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Chapter One
 A BIG EXPERIMENT

	“I think that’s the last.” Miss Wilson sat back in her chair and pushed her hair off her face with a sigh of relief. “Well, Gillian, what do you think about it all?”

	Her secretary finished writing the details of the last girl and slipped the card into its appropriate place in the filing cabinet before she replied, smiling at the Head as she said: “I think it’s going to be lots of fun.”

	“Fun?” Miss Wilson gave her a look of mingled incredulity and aggravation. “My good girl, that’s the last word I’d have used to describe it. We never, for one moment, expected to have anyone but our own seniors and Nell Randolph, who is almost like one of them by this time. Eighteen to twenty was the most I bargained for; and quite enough, too, in the circumstances!”

	“I can see your point,” Gillian said thoughtfully. “Still, when Nell was coming, it was quite natural that the mother of her great chum at Branscombe Park should want to send Lucy along, too.”

	“Exactly! And then Mrs. Hughes heard of the idea—how, I don’t know—and when she arranged for Olwen to go to St. Briavel’s, asked if we would take Gwynneth for the Oberland branch. That meant requests from Mrs. Wren and Mrs. Marriott for Elizabeth and Susan, also from Red Gables——”

	“Yes,” Gillian interrupted her. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about that. Why hasn’t the younger Hughes gone to Red Gables? It always seemed to me a very decent school. I remember Gwynneth, by the way. She was in the hockey eleven when they played us. Their captain, Thelma Lord, pointed her out to me as a kind of infant phenomenon. I know she was awfully young to be in the eleven, but she was a fairly hefty wench for fourteen and there isn’t a doubt that she was a demon player. But what’s happened to Red Gables?”

	“Didn’t you ever hear? Of course, I’d forgotten it was four years since you left us. And we’ve been on the island for more than a year now. My dear Gillian, the Head died and there was no one to take over, so the school had to close down. Gwynneth goes to Chelsea next year and her mother didn’t want her hanging about at home, so she begged us to take her for the year. It was the thin end of the wedge, of course. They came thick and fast after that—or fairly so, all things considered.”

	“And now I should like to know exactly who Nell Randolph is. Apart from the fact that, outside school, she seems to be Peggy Bettany’s special chum, I haven’t a clue about her.”

	“She’s the young daughter of a cousin of Miss Annersley’s. She and Peggy are great chums—get them to tell you how they first met. It’s quite a story!”[1] Miss Wilson chuckled as she recalled the incident.

	 

	
		

				[1]

				See Peggy of the Chalet School

		

	


	“I will—definitely! It’ll be fun to see Peggy and all that crowd again. That reminds me, Miss Wilson, do I have to be ‘Miss Culver’ to them, or may they call me ‘Gillian’?”

	“Miss Culver in public, please. What they call you in private is your own concern.”

	Gillian Culver’s face fell. “I was afraid you’d say that!”

	“Oh, my dear girl! Do use your common sense!” Miss Wilson retorted. “If it had been our own crowd it wouldn’t have mattered—not this year, at any rate. But with all these strangers added, we can’t have Peggy and Co. shrieking Gillian at you in public. No; I’m sorry, but for official purposes, you must be ‘Miss Culver’.”

	“They’ll call me ‘Gillian’ in private, anyhow.”

	“As I said before, that’s your own concern.”

	“I couldn’t possibly be ‘Miss Culver’ to a bunch of girls I knew most intimately when they were Middles and I was Head Girl,” Gillian pointed out. “I do see your point, so they can be official when the rest are around and matey when they aren’t. That’s settled!”

	“Have it your own way. And now to get back to work. About the bedrooms. Have you typed those lists for Matron? Good! It’s a blessing we were able to get the Annexe finished or I don’t know how we could have managed. There certainly isn’t room in this place for thirty-nine girls and all the staff! Not even if we crowded them in six to a room. You can take the slips up when you go to tidy for Mittagessen. Ask her to arrange them as we discussed last night. Now is that everything? The girls will be here to-morrow, remember, and there won’t be much time after that.”

	“I think that’s all. What time do you expect the—the invasion?”

	“Peggy Bettany some time during the morning. She and Daisy Venables have been staying here, but I shooed them off at the end of last week to visit Lugano. I knew that you and Daisy, at any rate, would want to spend half your time gossiping, and it couldn’t be done! Daisy goes back to her hospital to-morrow and Peggy will see her off at Interlaken and then come on up here by the railway. She should be here about eleven, I think. Daisy’s train leaves somewhere around nine. As a matter of fact, I rather expected them to give us a ring this morning,” the Head added, “but so far——”

	The telephone bell interrupted her and Gillian Culver sprang to the instrument. “You said you hadn’t told them it was me. I want to give them a shock!”

	“I should think I didn’t tell them you were coming as my secretary!” Miss Wilson retorted. “I couldn’t have got rid of Daisy, at least, without a cart-horse and a couple of stout ropes! It mayn’t be them, though!”

	“I’ll bet it is!” Gillian returned, as she lifted the receiver from its cradle.

	Miss Wilson laughed. Then she fell silent, for Gillian was speaking. “Hello! Yes, this is the Chalet School—Oh yes?—I see—Thank you—Yes; I’ll tell Miss Wilson—No! Do you really?” She stopped and smothered a chuckle. Then she added: “Wouldn’t you like to know?—Oh, Daisy, you idiot! It’s Gill Culver!”

	Daisy’s screech at this piece of information reached Miss Wilson, seated at her desk at the opposite side of the room. She laughed softly, jumped up and came over to the telephone in time to hear that damsel’s cry of: “Gill Culver! What on earth are you doing up at the new school?”

	“I’ve come to be secretary to Bill,” Gillian explained, forgetting that she was speaking of her Head until Miss Wilson coughed a gentle, “Ahem!”—she really could not resist the temptation!—and Miss Culver turned a brilliant red. Luckily, Daisy was demanding to be told everything, so Gillian had to attend to her.

	“There isn’t time for that. I hate to think what this call must be costing you—a small fortune, I should imagine! If you’re as anxious as all that to see me and hear my news, what about coming up with Peggy to-morrow morning for a day or so? You can share my bed.”

	“If I only could! But I can’t. My leave of absence is up—more than up. That’s what I’m ringing up to say now. I made a mistake in the dates and I’ve got to go haring back to England pronto. If I go to-day, I may just manage to do it by the skin of my teeth. Look here, Gill, you explain to Bill, will you? I must ring off now or I shall miss my train. We’re going straight to the Bahnhof from here and Peg will see me off. She’ll get the next train up the mountain—whenever that is. I just wouldn’t know!”

	“Then you can’t give us any idea when to expect her?”

	“Not I! When she arrives is the nearest I can manage. Write to me, will you? Bill has my address, you can get it from her. I must ring off now. Mind you write! Auf Wiedersehen!”

	There was a click as Daisy hung up and Gillian, her colour more or less normal again, relaid the message about Peggy to the Head.

	Miss Wilson nodded with one of her low chuckles. “Very well; you can let Matron know, seeing this is a day earlier than we expected Peggy. Luckily, it’s all in readiness.” She chuckled again. “It really is most awfully like Daisy Venables. She always was a harum-scarum and her added years and diplomas haven’t made much difference that way. By the way,” she added, “has anyone told you that Daisy is engaged?”

	“Engaged! Daisy! No; I never heard a word about it. Who is he? I hope,” Gillian added, “that he knows what he’s in for!”

	“He’s a young doctor at her hospital—at least, he was there. He’s a very nice boy with plenty of ballast and he’ll keep Daisy in as much order as is necessary. The wedding should have taken place last month, but Daisy has always vowed that she wouldn’t be married unless she could have her whole family there.”

	“Well, can’t she? What’s preventing it?”

	“You know that the Russells and the Maynards are all in Canada at the moment, and they constitute the major portion of Daisy’s family, with the exception of her young sister. You remember Primula, don’t you? She’s been spending the summer holidays with the Russells and they’re keeping her until they all return next spring. Madame said Canada had done Primula a tremendous lot of good.”

	“Couldn’t they all have come home for a week or so just for the wedding? Well, no; I suppose they couldn’t. It would be too jolly expensive with all that crowd,” Gillian said.

	“In any case, Joey Maynard couldn’t have come—and Madame would never have left her then,” Miss Wilson replied, gazing out of the window thoughtfully.

	“Oh? Why not?”

	“Jo had twins on the tenth of this month—boy and girl.”

	“What? Oh, no! But my goodness me, that means that she has”—Gillian counted up hurriedly—“eight children!” She gazed with horror at the Head. “Why, the Trips——”

	Miss Wilson nodded. “Yes; I know—ten in November. But do remember that they are triplets. She’s only had three boys since then, and all singletons, to quote herself. Michael is past two now and there are four years between him and Charles; and the girls were three when Stephen arrived. I admit that Steve is a bare fourteen months older than Charles, but apart from that, they’re well spaced.”

	Gillian broke into peals of laughter. “It’s awfully like Joey Maynard! She always did go at things in a headlong way!”

	“You don’t have to tell me that! I’ve known her since she was fourteen and just Joey Bettany, one of the wickedest Middles that ever adorned the Chalet School. She has tamed down quite a good deal since then, I admit; but ‘wholesale’ still remains the word that best describes her.”

	“Oh, I don’t know that I’d call it tamed down, exactly,” Gillian murmured demurely. “Well, you’re certainly right about Daisy’s wedding in that case. It just had to be put off! Poor old Daisy! What’s she doing now, by the way?”

	“She’s taken an appointment at the Encliffe Children’s Hospital. The entire family—the Russells and the Maynards, plus young Primula, I mean, are coming home next spring—April, I think—and the wedding is fixed for the first week in June. In the meantime, Dr. Rosomon is partner to a doctor in Devonshire and has gone to take it up. He will spend what spare time he has in looking for a house. Daisy will go to stay with Joyce Linton, whose husband has just been preferred to a living in the same place, for week-ends and so on, and will help in the search while she is there. Primula is to make her home with them in the holidays. I’m glad of that,” Miss Wilson added pensively. “No one could have been kinder to those two than Madame and Joey, but, as Daisy said, it wasn’t the same as having a real home of their own.”

	Gillian nodded. Then she said unexpectedly: “I’m glad she’s marrying a man with a decent name. Her own is such a pretty one.”

	Miss Wilson gasped. “Well, really, Gillian! You don’t marry a man for his name but for what he is—at least I hope so!”

	“Oh, I know. Still, if I fell in love with a man called, say, Scroggs, I think I’d suggest it would be a good idea if he took my surname instead of my taking his.”

	“You’re talking a lot of nonsense,” the Head told her severely. “Instead of standing there talking of things you don’t understand, you’d better run along and let Matron know that Peggy will be here some time to-day. Also, please give her those lists and my message. When you’ve done that, you might finish off the register. You’ll have plenty of time for that before Mittagessen. Oh, and you might go to the kitchen on your way back here and ask Karen to hold back the meal until I tell her. I’ve no doubt Peggy will be here round about half past twelve. There’s a train from the valley which reaches Lauterbach about then and it’s only ten minutes from the station at the rate Peggy goes. Will your German hold out?”

	“Oh, I can manage that much,” Miss Culver assured her. “Very well, Miss Wilson. But the register is nearly done. Less than half an hour will finish that up. What else can I do?”

	“Nothing. You’ve been working since Frühstück and can do with a rest. You can walk down to meet Peggy, if you like.”

	With the last words, Miss Wilson departed and her secretary, picking up the sheaf of slips she had just finished typing before Daisy Venables had rung up, ran upstairs to deliver them to Matron Rider who was busy in the small room dedicated to household linen. Then she raced off to the kitchen to speak to Karen, the big, jolly woman from the Tiernthal in Tirol, who had been one of the cooks at the Chalet School in the days when it had been situated on the shores of the beautiful Tiernsee.

	Karen had known Peggy Bettany since the days when she, a tiny of three, had been left together with her twin brother to live with her Aunt Madge, now Lady Russell and the “Madame” of Miss Wilson’s talk, since their parents had to return to India. She was devoted to the twins, and she beamed when she heard that Fraülein Peggy would be coming back that very day. She assured Miss Culver that it was a pleasure to do anything for such a gnädige Fraülein, and it would be very easy to wait a little longer before she served Mittagessen.

	Gillian Culver was overwhelmed by the spate of low-German that Karen hurled at her, and thankfully escaped as soon as she could to the study, where she sat down to finish the register and think over all the news she had just heard.

	She herself had been three years at the Chalet School when it was carried on at Plas Howell, the great Palladian mansion in the Golden Valley of Armishire, one of the Welsh border counties. She had wound up by being Head Girl and a much-loved Head Girl. After leaving school, she had gone to stay with a married sister whose home was in Kenya and had rather lost touch with the school. On returning home, she had taken a secretarial course, since there was a long family of the Culvers, and Godfrey, the eldest brother, had a wife and two small children to provide for already.

	Just as the course was coming to an end, one of the few school friends with whom she had kept up, had written to tell her that the Chalet School had decided to open a finishing branch for girls of sixteen to eighteen up here in the beautiful Bernese Oberland.

	“I don’t know how they’re off for staff,” Gay Lambert had written, “but they’re safe to want a secretary, anyhow. I’d write if I were you and ask. They can only say, ‘No thank you’, and you know how they like to have Old Girls back to teach and Miss Dene is another Old Girl and she’s Head’s secretary in the present establishment, so I should think you’d have a good chance.”

	Gillian had taken Gay’s advice and had been offered the post with a warmth that had been delightful. On the Monday of the present week, she had come out to Das Haus unter die Kiefern, the big Chalet that another Old Girl—one of the very first of the girls—had offered her beloved school when she heard that they were thinking of this plan. Now it was Thursday and she had been hard at work ever since her arrival, so there had been little time for gossip about old friends and acquaintances. She should have been there a fortnight earlier, but the small nephew and niece at home had started chickenpox and as she had never had it, she had had to be quarantined. Luckily, she had escaped it, but it certainly had meant a rush, once she had arrived at the chalet.

	“But Peggy will be able to bring me up to date,” she thought cheerfully, as she closed the big register and laid it away in its cupboard. “I wonder how she’s grown up? She was a charming youngster I remember, and out-of-the-way pretty with those silvery fair curls of hers and her perfect features! There! That’s done, thank goodness! Now to wash my hands and find a hat and then I’ll be off to meet Peggy. Blessings on good old Gay! If it hadn’t been for her, I might never have known of this and then I’d have been out of all this fun—for fun it will be! Of that, I’m certain! Experiments are generally fun and this is a big one—and an adventure, too. I’m all for adventures when I can get ’em! Gill, my lass, you’re a very lucky girl. You might have been pounding away at a typewriter in some beastly city office instead of being here among all this beauty and with old friends and at the very beginning of a new branch of the Chalet School!” She was outside by this time, and running lightly along the rough grass pasture. Then she took a path that led down the mountainside to Lauterbach, the little village where the station was. She paused once to sniff the fresh, strong air and repeated to herself: “Yes; you are a lucky, lucky wench and here’s to adventure!”

	


Chapter Two
 THE ADVENTURE BEGINS

	A crowd of girls stood on the platform of the main Bahnhof of Interlaken. They were all girls between the ages of sixteen and eighteen; most of them nearer the last than the first. With them were a vivacious little French lady and a tall, serious-looking Englishwoman. All were talking hard, but at a sign from the French lady, one or two of them began hushing the rest and presently they were standing silent, looking at the two grown-ups, most of them with curiosity and interest, though one big girl wore an indifferent air and a pair of the youngest looked mutinous.

	“Tenez, mes enfants,” the little lady said, speaking for the most part in excellent English, but with just enough intonation and odd French phrases to remind one that she was not English. “We must now make our way to the Berner Oberland Bahnhof. Have you all your cases and other possessions? Yes? Then as there are so many of us, we will, for this once, form what you call a crocodile, or we may incommode other passers-by. Anthea and Nell,” she turned to a pair of very tall girls, both on the verge of eighteen, “you must lead, please. I think, Anthea, that you have been here before and know the way. That is right, n’est-ce-pas?”

	“Yes, Mdlle,” Anthea, a very pretty girl, fair and English-looking, replied. “I know the way quite well.” She picked up a suitcase and a violin case and turned to the other girl. “Come along, Nell! We’re blocking the fairway, not to speak of creating a sensation. Allons, mon chou!”

	The rest fell in quietly enough and presently they had left the station and were marching two by two through the busy streets, where people glanced at them with unconcealed interest.

	“I call this the limit!” grumbled one of the girls to her partner. “We aren’t kids now. Why on earth couldn’t we just go in small groups?”

	“I suppose because we don’t know the way. And anyhow, with such a pack as ours you’d have to do something,” her friend replied. “Don’t grouse, Elma! It’s only for once; Mdlle What’s-her-name said so. Anyhow, judging by what I can see, we haven’t far to go.”

	Elma shrugged her shoulders pettishly. She was a tall, strikingly handsome girl, with black hair parted down the centre of her head and brushed severely back into a big knot behind; a complete contrast to her partner who was merely a pleasant-looking girl with mousy-brown hair, grey-blue eyes, and a pink-and-white face.

	“Oh, you’re a regular Polly-Anna, always playing the Glad Game!” Elma retorted, as they turned a corner and found themselves nearing the Bahnhof or station from which the railway ran which crossed the narrow plain and then climbed up the mountainside. The train was in and two or three people, obviously tourists, were already sitting in one of the little carriages. Mdlle directed her flock into the front ones and quickly had them settled.

	“Help! Do we have to go up there?” someone demanded, pointing upwards. “I say! It’s all right, isn’t it?”

	“All right?” A small slim girl of just eighteen raised her black eyebrows. “What are you talking about, Daphne? Of course it’s all right! Thousands of people go this way every day during the season. Isn’t that a fact, Mdlle?”

	Mdlle, who had paused beside them in passing down the aisle, gave a smiling nod. “Mais oui. That is quite true, Nita. Why do you ask, chérie?”

	“Daphne wondered if it was safe,” Nita explained.

	Mdlle laughed. “Oh, yes; it is perfectly safe. Have no fear, Daphne. These funiculaires are always kept well inspected and there is not the slightest need for you to fear an accident. Now let me go, my children. I must be sure that all baggages are safely in and the train departs in one little minute.”

	They let her go and presently the little mountain train was running across the valley and then beginning to climb slowly and steadily up the slope. The girls watched with interest. One big, sturdy young woman proceeded to make several people’s flesh creep by speculating as to what would happen if anything went wrong with the couplings.

	“Would we dive straight down, or would we go rolling over the side?” she wondered aloud.

	“Oh, Dickie! Taisez-vous!” exclaimed Daphne, who was near enough to have overheard this. “You make my blood run cold.”

	Dickie subsided with a chuckle and the others gazed out of the windows with absorbed interest.

	The two mistresses watched their charges. Mdlle Berné knew the original Chalet girls, of course, and also Nell Randolph. The rest were strangers to her. As for Miss Norton, who was to be responsible for English language and literature, all were unknown to her, except in so far as they had become acquainted during the journey from Paris. But for them, quite as much as for excited Gillian Culver, it was an adventure and an experiment and little Mdlle had wondered aloud in the staff sitting-room the night before just how the whole set would shake down together.

	So far as could be seen at present, they were all in cliques with the exception of the four from Branscombe Park. They, led by Nell Randolph, had tacked themselves on to the Chalet School group from the beginning. Nell was an old acquaintance of all the Chalet girls there and her Branscombe Park chum, Lucy Holmes, had heard so much about them and about Peggy Bettany in particular, that she was prepared to join up with them. She was a small, fair girl, with light, wavy hair cut short, very blue eyes, and a face that was most attractive despite a nose that tilted skywards. Nell, on the contrary, was a long-legged creature, brown-eyed, brown-haired, with a sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of her short straight nose. Despite her almost eighteen years and the fact that her long plaits were swung round her head, she still looked a mere schoolgirl. She and Nita Eltringham both came from homes where money was perpetually short, and neither would have been able to come, but Miss Annersley, Head of the school in England, had offered to pay her young cousin’s fees, an offer thankfully accepted by Nell’s widowed mother; while Nita had been awarded what was to be known as “The Josephine Bettany Scholarship” which was open to girls of the original school. Most of the others were the daughters of rich or well-to-do folk who could afford this year abroad easily for their girls.

	Mdlle knew all this, though Miss Norton did not. Miss Wilson had decided that, for the present, it might be as well for the girls not to learn about it. It would not have mattered at the school in England where there were always a certain number of places kept for girls whose people could not afford the full fees. With this new venture, however, she thought it might be as well to say nothing until they knew more about everyone.

	“Here we are!” Miss Norton suddenly exclaimed, as the little train came to a stop at a long, rather narrow alp. “Pick up your belongings, girls, and hurry along! The train won’t wait all day!”

	The girls tumbled out hurriedly, Mdlle following the last one after making sure that all luggage was out, and then the row of small carriages moved off and they were left standing, sniffing the fresh, sweet air that came to them from the great mountains.

	The Bahnhof, so-called, at Lauterbach consisted of a kind of sideless shed on either side of the line. At the gate at one end stood a man in loose blue blouse and peaked cap, ready to take the tickets, and beyond, dancing up and down excitedly, was a girl at sight of whom at least a dozen voices cried, “Peggy Bettany!”

	The moment they were through the gate, Peggy was mobbed by her old school friends, everyone trying to talk at once, and the noise they made was enough to scare the birds flying about. Peggy tried to answer everyone and there was a joyful hubbub for a minute or two.

	Elma and her friend, Pamela, looked across at the gaily chattering throng, and the former’s lip curled scornfully.

	“Everybody’s blue-eyed boy, I see,” she said disagreeably. “Who is she, anyhow, that they make such a fuss of her?”

	The last part of her speech was overheard by Hester Layng, a girl who owned placidly that her besetting sin was laziness. She grinned slowly as she heard it.

	“Peggy?” she said in her indolent voice. “Peggy is—Peggy. You’ll know all about it in a week or two, I expect. I shouldn’t worry, you know. Worrying makes you thin and scraggy.” And she glanced down at her own plump person complacently.

	The next moment, Peggy herself was flying up to her, grabbing her hands and shaking them fervently. “Hester! My dear, you’re fatter than ever! What have you been doing during the hols?”

	“Oh, loungin’ round and sufferin’,” Hester replied. “You haven’t even grown in length, let alone width! Peggy, you’re a scrap!”

	“Hester, you’re a lump!” Peggy retorted, before she whirled off to greet someone else.

	She was certainly small, being built on a miniature scale. Long almost silvery fair hair tossed in wild curls down her back, tied off her face by a black ribbon of mammoth proportions. Her features were cut with the delicate precision of a cameo, and her vividly blue eyes danced under arched black brows and long curling lashes. The sun, which freckled Nell’s creamy skin or burned others, had no effect on her roses-and-milk colouring, and there was some excuse for Pamela’s exclamation.

	“I say, Elma, she really is lovely! She looks rather a sport, too. She isn’t all just fairy-tale princess prettiness—not with that chin!” Wherein, she was to find that she was quite right.

	Elma drew her straight black brows down in a sharp frown. “I never was fond of dolls, pretty or otherwise,” was all she said, however.

	“Peg, how is your mother?” Nita asked, coming up to her.

	The laughter left Peggy’s eyes as she replied: “Not too fit. She hasn’t been well all the hols. How’s yours?”

	“Better, thank goodness! And Rosamund is growing into a perfect duck! I’m sorry about Auntie Mollie, though. It isn’t anything serious, is it?” They were standing a little apart from the others now and there was real anxiety in Nita’s grey-green eyes as she asked.

	A look of worry came into Peggy’s charming face. “I don’t know, Nita. She and Dad wouldn’t say much. But she’s been awfully breathless and easily tired. I think if Doc at home doesn’t get something done about it soon, Dad’s taking her to see a specialist.”

	“Peggy—Nita! Come along! We can’t stand here or we’ll be late for Mittagessen.” The call came from Miss Wilson, who had come down with the rest to welcome her pupils. “Peggy, take three or four of them and lead the way. We walk this last part, girls. It isn’t very far and most people are thankful to stretch their legs after the journey. Off you go, Peggy!”

	Peggy and Nita went off with Nell, Dickie, Lucy and two or three more and the rest straggled after them in pairs or groups. Miss Wilson and Miss Norton brought up the rear behind Elma and Pamela and the other three who came from the same school, Dulverley High School, but who were a good year younger than the two elder girls.

	It was a pleasant walk, up a twisting path worn in the limestone of the mountain. Bushes grew on either side, with late-blooming flowers nid-nodding in the breeze which blew down with a chill in it that told of the high snows and icy glaciers from which it came. Here and there were clumps of stone pines and close at hand, but unseen, they could hear the gurgling of a little stream.

	It took the long procession about twenty minutes to climb up but at last they reached the top and found themselves standing on rough pasture, dotted here and there with chalets, some little more than huts, others larger. Straight ahead of them was a big one set in a garden where roses still bloomed bravely.

	Peggy waved her hand towards it. “Das Haus unter die Kiefern,” she announced. “Our school! It’s rather wizard, isn’t it?”

	“What does the name mean?” Elma demanded.

	“The House under the Pines. As you can see, pines grow all round it. For once, the name fits!” Peggy laughed.

	A figure appeared at the open door and came to stand at the top of the steps which led to a wide verandah, at present open to sun and breezes, though, as the girls learned later, in the winter it was fitted with storm windows so that it could still be used and also to prevent the rooms opening on to it from being darkened more than was necessary.

	At sight of her, at least half a dozen people set up a shout of delight. “Gill! Gillian Culver!”

	Nita broke from her group and went flying up to her. “Gill Culver! Are you teaching here? But how simply priceless!”

	“Hello, Nita!” Miss Culver gave a chuckle. “I thought you people would get a shock. No; I’m not teaching. I can’t imagine anything I’d like to do less. I’m here as secretary to Bill—I mean,” with a quick blush, “Miss Wilson. And that, my good girl, means that in public, at any rate, you have to address me as ‘Miss Culver’. I’ve been in Kenya, staying with my sister whose husband works at the big agricultural research station out there. Then I came home and did a course in shorthand, typewriting and book-keeping. Now I’m here. These the rest of your crowd? Welcome to Welsen, everyone. That’s the name of this hamlet, though our postal address is Lauterbach. Come in and you shall have a wash-and-brush-up. Then we’ll have Mittagessen, after which your afternoon will be spent in interviewing the Head and unpacking. In the intervals, we can make up for lost time and you shall give me all the news. This way!”

	She led the way into a square hall from which ran a narrow passage to the back of the chalet. A cross passage went from side to side of the house like the top stroke of a T. Miss Culver took them to the right-hand side at the end of which were six doors, standing ajar.

	“These are our cloakrooms and splasheries,” she explained. “The door at the other end leads to the covered way which, my loves, has been specially built so that those of you sleeping in the Annexe need not be out in bad weather. You’ll find out all about that after Mittagessen. At present, find your pegs. They’re all labelled. I put in a whole afternoon on the job. Hang your caps and coats up; wash your hands and tidy your hair and then come along. Karen is just beginning to dish up.”

	She went round among the others and ten minutes later they were all in the Speisesaal, sniffing the savoury odour that was wafted through the buttery hatch.

	It was a large, sunshiny room, panelled in pine which glowed with wax and hard rubbing. The floor was like it and one or two unwary folk skidded as they entered. It had wide lattice windows which were open to let the exhilarating air pour in. Curtains of blue-and-white checked material blew gently to and fro, and the square tables to seat four had matching cloths. There were no flowers on them, but they did not lack for ornament, for the tall, quaintly shaped glasses were in shades of ruby, blue, green and yellow. Wire stands filled with flowering plants stood before the windows which gave a charming view of the little alp. There were twelve of the sturdy little tables, but the room was so large that there was any amount of space between them. The chairs were carved pine, made in the peasant style. There was no fireplace, but one corner was dominated by a towering porcelain stove. A cuckoo clock hung on one wall and half a dozen prints of famous pictures decorated the others. Under the clock ran a long side-board where all serving was done. That was all and though it seemed rather bare to some of them, it was, in spite of that, a very pleasant room.

	“Isn’t it quaint?” Pamela said, as they ate their soup. “You could tell it was foreign in a moment.”

	“I like it,” a Scottish girl, Valerie Herriot, replied. “And aren’t these bowls simply charming!”

	“The soup is really excellent,” the fourth at their table, a girl from the same school as Valerie, remarked patronizingly.

	Elma gave a contemptuous look at the bowls of gay peasant ware. “I must say I don’t see why we should have basins as if we were babies,” she observed. “We aren’t likely to spill if we have plates—we’re all more or less grown-up, after all.”

	Valerie laughed. “Even the mistresses have them,” she pointed out, in her pretty Scots voice. “I suppose it’s a case of ‘When in Rome, do as the Romans do’. Anyhow, it does keep the soup hot and that’s something. For you’re right, Edna; it is simply delicious.”

	Elma sniffed; but a red-cheeked maid came to clear away at that moment, so she said nothing. The soup was followed by plates of roast veal with a savoury stuffing. Baked potatoes and a white vegetable fried and quite new to everyone accompanied it.

	“There’s carraway in it—I can just taste it!” Pamela exclaimed. “What on earth is it?”

	Miss Wilson, sitting at a table two or three yards away, overheard her. “It’s white cabbage served with a sour cream sauce,” she said, with a smile at her new pupil. “We propose for the most part to keep to the dishes of the country and we hope you will like them.”

	Pamela blushed violently at thus drawing attention to herself. Valerie helped her out, however, by remarking that she thought it was delicious and Miss Wilson, out of mercy, turned back to her own table and went on with the conversation Pamela’s remark had interrupted.

	The sweet was an apple roly-poly, but much nicer than any they had tasted before. Currants and raisins were mixed with the apple which was in a kind of cinnamon-flavoured caramel, the whole enclosed in a rich, flaky pastry that just melted in your mouth. No one declined a second helping and when the maid brought hers, Valerie demanded to know what it was.

	“Bitte, mein Fraülein, ’zist Apfel Strudel,” Marie replied, beaming. “Sehr gut, nicht wahr?”

	Valerie, whose German was a very minus quantity, just managed to realize that she was being asked if she thought it good. She nodded violently and said: “Oh rather! Simply wizard!”

	Marie’s knowledge of English did not include slang, but she guessed that the dish was being praised, so she beamed more widely than ever and then scurried off to serve someone else.

	When she had gone Elma, who had been eating more or less in silence since her remark about the soup bowls, suddenly gave tongue, though, remembering what had just happened to Pamela, she was careful to keep her voice down.

	“Well!” she exclaimed. “I think they might have provided a better trained table-maid. The idea of joining in the conversation like that!”

	“She didn’t. She merely answered a question I asked her,” Valerie retorted. “I think she has delightful manners—so friendly and pleasant. Apfel Strudel! I must remember that. I wonder how they make it?”

	“Better go and make love to the cook for the recipe!” Elma said in her most disagreeable voice.

	Valerie was too well bred to reply and Pamela kicked her friend gently under the table. Elma was making an ass of herself, she thought. There was no point in trying to make enemies at the very beginning of things. What on earth was wrong with her?

	After the meal, Miss Wilson stood up. “I have a few things to say to you, girls,” she said. “First of all, service is almost as difficult to get here as in England. Therefore, certain tasks will be yours. You must help clear the tables at the end of meals; and, of course, you must make your own beds and keep your cubicles tidy. Also, you are requested to keep your own sitting-room dusted and in order. You will see it presently, and I hope you will like it.

	“Most of you, I know, are new to Switzerland and we all hope you will enjoy being in one of the loveliest countries in the world. I won’t keep you any longer now. After you have had coffee, Matron wants you for unpacking and I want a short visit from each of you, so our afternoon will be well filled. Kaffee und Kuchen, which takes the place of afternoon tea here, will be at four o’clock. After that, I thought you would like to explore and begin to know your surroundings a little. Now please stand for grace and then Peggy Bettany, who came early and knows her way about, will take you to the Saal, as your own private sitting-room is called. Coffee will be brought to you there.”
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