them look. They did as they were told. There before them, austere, remote, beautiful was the Jungfrau herself, her veil of glacier glittering in the late afternoon sunshine.

	Rosalie Dene watched their faces for a minute or two, triumph in her eyes. Then she touched Beth’s arm. “I wanted to show you this, but you can see it every clear day from Freudesheim. One of the drawing-room windows looks directly towards the Jungfrau. But if we’re to have coffee and cakes, we must go on. Come along, both of you.”

	She took one of Barbara’s hands and slipped an arm through Beth’s and pulled them back to the taxi or they might have stayed there another hour, just gazing. But she was not anxious to miss yet another train and she had decided that the two needed something by this time. They left their taxi beside a pâtisserie not far from the station and she paid the man off, explaining to the Chesters that it was barely ten minutes’ walk away. Then she escorted them into the coffee room where, for the first time in Barbara’s life, she had the joy of being given a plate and a cake-fork and going to the counter where trayfulls of luscious cakes were set out, and choosing for herself before she sat down at the little table with a big cup of coffee, topped with a blanket of whipped cream before her.

	“This is a luxury and extravagance,” Miss Dene said, touching her own cup. “Don’t go in for cups of coffee, Beth. It’ll cost you the equivalent of a shilling every time.”

	“Not really?” Beth looked up dismayed. “I was just thinking what a treat I should have any time I came down from the Platz. Do you really mean that, Miss Dene?” Then, as Rosalie nodded: “How awful! And what a disappointment!”

	“With all this cream on, it’s bound to cost the earth,” Barbara pointed out.

	“Yes; I suppose so. But I am disappointed. Oh, well, I must make it a real treat to come only when I’m in funds.”

	“That’s what we all have to do,” Miss Dene said philosophically. “We enjoy it all the more, I suppose. Now I don’t want to hurry you to the point of bolting, but time doesn’t stand still.”

	They made haste over the little meal and then, having paid their score, Rosalie marched them off to the station for the mountain train. Their porter had the luggage loaded in and they had tickets which the secretary had had the foresight to buy when she came down earlier. All they had to do was to find their seats in the glassed-in car of the rack-and-pinion railway and two minutes later they were off, gliding first across the narrow plain, then beginning to ascend the mountain with almost incredible smoothness.

	Barbara, needless to state, had her face glued to the window. Her eyes were wide with excitement and her cheeks pink. Beth was gazing, too, but whatever she felt, she controlled herself. Rosalie Dene watched them, making mental notes.

	“What a lovely creature Beth Chester has grown into—really, something quite choice! I’m amazed that she isn’t married yet; or engaged, anyhow. What can the men be thinking of?” She turned her eyes to Barbara. “She’s a pretty little thing. Poor little soul! I do hope she’ll make a go of her school-life after all these years!”
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