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CHAPTER I
 CABLE FROM AUSTRALIA

	‘A cable, Miss Annersley.’

	Miss Annersley, Head of the Chalet School, looked up from the letter she was writing. Her eyes grew bright and the colour came into her cheeks as she held out her hand for the sheet of paper. ‘From Canada, Rosalie?’

	Rosalie Dene, her secretary and an ex-pupil of the Chalet School, shook her head. ‘No; from Australia. I thought Canada when Exchange said, “A cable for the Chalet School.” But no luck!’

	‘Oh, dear!’ Miss Annersley took the paper which Rosalie held and glanced over it. ‘Good Heavens! Are we in touch with a millionaire, by any chance?’

	She might well ask. The paper was half-full and, considering the cost of cables, most people are sparing with their words when they use the service.

	The Head sat back in her chair and read, half to herself:

	‘Am sending daughter Emerence to you for next four years Stop Emerence thirteen years and eleven months needs discipline and has no manners Stop Please correct faults and help Stop Send all accounts to Victoria Wool Growers Modern Assurance Company Ltd. Elm St. London S.W.7 Stop References from Mrs John Mackenzie of Manly Sydney known to you Stop Emerence leaving on next plane for England Stop Completely in your hands Stop From Hope High Leaps Manly nr Sydney N.S.W.’

	‘Well!’

	‘I feel that way, too,’ her secretary agreed.

	‘Mrs Mackenzie—Oh, Con Stewart, of course. You remember her, don’t you?’

	‘Of course I do, seeing she had the pleasure of teaching me history, it was. Her wedding had to be put off once or twice, I remember, but he came for her at the very beginning of the war and took her back to Singapore, where he was something in a bank. Later he sent her and their twin boys to Australia, but they came back once the war was over. What are they doing in Australia now?’

	‘Jock Mackenzie got promotion early this year and is manager of one of their branches in Sydney. I had a letter from her in June telling me all about it. They were still in rooms there—the housing shortage has been quite as bad over there as it is here, I believe—but had hopes of a house in Manly which, she told me, was famous for its glorious beaches.’

	Miss Dene nodded. ‘I’ve heard that too. I remember she was out-of-the-way pretty, with magnificent red-gold hair which I used to envy her fiercely whenever I thought of my own mousey-brown locks.’

	Miss Annersley laughed reminiscently. ‘She had a temper to match as well. All the same, I believe she was exceedingly popular with most of you girls.’

	‘Oh, yes; we were all very fond of her,’ Miss Dene assented.

	‘I thought so. Well, to go back to business. What about this new pupil who seems to be wished on to us without a with-your-leave or by-your-leave?’

	‘Well, we have room for her, if that’s all.’

	‘But it isn’t by any means all! I know we have room. This business of Elfie’s would give us that, even if we hadn’t had such a clear-out here. At the same time, I’m not at all anxious to fill up any vacancy with a pupil who needs discipline and is minus manners. The ordinary new girl is quite enough trouble as a rule, until she settles down, without any fancy touches being added.’

	‘Perhaps she isn’t as bad as the cable makes out,’ Rosalie suggested hopefully.

	‘My dear girl! When a parent writes like that to one—well, cables, then, if you must be so particular!—it generally means that the girl in question is utterly outrageous. Most parents,’ the Head concluded with some bitterness, ‘seem to think that their offspring are world wonders of the first water.’

	‘Jo doesn’t—nor Madame,’ Miss Dene remarked.

	‘I wouldn’t be so sure of that. I know Jo prides herself on being able to regard her family with a dispassionate eye; but attack the manners or morals of one of her children and I rather think you’d find you’d roused a tigress.’

	‘No; that’s not being fair to Jo,’ Rosalie maintained stoutly. ‘She really does try to see straight with her children. She once told me that she didn’t dare do anything else since her training now would make all the difference to them in the future. Jo’s the limit in a good many ways; but you must admit that she takes her motherhood very seriously at bottom.’

	Miss Annersley relaxed and laughed. ‘You’re right, of course.’

	‘I suppose you’re worrying about Mrs Penrose’s letter of yesterday? Honestly, I don’t see why you should. Jennifer was a complete pest last term and deserved all she got. I’m very glad indeed to hear that she has been quite subdued these holidays. If it continues, there may be some chance of her turning out all right in the end. And that,’ Miss Dene concluded, ‘is something I never expected to be able to say about that young woman.’

	The Head nodded. ‘I know. At one time I seriously considered whether it wouldn’t be better to write and ask her parents to remove her at the end of term.’

	‘I should write and tell her doting Mamma so,’ Rosalie advised.

	‘No; I don’t want to do that. Her father might get hold of the letter and, from all I can hear, he seems to be as much too strict as his wife is too easy-going. Jennifer punished herself quite severely enough for her sins and there it may end. I never did believe in raking up past offences.’

	‘No; that’s true enough.’ Rosalie picked up the slip of paper on which she had typed the contents of the cable and glanced through it again. ‘What had we better do about this?’

	‘We can’t do anything for the moment. I think the best thing will be for you to ring up B.O.A.C. offices and find out when the next plane from Australia is due. Whatever we do decide about this child, someone must meet her.’

	‘I’ll go at once.’ Miss Dene slid down from the corner of the desk on which she had been perching and went to the door leading from the Head’s study to the little inner room which was her own cubby-hole.

	‘Yes; do, dear. We shall know so much then.’

	While she was gone Miss Annersley read through the cable again slowly and thoughtfully. Then she laid it down and sat with clasped hands flung across the desk, gazing absently out of the open window at the flower garden, where roses still bloomed magnificently and the borders were aglow with tall spikes of gladioli and great clumps of cactus dahlias.

	She turned back when her secretary appeared to say that the line was engaged, so Exchange would ring her back as soon as it was clear. She also laid down a packet of letters.

	‘Here’s the post, Miss Annersley. I just brought them straight in. I thought we could go through them until I get that call.’

	‘I can’t say I’d mind if there were no post for the rest of the week,’ Miss Annersley remarked pensively. She made a despairing gesture towards the pile in the ‘Unanswered’ basket. ‘I might manage to catch up with that lot if such a thing could happen.’

	‘Isn’t there anything I can do? After all, I am your secretary.’

	‘Not these, my dear. Heaven knows I hand over every single thing I can. But letters from friends and old girls I must answer myself. Now let’s see what we have here.’

	The Head slipped the rubber bands off the thick packet and began to sort them out. All typewritten envelopes she passed over to Miss Dene, who put them into her blazer pocket. The rest must be opened before they could be disposed of.

	‘A new parent—and another—and a third—here you are. Deal with them as usual, will you? This is from Peggy Bettany—and this from Daisy Venables. Another parent—from Hilary Burn—I mean Hilary Graves. Oh dear! How we shall miss her!’

	‘Yes,’ Rosalie assented. ‘Hilary always reminds me a good deal of Jo.’

	‘They’ve got back from their honeymoon and are settling down,’ Miss Annersley said, after a quick skim-through. ‘She hopes to come over shortly to see us all. Here’s Miss Wilson’s—I wonder how she’s feeling, in charge of the Swiss branch and with the first term almost on her? However, there isn’t time to see now.’

	‘She ought to be all right,’ Miss Dene said. ‘After all, she ran the school all that year that you were absent, after the accident.’

	‘I know; but this will be rather different. Oh! Con Stewart’s writing! Now, perhaps, we may learn a little more about this Emerence child. No; don’t go away, Rosalie. I shall probably need you.’ Miss Annersley cut open the envelope with the Australian stamp and postmark and pulled out the sheets covered with the well-remembered writing of the school’s former history mistress. ‘Sit down and I’ll read it to you in a moment.’

	Rosalie pulled up a chair and sat down to wait patiently until the Head had finished glancing over the pages. This was not long. Miss Annersley turned the last sheet, picked up the main points and then turned back to the beginning.

	‘Listen to this!’ she said emphatically.

	With her elbows most reprehensibly on the desk and her chin cupped in her hands, Rosalie fixed her eyes on the reader and listened with all her ears to what followed.

	‘Dearest Hilda,—I’m glad I’m nowhere near you, for I doubt if I could look you in the face. And yet a lot of it isn’t my fault. At the same time, I imagine that if I hadn’t waxed so eloquent about the Chalet School, the Hopes—or, rather, Mr Hope—would hardly have thought of sending that young demon of theirs to you.

	‘First of all, though, I’ll give you our own news. We are quite settled down in Manly and like it immensely. I wasn’t sorry to leave Singapore as you may imagine; and at least we shan’t have to part with the children now. They, by the way, are nearly off their heads with joy. You can’t keep Peter and Patrick out of the water and, if she had her own way, Janetta would be with them. However, I don’t consider surfing a very safe amusement for a small girl of five, whatever it may be for boys of nine, so Jan has to be satisfied with going in when her father or I are around. All three swim like fish, of course.

	‘The house is delightful and it really is a blessing to be away from the awful steamy heat Singapore can produce on occasion. Jock is fearfully thrilled with it all, of course. This is promotion with a vengeance! I enclose some snaps of the house and the family and when you feel you can fly out here for a month or two, we’ve a special bedroom waiting for you. Can hospitality go further?

	‘Well, I suppose I must get on to young Emerence some time, so here goes!

	‘To start with, did you ever hear such a name? She’s called after St Emerentiana, a friend of little St Agnes, who was found sobbing for her at the tomb and was stoned to death by some pagans. If you keep her, you’d better put her in St Agnes’ House.

	‘She is, without exception, the perkiest, most impudent, do-as-I-like youngster I’ve had the ill-luck to meet and if I thought Jan would turn out like her, I’d pack my only daughter off to you sooner than at once!

	‘As a matter of fact, she’s the result of being brought up by a pair of the maddest cranks on earth. They are by way of being Catholics—hence the kid’s name, I expect!—are also vegetarians; think that children should “be allowed to develop along their own lines,” and have never, so far as I can judge, made the slightest attempt to check their daughter’s wildest goings-on. They have a summer home next door to us and the first time we met the young lady was when she barged in on us at breakfast time and said, “Hello! I’ve come to brekker with you. What have you got?”

	‘I will say Jock was equal to her—I was stunned into silence and he asked who she was and where she came from. She explained and then said, “I’ll spend the day with you. I’m sick of home.”

	‘Jock informed her that first it was the custom to wait for an invitation and secondly her parents must be asked if we gave her one. With that, he got up, took her arm and marched her home.

	‘I think she was so startled by this treatment that the wind was taken right out of her sails. Anyway, she made no fuss—then—and he delivered her to her people. Since then, we’ve got to know them, and honestly, my dear, if I had to live with them I should be raving inside of a week!

	‘Mrs Hope favoured me one day recently with her views on bringing up children and actually called me to account for saying, “No!” very firmly to Jan when she wanted to go with the boys.

	‘ “Never say ‘No!’ to a child,” she said impressively. “You prevent its natural development when you do that. Children should grow up as free as birds of the air.”!!!

	‘Mr Hope seems to have a little more sense. I fancy he finds his one and only a complete and utter nuisance at times. Anyhow, Miss Emerence has cooked her own goose this time. Three days ago she decided that life was dull and she could do with some excitement. What does she do, but set fire to a little summer-house at the bottom of their garden for the fun of seeing it blaze? There has been next to no rain for weeks now and the result was that she nearly set not only their own place ablaze, but ours and the next-door neighbour on the other side as well! Mercifully, it was got under control in time, but it was a near thing, I can tell you!

	‘What with Jock and Mr Templeton—that’s the other neighbour—going for him tooth and nail over his child’s criminal propensities, he seems to have lost his own wool entirely and the result is that Emerence is to be packed off to you by the first plane that comes handy, he having been much impressed by all I’ve said about the Chalet School. I heard of this only by chance two days ago. Or I’d have written to warn you sooner.

	‘Goodness knows what you’ll make of her; but for any sake tell everyone in authority—prefects as well as Staff—to keep an eye on her—two if they have them to spare!

	‘Sorry I couldn’t do anything about it, but I am warning you now that you’ve got a real handful this time. Corney and Evvy and all that gang at their very worst were little archangels compared with this young beauty! And remember, she’s between thirteen and fourteen; just the age when a schoolgirl is at the wicked worst.

	‘The only consolation I have is that the school has managed to reform a good many queer characters in its time and I’m hoping that this will prove to be another—reformation, I mean.

	‘By the way, there is another consolation. The Hopes are literally rolling in money so you need have no anxieties on that score. They can afford whatever you choose to charge and are, I believe, quite prepared for enormous bills. Make them stump up for every single breakage of hers. I’ve never yet been able to make up my mind whether she smashes by accident or from sheer devilment. She generally manages to leave a trail of destruction in her wake—and don’t tell me to stop talking in clichés. You’re very lucky to have me talking at all. I nearly let it go; but I couldn’t quite do that. Only I know you’ll all hate me from the bottom of your hearts for the whole of this term, if not longer.’

	‘The rest,’ concluded Miss Annersley, laying down the last two sheets, ‘you can finish at your leisure. Meantime, I’d like your views on the subject.’

	‘I haven’t any—yet,’ Rosalie said dazedly. ‘Are you seriously telling me that we’ve got a—a young fire-raiser wished on us? Oh, lord!’

	


CHAPTER II
 SHOCKS FROM CANADA

	As if one shock were not enough, the three people who always returned to the Chalet School a week or ten days before term began, received another next day.

	The Head, the secretary and Matron had plenty to fill up their time in the few peaceful days before the staff and girls arrived and, after that startling cable from Australia, reinforced as it was by Mrs Mackenzie’s letter, gave them more than enough for thought.

	After long discussion over their lunch, they had decided to cable the ex-history mistress and ask her to send them any more particulars she could discover. A second cable was to be sent to Mr Hope to ask him for the name and address of Emerence’s guardian in England, for they assumed that the Hopes would appoint someone in that capacity.

	‘And, if what Miss Stewart—I mean Mrs Mackenzie—says is true, I pity whoever it is,’ Rosalie remarked, surveying the core of her apple to see if there was just one more nibble left on it.

	There wasn’t, so she laid it down on her plate and looked severely at the Head. ‘Aren’t we by way of “passing the buck” if we send the little wretch to whoever has to be responsible for her?’ she demanded.

	‘Not in the least. Only giving ourselves a breathing-space,’ Matron pointed out with her usual common sense. ‘After all, the first one to do any passing is Mr Hope. He simply gave no one any chance to say, “No, thank you!” to his young criminal.’

	‘And that’s true,’ Miss Annersley sighed. ‘Send the cables, Rosalie.’

	‘And keep them brief,’ Matron added. ‘After all, we aren’t millionaires!’

	So the cables were sent, by which time it was late afternoon and the trio decided to call it a day so far as work was concerned, and spent the time between tea and dinner in hilarious games of Monopoly and Ten Rummy. They went to bed early ‘to counteract the effects of this shock,’ as Matron said, and got up next day feeling that Fate was unlikely to deal them any more blows, having done her fell worst the day before.

	The morning passed as usual. Post came early for once, and Matron, having come to the study to consult with the Head about new bed-linen for San., stayed to help with the sorting.

	‘I can’t understand it,’ Miss Annersley said when the dozen or so letters had been duly gone through. ‘We should have had news from Canada last week at latest and no one has honoured us with so much as a postcard. I hope it doesn’t mean that something’s gone wrong.’

	‘They say that no news is good news,’ Miss Dene said doubtfully.

	‘That may be, but it’s very wearing to the nerves!’ the Head snapped.

	‘Word may come today,’ Matron said soothingly. ‘Anyhow, short of telephoning, we can’t do anything.’

	Rosalie considered. ‘It’s ten past ten now. What time would that be in Toronto? You allow six hours or so, don’t you? That means somewhere around four in the morning.’

	‘Well, you certainly can’t ring up just yet,’ Miss Annersley said. ‘Oh dear! Why must Jo go off to Canada at just this time?’

	No one could answer that one, so they turned to discussion of the day’s work.

	‘Matron and I must go over to Carnbach by the eleven ferry,’ the Head said, rising. ‘If you’ll answer those three letters for me and send off the prospectuses, there isn’t anything else for you to do, Rosalie. You finished the registers yesterday, didn’t you? Good! Then you can take a holiday, only keep near the house in case there’s any news.’

	Matron had finished writing her lists. Now she looked up. ‘I expect the first lot of trunks some time today. Have them taken straight to the trunk-room, please, and don’t let the men just dump them down in the courtyard. The maids have plenty to do without having to carry them upstairs.’

	‘That was Megan’s fault last term,’ Miss Annersley said. ‘Rosalie won’t let such a thing happen again.’

	Remembering Matron’s fury the previous holidays when she had come back from Carnbach to find that Megan, the housekeeper, had allowed the vanmen to unload the trunks in the courtyard behind the house and leave them there, Rosalie faithfully promised that she would see it did not happen this time. She went to bring round the Head’s little car, and when that lady descended to the hall ready for the trip her secretary assured her that it was filled up and all in good order.

	‘Shall you be back for lunch?’ she queried.

	‘Hardly! My dear girl, look at the time! I expect we’ll catch the four-thirty, though. Take it easy for the day, Rosalie. You’ve worked like a trooper since we came back and this is never an easy term.’

	‘Thank you, Miss Annersley.—Oh, would you mind going to Owens’ and leaving the list with them? I have it here and they ought to know what magazines and papers we take by this time; but last term they left out Miss Lawrence’s Music and Youth and that German periodical Frau Mieders takes. If they have the list, they’ve no possible excuse for making mistakes.’

	‘I’ll see to it.’ Miss Annersley took the neatly typed list and tucked it into her bag before pulling on her driving gloves. ‘Give Matey a call, dear. We shall miss the ferry if she doesn’t hurry.’

	‘I’m here,’ Matron’s voice said behind them.

	Rosalie pulled the car door open and Matron slipped in while the Head took the driver’s seat and started up at once, since her secretary had thoughtfully left the engine ticking over.

	‘The Abbess is missing Bill,’ Rosalie thought as she waved good-bye to them. ‘And we’re all missing Joey. Weird how it is! Jo’s a married lady and a proud mamma of many, and yet, in one sense, she’s as much a part of the school as ever she was when she was Head Girl—or a sickening little nuisance of a Middle, for that matter. In my opinion, she’ll still belong when she’s a doddering old woman of ninety-odd, telling her great-great-grandchildren all about her evil doings at school!—Yes? What is it, Megan?’

	‘Please, Miss Dene, that old ninny of a Griffiths found this at the bottom of his bag so he came back with it,’ Megan said, tendering a letter with an indescribable sniff of contempt for the unfortunate Griffiths.

	Rosalie Dene took it casually and glanced at it. The next moment, she was dancing a silent jig while Megan stared at her in natural amazement.

	‘Something we’ve been waiting for, Megan fach,’ the secretary explained with a blush as she realised her undignified behaviour. ‘Thanks, muchly. Is the coffee ready yet, do you think?’

	She was not going to tell Megan the news, whatever it was, until the Head and Matron had heard, though the letter was addressed to her. Megan was full of curiosity, but could only go and bring the mid-morning coffee while Miss Dene retired to the study and slit open the long-looked-for letter from Canada.

	There was only one sheet on which was written in the characteristic script of Jo Maynard, the school’s pride, joy and torment, a message that made her old school-fellow give another cry, part thankfulness, part dismay.

	‘My dear Rosalie,’ she read, ‘Break it nicely, kindly and tenderly to everyone concerned that all is well and I have a fourth son. Much love, Jo.

	P.S.—It was such a cold morning that I decided against abandoning him!’

	This last sentence reduced Rosalie to helpless giggles, during which Megan arrived with the coffee and the secretary had to pull herself together and say, ‘Thank you, Megan,’ very properly. But once that good woman had departed, she spread the paper out on the Head’s desk at which she was sitting and read it again.

	‘Oh, poor old Jo! And she did so want a girl after three boys, one after the other!’ she thought as she sipped her coffee. ‘When was this written? And why on earth didn’t they let us know by cable? They must have known how anxious we all were.’

	She looked at her letter again. ‘Jo must have got tired by the time she reached the end of it,’ she thought. ‘That postscript is very wobbly compared with the rest of it. And oh! The young wretch hasn’t dated it, so we still don’t know when the baby arrived. How like her! What about the postmark?’

	She turned over the envelope, but the postmark was smeared and she could make nothing of it. She glanced at her watch, but it was still much too early to ring up Toronto.

	‘No one will love me if I dig them out yet,’ she thought as she folded up the letter and slipped it back into the envelope. ‘Anyhow, Jo must be all right or she couldn’t have written that. The baby must be going on well, too. Poor old Joey! I hope she isn’t too badly upset. I wonder what they mean to call the little chap? She might have told me. One or two words more wouldn’t have hurt her.’

	It was no use speculating. Jo Maynard, once Jo Bettany, was an incalculable quantity. The only thing Rosalie could be certain about was that since all the family names had been used up, Jo would branch out. It all depended on which of the various saints’ names she most fancied at the moment.

	She had lunch alone and then, just as she had finished, the rumbling of wheels told her that the cart bringing the first instalment of the girls’ trunks was arriving, and she hurried round the house to the courtyard just in time to prevent a repetition of last term’s trouble.

	‘Well, yes indeed,’ Megan was saying to the driver. ‘Just set them down here and some of the girls can carry them up later.’

	‘Good afternoon, Thomas.’ This was Miss Dene at her most dignified. ‘I want all the trunks carried up to the trunk-room, please. I’ll come with you and show you where to put them.’

	‘Indeed then, Miss Dene,’ Megan shoved her oar in, ‘there’s no need at all. The girls can carry them up.’

	‘Matron left instructions with me that she wanted them taken straight up as soon as they arrived,’ Rosalie said. ‘She finds it easier.’

	‘Oh!’ Megan had no more ideas on the subject. ‘A very determined woman is Matron, well, yes indeed.’ And she went back to her own domain with no more ado.

	Miss Dene found her time nicely filled for the next hour or so. She had to examine the label on each trunk or case and direct Evan Thomas and his helper, John Pritchard, where to put it and this was a fairly lengthy job, for there were sixty-odd trunks and almost as many cases. By the time the last one was in place, the men tipped and seen off the premises, it was well after three, and the secretary drew a long breath of relief when she was able to lock the door of the trunk-room and go to deposit the key on Matron’s desk.

	‘Megan will be in the sulks,’ she thought. ‘First I make an ass of myself by dancing a jig over a letter without telling her why and then, thanks to Matey, I have to countermand her own orders about the trunks. No Welsh cakes for tea therefore! I’ll go over to the school kitchen and make some myself—and some cocoanuts as well by way of celebration.’

	No sooner said than done. She ran along to her own room to find an apron and then back to the office to get the keys of the domestic science room, where she knew she would find all she wanted in the store cupboards. She settled down to her cookery and by the time Rosina the runabout came hooting up the drive, the cakes were done and tea was ready. Rosalie found she had been quite right about Megan, for that lady had provided only a plate of ginger biscuits and some bread-and-butter, sure sign that she was offended. Rosalie deposited her Welsh cakes on a little electric ring to keep them hot and set the dish of cocoanuts on the cake-stand before she ran to the door.

	‘Hello, there!’ she called excitedly. ‘Letter from Canada!’

	‘What?’ It came as a duet and the pair in the car speedily were standing beside her on the wide step at the door.

	‘Letter from Jo. All’s well and she has a fourth son.’

	‘A son? Is she disappointed?’ Miss Annersley demanded, taking the letter Rosalie held out and opening it.

	‘Read and you’ll see.’

	The two heads were bent eagerly over the sheet to read Jo’s screed. Then Miss Annersley glanced at her watch.

	‘It’s—let’s see—round about noon in Toronto now. You haven’t rung them up yet, I suppose? No; I thought not. Then run along and do it now. We must have more news than this!’

	‘Oh, I shouldn’t, you know,’ said a man’s voice at the door. ‘Wouldn’t you all much rather hear about it from me?’

	Three shrieks of astonishment arose as the trio swung round to find themselves facing a tall fair man with clear-cut face, at present one vast twinkle of amusement.

	‘Jack Maynard!’ the Head exclaimed. ‘What does this mean? When did you come? How are Jo and the baby——’

	‘Hi! Woa! One question at a time, please! I came—to St Briavel’s, that is—by the mid-day ferry. Jo is fine—as well as heart could desire. As for the “baby,” please make it “Babies”!’

	‘Babies!’ Three jaws dropped at this shock.

	‘Babies. Why not?’

	‘But—but—but I’ve had a note from Jo herself,’ Rosalie cried loudly, ‘and she says a fourth son!’

	‘Quite right. Also a fourth daughter.’

	‘Twins!’ Miss Annersley ejaculated.

	Jack Maynard nodded, a wide, slow grin curling his lips. ‘Twins it is. We’re still ahead!’

	‘When did it happen?’ Matron demanded.

	‘Last week—the tenth, to be exact. Two fine babies, all things considered. Jo is very fit and keeping everyone on the verge of hysterics by her gloatings. She’s beaten everyone in the family now. Even Mollie in New Zealand with her seven can sing small. As for Madge Russell and Mollie Bettany, they’re also-rans. I say, aren’t you going to ask me in?’ he wound up plaintively.

	‘Of course, come in! I can’t think why we’re all standing on the doorstep in this fashion,’ Miss Annersley replied, leading the way to her study. ‘Oh, tea! Good! Have you had tea, Jack?’

	‘An hour ago, but I can manage another cup and one of those cocoanutty things if you press me. I’ve been at the Christys’. No, Rosalie, they don’t know anything yet. I didn’t say a word. You folk had to be the first to hear.’

	Having delivered himself of this, Jack sat down and surveyed three startled faces with a delight that was certainly a good match for his wife’s ‘gloatings.’

	‘But,’ Rosalie cried when her breath had returned, ‘what about this note of Jo’s? She distinctly says “a fourth son”!’

	‘I know. You see,’ he went on, ‘it was this way. Jo, as you know, had set her heart on a girl. The rest of you kept on warning her that it might be a boy, especially after all her talk. The night before the twins arrived, she sat down and wrote that effusion of yours—all except the postscript which she added the moment they would let her. Then she made me promise to mail it without any alteration. When it turned out to be Felix and Felicity——’

	‘What?’

	‘Felix Nicholas and Felicity Josephine—I insisted on that this time!—Jo chose the first. She was so thrilled at having twins at last that she declares that only Felix and Felicity can express her joy.’

	‘I don’t know what she’s had to grumble about,’ Matron said severely. ‘She had triplets as a beginning. However, I suppose she didn’t want to be behind the rest of the family, and every last one has had twins except herself.’

	‘Till now. And Bob’s wife only produced poor Rolf,’ Dr Maynard said soberly as he remembered his elder brother’s only son who had been killed in an accident as the result of disobedience.

	‘Have they been baptised yet?’ Miss Annersley asked.

	‘Last Sunday.’

	‘But why didn’t you let us know sooner?’ Miss Dene demanded.

	‘Well, first Jo didn’t want you to know till it was well over; and then when we found I must fly over to attend to some business at the San. we decided it could quite well wait until I was here. As a matter of fact,’ Jack Maynard began to grin again, ‘her ladyship meant to be revenged on you all for talking to her so much. You should have had that letter yesterday, by the way. The post seems to have been late.’

	‘Oh, well, never mind that. Rosalie, pour the tea out, dear. Now that I’ve got over the shock, I’ve remembered that I’m parched,’ the Head said cheerfully. ‘And now, Jack, how long can you stay—here, I mean? I want your advice very badly.’

	‘I’ve got to be off to San. tomorrow, but I’ll spend the night if you can put me up. I can give you a day or so when I’ve tidied things up, too. Anything badly wrong, Hilda?’

	‘I’ll tell you everything presently. Are you visiting Switzerland while you’re here?’

	‘Not very likely! I’ve a job, woman! Only came over because it had to be me or Jem, and he’s got an important conference in California next week, so it had to be me.’

	‘I hope there’s nothing badly wrong at the San.,’ Rosalie said, referring to the great Sanatorium in the Welsh mountains which had been originally established above the shores of Austria’s loveliest lake and which had been reopened in Britain, after Hitler’s Anschluss had meant that the British doctors serving it must retire from it.

	The school and the San. had always been closely linked. In the old Tyrol days, many of the girls had been at the school because a relative was at the Sanatorium and every year the school held a big sale of work in aid of it. The head of it was Sir James Russell, who had married Madge Bettany when she was head of the school. Jack Maynard had been one of his team and had seen Madge’s young sister Jo grow from a wicked Middle to a charming girl. After troubles with the Nazis had meant the flight of Jo, Miss Wilson, now Head of the Swiss branch of the school, and several more of the girls, as well as himself and another of the doctors, Jo and Jack had been married. But not even marriage, motherhood and authorship had ever prevented Jo from still being one of the moving spirits in the Chalet School.

	‘I thought Madge and Jo might want to hear how they’d opened,’ Miss Annersley said. ‘Well, tell us what the rest of the family think of Jo’s twins.’

	‘Oh, thrilled to the last degree. Unless Jo and I keep a firm hand on them I can see those twins being spoilt to death. Look here; what do you girls want my advice about?’

	This time, Rosalie refused to be deterred. ‘We’ve had something unique wished on to us—literally,’ she said. ‘We can’t do a thing about it, either, so far as I can see.’

	‘What on earth are you talking about? What sort of a thing? New kid, I suppose—what’s wrong with her?’

	Then Rosalie had her full revenge for the shock he had given them. She replied solemnly, ‘We’ve collected a young—er—firebug from Australia. She’s flying home and she was practically on her way when they cabled to notify us. Now, Jack Maynard, beat that if you can!’

	He sat gaping at her for a moment. Finally, he recovered his breath. ‘You’ve—collected—a young—firebug?’ he said with a pause between the words.

	‘Exactly,’ the Head told him briskly, ‘though I shouldn’t have used that particular term myself. Rosalie, if you must use slang, at least spare us Americanisms of that kind. They aren’t pretty.’

	Rosalie went pink. ‘It was the only word I could think of,’ she said defensively. ‘I haven’t got over the shock of young Emerence myself.’

	‘Is that her name?’ Jack gave a whistle.

	Miss Annersley nodded. ‘Emerence Hope. She comes to us through Con Stewart, mainly.’

	‘You’d better tell me the whole yarn.’

	‘So I will after tea. Meantime, I prefer to have my meal in peace, so take your cup and tell us some more about Jo. She’s a nice tranquil subject by contrast!’

	‘And that’s something I’ll bet Jo has never had said about her in her life before,’ he said with a twinkle, ‘You must be in a bad way when you can think of Jo as “a nice, tranquil subject”!’

	‘Never mind that. Tell us exactly how she is.’ Matron backed up the Head at this point.

	‘Oh, she’s very fit. She was about all in by the time they reached Toronto, though the joy of having Margot again kept her going for a day or two. Then she collapsed, so I put my foot down—and kept it down. We had Noel Humphries to see her and he sent her to bed for a fortnight with special diet. She began to pick up after that and she’s never looked back. When the twins arrived, there was no trouble at all and they really are fine babies.’

	‘Where is Jo?’

	‘With the Blue Nuns—same place Madge went for her pair.’

	‘And how are Kester and Kevin?’ Miss Dene asked.

	‘Splendid little chaps. Madge says she doesn’t know she possesses even one baby, let alone twins. They sleep for the stated periods and in between are chuckling and gurgling all day long. Both can crawl and Kester was trying to stand the other day. By the way, once they do find their feet, I rather fancy Madge will change her tune.’

	‘And Madge herself?’

	‘Pounds better and years younger! Jo swears she’s gone back to what she was during the early days of the school before ever she and Jem were married. I will say, no one would ever think her fortieth birthday was a thing of the past. She doesn’t look a day over thirty. As for Jo, the last time I saw her, she looked exactly as she used to look that last year in Tirol.’
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