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CHAPTER I
 THE DOCTOR’S VERDICT

	There was a silence in the consulting-room. The great physician sat back in his chair, and sighed softly to himself. No doctor likes to give an unfavourable verdict, and he was no exception to the rule. The pale-faced woman in the chair opposite him sat thinking hard.

	‘Then you think, Doctor,’ she said at length, ‘that if I do as you suggest there may be—a chance?’

	‘Certainly I do, Mrs Linton. I wish you had come to me sooner, for then it would have been easier. As it is, I consider that if you will do as I have said, it is more than probable that you will be cured finally, even though it may take a long time. You have let things go very far, but if you will go to the Sanatorium at the Sonnalpe, and put yourself completely into the hands of the doctors there, I think you have a very good chance indeed of recovery.’

	Mrs Linton nodded. She had the air of only half-listening to what he was saying, and he wondered what was passing through her mind.

	Suddenly she looked up. ‘You see, Doctor, I have more than myself to consider. I told you I am a widow. But I have two girls—Gillian is fifteen, and Joyce is fourteen. We have no relations in England to whom I could send them while I am away, so if I go, it means boarding-school.’

	The doctor nodded thoughtfully. ‘I see!’ He got up, and took a turn or two up and down the room. Then he came to his desk again, and began hunting among the papers there, even while his patient was fastening her coat. He found what he wanted, and sat down again. ‘Don’t go yet, Mrs Linton. I rather think I may be able to help you.’ He glanced at his tablet. ‘Ah! I see you are the last patient this afternoon. That is good. Now I am going to ask you one or two questions. You say you have no one to whom you could entrust the girls?’

	‘No one,’ said Mrs Linton with quiet decision.

	‘I see. Well, I wonder if you have ever heard that on the Tiernsee, the lake which lies at the foot of the Sonnalpe group, there is an excellent school for girls? One, moreover, that is run on English lines.’

	She shook her head. ‘No; I never heard of it. Indeed, I had never heard of the Sonnalpe till this afternoon.’

	‘Well, the school is there. My friend, Dr Russell, the head of the Sanatorium, married the head-mistress of it—she is a very charming woman, too—nearly three years ago. Mrs Russell has had to give up her work, of course; but she still retains a financial interest in it, and is also very much interested in the work. Her partner, Mademoiselle Lepâttre, is an excellent teacher; the school is very well staffed, and there is a large number of girls. The daughter of another friend of mine, Rosalie Dene, was there till she was seventeen, and was very happy. Mrs Russell’s own young sister, Joey Bettany, is head-girl now, I believe.’

	‘Rosalie Dene? Is she the daughter of Canon Dene of St Aloysius’ in Bakerfield?’ asked Mrs Linton. ‘I know them slightly. I have met Rosalie with Mrs Dene, and thought she seemed a charming girl.’

	‘Yes; you are quite right there. This school began with very small numbers, I believe. But it has grown and prospered. The Sanatorium has, of course, added to its numbers. Many of the girls there have parents undergoing treatment at the Sonnalpe, and the doctors at the Sonnalpe keep a watchful eye on them always. Lately, they opened an annexe up on the alpe for specially delicate children. Do you know Charles Stevens, the author of Glorious Prague? His younger child is at the annexe, though I believe the elder girl is at the school itself. And Professor Benson—the great authority on Aeschylus—he died about a year ago, you may remember—his only child is there too. Now could you not send your girls to the Chalet School? I think you told me that you were fairly well off? The fees are not so very heavy. And there is this to be said for it that could not be said of any English school: it is directly under the eye of doctors who watch over the girls, and look for any symptoms of trouble, so that they may be checked at once. Girls like yours are particularly guarded, and the whole régime has been drawn up with an eye to strengthening the girls. Then again, should you want them at any time, they will be within easy distance of you. Besides, I expect they will be allowed to spend occasional week-ends at the Sonnalpe to see you.’

	Mrs Linton looked at him with hope dawning in her eyes. His verdict—that she was suffering from the tuberculosis that is the white man’s scourge—had been a terrible shock to her. His pronouncement that her only chance of life was to go to this Sanatorium had added to it. Her two girls were the dearest things in life to her, for her husband had died when Joyce, the younger girl, had been a baby of three. The thought of being separated from them like that, perhaps for months on end, had hurt her more than his verdict. But this sounded feasible.

	‘What about vacancies?’ she asked. ‘It is November now—early December. They may have no room for next term; and you say that I ought to go at once——’

	‘Indeed you must,’ he said gently. ‘You ought not to remain in England a day longer than is necessary. If you will listen to me, you will put all your affairs into the hands of your solicitor. He can close your house for you; or if you prefer it, he could place the furniture in storage, and let it—it is your own, I suppose?’

	‘Yes; it is my own,’ she said.

	‘Then if I may advise, do the latter. It will be at least three years before you should come back to England. It may even be more. But,’ he added, glancing out of the window, ‘it is getting late, and the sun is setting. You ought not to be out now. So I must send you home. But here—here is the address. Write to-night, and when you have had a reply, come and see me again. We must get you out of England as quickly as possible. Now keep up your heart. I am sure they will be able to take your girls; and the men at the Sonnalpe will pull you through all right.’

	Mrs Linton smiled faintly. ‘I feel as though it might be possible now. I can’t thank you, Doctor, for your kindness, but I am grateful. And I will ring you up as soon as I hear from the school, and then you will tell me what we have to do.’

	‘That is right. Have you a car?—No? Then my man will call a taxi for you. Remember; you must save yourself as much as possible. Now good-bye. I shall expect to see you next week.’

	With a final grip of the hand, he resigned her to his butler, bidding him summon a taxi; and then, regardless of the fact that it was tea-time, he turned to his desk once more, and called up the exchange, bidding them put him through to Innsbruck in the Tyrol as soon as possible. Then he ran upstairs to his wife’s drawing-room where he enlisted her sympathy for the widow and her two girls, getting her to promise to help with any shopping for the children that might be necessary. Later, in the evening, he managed to get Dr James Russell on the telephone, and had a brief and costly conversation with him.

	Meanwhile, Mrs Linton made her journey homewards to the pretty suburb, an hour out of London, where she had come to live when Gillian and Joyce had outgrown the little private school in the village in which they had formerly made their home. Now the two went to a big high school where Gillian was doing well at lessons, and Joyce was the most popular girl in her own set, though at work she did not shine, being lazy in the extreme. It was after five when she reached the pretty villa where they lived, and Gillian was on the look-out for her. As the gate-latch clicked, the girl ran to open the hall-door and let a flood of light on to the dark path.

	‘This is a nice time of day for a coldy person to be out!’ she exclaimed in tones of mock severity. ‘Wherever have you been, Mummy? Come along in to the fire at once!’

	Mrs Linton went in, the girl’s strong young arm round her slight figure. She was tired out with her day in town and the shock the doctor had given her, and she panted slightly as she sank into the deep armchair which had been pulled up to the hearth. Joyce, who had been curled up on the rug, reading a school story and basking in the heat like a blissful salamander, scrambled to her feet, and went off to tell the maid to bring tea, while Gillian gently slipped off her mother’s outdoor things, and brought her slippers.

	‘Don’t talk yet, darling,’ she said anxiously. ‘You’re rather breathless. Have you been hurrying? You shouldn’t have done it.’

	Eva, the maid, brought in the dainty tray, and Gillian busied herself with pouring out tea, so the question was left unanswered. Mrs Linton sipped her tea, and nibbled a wafer of bread-and-butter, and even managed to swallow some sponge-cake, though it was an effort. But with those keen dark-blue eyes on her, she dared do no less, and already Gillian was looking at her anxiously.

	‘You haven’t eaten anything!’ scolded the girl gently as her mother shook her head at the bread-and-butter. ‘Aren’t you well, Mummy?’

	‘Just this horrid cough that won’t go,’ said Mrs Linton lightly. ‘Joyce, my pet, come here and tell me what you have been doing with yourself to-day. Did Miss Smythe excuse the Latin?’

	‘No—horrid pig!’ said Joyce, as she dropped down at her mother’s feet and laid her fair head against her. ‘I had to take a deten, and I didn’t get home till nearly five. Mummy, can’t I give up Latin? I do hate it so, and I’m not a bit of good at it.’

	Mrs Linton laughed. ‘Little dunce!’ she said, slipping a caressing hand over the silky golden waves against her knee. ‘No; of course you must go on with it! If you gave it up, you would have to take German instead, and I don’t think you would like that any better,’ she added.

	‘I hate all lessons,’ grumbled Joyce. ‘I wish I didn’t have to do any. It’s all very well for Gill—she likes them!’

	‘Well, unless you are prepared to take German, I’m afraid you must go on with the Latin,’ said her mother, a trace of weariness in her tones.

	Gillian noted it at once. ‘Joyce, get up!’ she said peremptorily. ‘You make Mummy tired, lying against her like that.’

	Joyce laughed, and kept her place. ‘Mummy likes it,’ she said saucily. ‘You do, don’t you, darling?’

	Mrs Linton shook her head at her. ‘Is all the prep done to-night, my lazy-bones? What about yours, Gill?’

	‘I’ve done everything but history,’ said Gillian. ‘Thursday is a free afternoon for me, you know.’

	‘And my Joyce—what about you?’

	‘Oh, I’m too comfy to move,’ said Joyce lazily.

	‘I’m afraid you must, though. I can’t write you any more notes this week. Besides, I have a letter to see to that must go off with the seven o’clock clearance. So run along to the dining-room, pet, and do your best.—Gill, bring my writing-case, dear. And perhaps you’ll take the letter to the post afterwards.’

	Joyce got up reluctantly. ‘I don’t see why you can’t give me a note,’ she grumbled. ‘And why on earth is there such a rush about your letter?’

	‘It is business, and can’t wait. Run along to your work, Baby.’

	Still grumbling, Joyce betook herself to the dining-room, where she gave her lessons a sketchy preparation which next day brought down on her head the wrath of four mistresses. Meanwhile, Mrs Linton wrote her letter to the address in the Tyrol which the doctor had given her, and then handed it to Gillian to post. The girl ran off, heedless of the change that very letter was to bring to them all, and when she came back, she sat down quietly with her history, while her mother rested in the big chair, half-dozing at times, and coughing every now and then the little hard cough which had forced her to pay that visit to the specialist.

	The next few days passed as usual, except that Mrs Linton quietly made what preparations she could for the move while the girls were at school. On the Saturday, there was trouble with Joyce, who wanted her mother to take them to the local cinema to see a big picture. Mrs Linton was obliged to refuse, for all public assemblies had been forbidden her. Not yet could she bring herself to tell the girls what lay before them, so she could give no reason beyond her tiredness and cough, and Joyce sulked all the day over it. Then, just before bedtime, their mother had an attack of palpitation and breathlessness that alarmed poor Gillian horribly, and even made the younger girl ashamed of her bad behaviour. When it was over, poor Mrs Linton felt obliged to tell the girls that she had seen a doctor, and he had forbidden any expeditions. But she felt that she could tell them nothing further until she had heard from the Tyrol.

	Fortunately, the expected letter arrived by the midday post, for that talk of the great specialist’s over the ’phone had resulted in an air-mail communication from the school, and Mrs Linton learnt that all was well and her girls would be accepted in the school for the Easter term. Mademoiselle Lepâttre explained that though they would be in the same house for the first term, Joyce would be moved to the new chalet they were building for the younger Middles after Easter, while Gillian would stay in the original building. She also said that the girls would be allowed to spend week-ends up at the Sonnalpe, where they would stay with one or other of the married doctors, visiting their mother from there. Naturally, these visits must be regulated by Mrs Linton’s own condition and the doctors’ wishes, but she would be permitted to see as much of them as possible. The rest of the letter was taken up with inventories of what they would require, and ended with a request for a cabled reply, as the Chalet School had few vacancies, and they already had a waiting-list.

	Mrs Linton rang up her specialist, and telling him briefly what she had heard, made an appointment for that afternoon, and then went to lie down to recover herself a little. When she felt stronger, she wrapped up, and went out to send her cable. The next thing was to go to the High School, and she went after lunch, and explained matters to the head-mistress, who was very sympathetic, and agreed that the girls must go with their mother.

	The next afternoon saw her in the consulting-room once more, and when the great physician had seen Mademoiselle’s letter, he examined his patient thoroughly again.

	‘When do you start?’ he asked when it was over.

	‘I suppose it must be as soon as possible, Doctor. I think I could manage next week, if that would suit.’

	He looked at her keenly. ‘It will suit the Sonnalpe people all right,’ he said. ‘But I hope you understand that you cannot take the journey at one stretch. It must be done very gradually, and will, I am afraid, occupy at least a week. I shall send a nurse with you, of course, and she will take complete charge of you all. You will stay or move on as she sees fit, and you must promise me to obey her implicitly. I want you to realise,’ he added gravely, ‘that I am still anxious to know that you are safely there. You will find it very fatiguing, I’m afraid, though Nurse Richards will do her best to make things easy for you. Don’t permit your girls to make any demands on you at all. You need all your strength to get to the Sonnalpe.’

	‘I’m sure they won’t worry us, Doctor,’ said Mrs Linton. ‘Joyce is only a baby, I know. But Gillian is a dear, good girl, and she will look after her sister. I will put myself right into Nurse’s hands, and be as obedient as possible,’ she added, with a little laugh that brought back the cough.

	He frowned as he noted it, but said nothing. Instead, he left her, and presently came back with something to soothe it. When it was ended, and she was lying back in her chair, still panting, he spoke again. ‘You see what I mean. This cough wears you out. Now I am going to take you upstairs to my wife, who will give you some tea. Then, as I shall not need my car till late to-night, I am going to tell my chauffeur to drive you straight home, and you must go to bed and stay there till noon to-morrow. Please don’t trouble about anything. If you have no near friend to see to it, my wife will be delighted to get the girls’ clothes.’ Then he added a little shakily: ‘Our girl left us when she was only a few months old—and we never had another. She would have been just the age of your eldest if she had lived.’

	After that, Mrs Linton felt that she could trust both him and his wife in anything, and after she had had her tea, she gladly consented to letting Lady Talbot take the girls to get their outfits. Then she was taken downstairs in the lift, and carefully put into the car, and the chauffeur received orders to drive slowly. He was very careful, but by the time she got home, she had realised the truth of the doctor’s dictum that any journey would wear her out, and was thankful to go to bed.

	The girls were late in coming home from school, as Gillian’s form had given a tea-party to the rest of the Seniors and the Middles, so that it was after nine when they got in. They were met by Eva, who told them that their mother had gone to bed as she was tired, and begged that they would not go in that night, because she felt so worn out, and might be asleep.

	‘Goodness! That’s not like Mummy!’ said Joyce. ‘Are you sure she said that, Eva?’

	‘Certain, Miss Joyce.—I’ve got your suppers in the dining-room, Miss Gillian, and the cocoa’s just ready. Cook was boiling it up when I came to answer the door. The mistress looks tired to death, Miss Gill. She does indeed.’

	‘Oh, all right, we won’t disturb her,’ said Gillian, but she looked rather blank.

	Joyce was soon asleep that night, and slept her usual sound, healthy slumbers. But Gillian lay awake for a very long time, and a cold dread of what was to come seemed to lie on her heart like a lump of ice.

	


CHAPTER II
 GOOD-BYE TO ENGLAND!

	‘Leave the horrid old High School and go to a school abroad! Oh, Mummy, what a gorgeous idea! How topping of that ripping doctor to suggest it!’

	This was Joyce, of course. Her volatile mind quite overlooked the fact that it was their mother’s illness which had brought about the new state of affairs, and she was merely thrilled at the thought of quitting the High School, where she was always at feud with one or other of the mistresses, and going to a new school where her reputation for laziness was unknown. ‘Besides, in a foreign school they will give most of the time to dancing and manners and speaking French and things like that,’ she thought complacently.

	But Gillian swung round on her for once. ‘Joyce, you are horrid!’ Then she turned to her mother. ‘Mummy darling, what exactly does the doctor say about you? What’s really wrong with you?’

	Mrs Linton hesitated a moment. ‘He says that I am not strong, and must go to the mountains for the sake of the air, and have this new treatment to help me throw off this stupid cold,’ she said finally. Not for worlds would she have alarmed her girls with the actual truth, and already Gillian was looking worried.

	Joyce put on an injured expression. ‘How am I horrid, pray? I never have pretended to be mad over the old High. And Skinny has been beastly to me lately—all this term, in fact. She makes favourites, and it isn’t fair.’

	‘She doesn’t scold the people who work decently, you mean,’ said Gillian. Then she was silent, for her mother had thrown her an appealing glance, as if asking her not to quarrel. Besides, she knew Joyce’s calm insouciance by this time. So she gave it up, and listened with a certain amount of interest to the answers Mrs Linton was giving to Joyce’s questions.

	‘I have to be at this big hospital, you see, and it will take some time for the cure. I couldn’t very well leave you two to look after yourselves in England; so when Dr Talbot told me of this school, it struck me as being the very thing for you. It lies beside the Tiernsee, which is the lake at the foot of the mountain. And it doesn’t take so very long to reach the Sonnalpe from it, for at the far end they have built a broad carriage-road; and in summer, you can climb up by a path near the lake. I wonder how you will like it? It means, for one thing, that you must speak French and German as well as your own language. Mademoiselle Lepâttre—’

	‘Who’s she?’ interrupted Joyce.

	‘She is the acting-Head of the School. The other Head is Mrs Russell, wife of Dr Russell at the Sonnalpe. But she doesn’t teach now. When Mademoiselle wrote to me, she said that the girls learnt to speak all three languages, and you would have to learn them, too.’

	‘Oh, well, I suppose we’ll pick up a good deal by hearing the others,’ said Joyce lightly. ‘Go on, Mummy; tell us some more.’

	‘Haven’t you got the prospectus?’ asked Gillian.

	‘Yes, dear. It’s on my dressing-table. Will you run and fetch it?’

	Gillian went off, and presently came back with the prospectus, and the three spent a happy hour turning it over and examining the photographs with which it was illustrated.

	‘I like their winter-sports kit,’ said Gillian. ‘It’s so sensible; there’s nothing to get in the way. But what huge boots! And isn’t that a pretty girl!’

	‘Where? Let me see!’ demanded Joyce, pushing her aside to peer at the photograph which showed a group of girls clad in breeches and woolly sweaters, with shawls tied round them, and their hair, for the most part, tucked away in berets. They wore big, hob-nailed climbing-boots, and fingerless mittens, and looked very happy and jolly. Gillian pointed out the one whose face had taken her fancy—a slim, fair person, with a merry smile.

	‘I don’t think she’s so awfully pretty,’ said Joyce when she had considered it. ‘And I loathe the idea of those boots. They must make your feet look enormous!’ And she glanced down at her own small feet in their pretty buckled slippers.

	‘They are very necessary in snowy weather, though, Miss Vanity,’ said their mother, running her fingers through the golden curls Joyce always wore floating loosely about her shoulders at home.

	‘I like this one of the library,’ said Gillian, turning to it. ‘What piles of books!’

	‘The garden in summer looks ripping,’ commented Joyce. ‘Turn to that one again, Gill.’

	Gillian turned to the picture which showed a flower-garden with the girls sitting about in deck-chairs or on the grass, while the house itself showed in the background.

	‘Then you think you can be happy there?’ asked their mother wistfully, when at length they put the pamphlet away.

	‘Rather!’ said Joyce with conviction. ‘It looks a ripping place, and there are sure to be nice girls at a school like that. Won’t it be funny, though, having lessons in French and German? I hope they’ll make allowances for us at first. They ought to; they must know we can’t be expected to know very much about it when we’ve never left England before.’

	‘I wonder what their standard is like?’ said Gillian thoughtfully.

	‘A pretty high one from all I can hear,’ said her mother. ‘One of the present Seniors hopes to enter the Sorbonne—the Paris University—in September, and that means that she must be very well advanced indeed. And they have sent girls to the universities here, so Lady Talbot told me. I don’t think you need trouble about their standard.’

	But Joyce’s face had lengthened at this. ‘Oh, Mummy!’

	‘Well, my lazy baby, don’t you like the prospect?’ asked her mother, laughing. ‘Oh, of course you’ll have to work! You can’t go through life shirking trouble all your days.’

	‘And there’s one thing, Joyce,’ added Gillian. ‘You’ll have regular hours there for prep and practice, and I believe you’ll find it much easier to do your work that way than just messing about at home as you do.’

	‘It’s all very well for you,’ said Joyce petulantly. ‘You like work; I don’t!—Mummy! Write and tell them I’m not to be pushed, won’t you? I’m sure it would be bad for me.’

	Mrs Linton shook her head. ‘They won’t push you, Joyce. They are far too careful of the girls for that. But you’ll have to do a certain amount of work, you know. Still, I don’t think they’ll ask too much of you.’

	‘Well, won’t you write to the High and say I must stop Latin and maths?’ pleaded Joyce.

	‘Didn’t you understand, dear? You aren’t going back there again.’

	‘Not going back? Mummy! How joyous!’ And Joyce sprang up and began to dance about the room with delight.

	‘But, Mummy; what about our books?’ asked Gillian, who was by no means so delighted at the prospect. She had always got on well with the mistresses, and she had one or two friends who lived outside the suburb, coming in to school every day. If she were not to go back, how could she say good-bye to them?

	‘Oh, yes; you may go for your books and to say good-bye to your friends,’ replied Mrs Linton with a smile. ‘Joyce, stop dancing like that, you mad child. Aren’t you sorry to leave your friends?’

	Joyce subsided. ‘Oh, yes. But then I expect I’ll make others in this new school. When do we go to the Tyrol? And where is it?’

	‘Joyce! What shameful ignorance! It is the western part of Austria. Go and get your atlas and find it. As to when we go, it will be next week, I hope. And now, here comes Eva with supper.—Clear the table, Gill—and Joyce, go and brush your hair. It looks both wild and woolly after that war-dance of yours.’

	 

	It was a bright day in the middle of December that they set off for Dover to make the first stage of their journey.

	‘You must take all the care of your mother that you can,’ said Dr Talbot to Gillian, with whom he had a chat before they left. ‘Of course, Nurse will be there to see to most things; but you can do much.’

	Gillian turned wistful eyes of sapphire-blue on him. ‘She—she isn’t—really bad?—is she?’ she asked brokenly.

	‘I hope she will be better soon,’ he said evasively. ‘But remember; she is not to be worried. A great deal depends on that.’

	Gillian nodded. ‘I’ll do everything I can. And so will Joyce, I’m sure,’ she added.

	The doctor was not so sure. He had already sized up the younger girl, and it seemed to him that most of the burden must fall on this anxious-looking elder child. ‘Well, be careful,’ he said gruffly. ‘Remember that it will take time for her to get back her strength, and don’t worry her by seeming impatient. Your cheerfulness will go a long way towards bringing her through.’

	After that he said good-bye, and left them in charge of the excellent nurse who would take them out to the Sonnalpe, see Mrs Linton established at the Sanatorium, and then return. Nurse Richards had done this journey before, and she knew exactly what arrangements to make. They were to cross to Calais that day if it was smooth, and there spend the night, going on to Paris next morning. From Paris, they would journey as far as Basle, where another break would be made for the sake of the invalid. The next stage would be at Innsbruck; and the final one to the Sonnalpe itself. Altogether they would be at least a week on the way, and the chances were that it would be more. Very much depended on how Mrs Linton stood the travelling.

	Joyce was the only really carefree member of the party. She knew that her mother was ill; but she had no idea how ill, for Mrs Linton had begged that her youth might not be over-shadowed by it. Gillian, accustomed to shielding her sister from everything, acquiesced at once, and so it was not till they had reached Paris, and Mrs Linton was quietly resting in the pleasant room which had been taken for her at the Home established by an enterprising Scottish doctor for this very purpose, that the younger girl knew very much of what was happening. Then Nurse took matters into her own hands.

	Joyce had been clamouring to go out and explore Paris, and Gillian, secretly terrified at the exhaustion she had seen in their mother’s face, refused with decision.

	‘I think you’re horrid!’ cried Joyce. ‘It won’t help Mummy a bit if we sit and mope and grizzle; and you might think of me a little!’

	Gillian flushed up, but before she could reply, Nurse struck in firmly. ‘Look here, young woman, I think it’s high time you knew just how things stand with you three.’

	‘What do you mean?’ demanded Joyce, half-alarmed, half-angry.

	‘Just this. Your mother is very ill—it’s going to be a business to get her to the Sonnalpe, and your sister knows it. It’s up to you to help in every way you can—and that won’t be by whingeing and whining because you can’t do everything as you like. You’ve got to keep bright and cheerful, and do all you can to cheer your mother up. And try to think a little more of other people, and less of yourself.’

	Joyce listened to her in stunned silence. She had really had no idea that her mother was so ill. Nurse had given her a shrewd blow from which she would not recover swiftly. Gillian, with the old instinct for protecting her sister, slipped an arm round her; but Joyce shook herself free.

	‘Is this true?’ she demanded.

	‘Yes,’ said Nurse. ‘Now I must go to my patient. You two stay here quietly. Supper will be coming presently, and then you must go to bed.’

	She left the room, and when she had gone, Joyce flung round on her sister. ‘How long have you known all this?’ she demanded imperiously.

	‘I’ve only known it for the last two or three days,’ said Gillian quietly. ‘I guessed it when I first heard we were to go to the Tyrol so that Mummy could have mountain air.’

	‘And you never told me!’

	‘Mummy didn’t want you to know till you had to.’

	Joyce stood still, her breath coming quickly. ‘Well, I think it’s abominable of you to have kept such a thing secret from me,’ she said stormily. ‘I’m going to my bedroom—don’t come with me; I want to be alone! Anyhow, I don’t want anyone with me who could behave like such a beast as you!’

	She turned and fled from the room, banging the door behind her, and Gillian was left gasping at her sister’s fury. Up the stairs rushed the frightened child, and into the bedroom she was to share with her sister. Mercifully, it was on the floor below their mother’s and nowhere near her. Nor was there anyone else within hearing—which was as well, for once she had gained it, Joyce slammed the door, flung herself on the bed, and cried passionately and noisily. She loved her mother as dearly as she could love anyone but herself, and Nurse’s blunt statements had terrified her. Besides, there was a good deal of wounded vanity in her crying, for Nurse had not troubled to hide the contempt she felt.

	It was a good thing, as it turned out, that Nurse had spoken, for her patient was not fit to go on next day, and as the weather was bad, the two girls had to amuse themselves as best they could for the next two days. But at length there came a sunshiny morning when Mrs Linton was laid in an ambulance, and taken to the Gare de l’Est, where she was put into a compartment specially reserved for her, and they went on to Basle. But there again they had to make a break, and it was very slow work. Finally, when they arrived at the little station of Wiesing, they had been more than a fortnight on the way. Christmas had come and gone, and the new year had arrived.

	Two attendants from the Sanatorium were in waiting at Wiesing, and they swiftly wrapped up the half-fainting patient, and carried her out to the motor ambulance which was waiting outside in the falling twilight of the winter afternoon. Nurse followed them, bidding Gillian and Joyce stay where they were till someone came for them. A third man went off to see about the luggage, and the two girls huddled together on the lamplit platform, cold, hungry, and miserable, and very lonely and desolate. However, just as Gillian was summoning up the little German she knew to speak to the luggage attendant, things changed. There came the sound of light, swift steps, and a tall, very dark girl, with thick black hair cut in a ‘page’s’ bob under her fur cap, and soft black eyes set in a pointed face, came whirling up to them with outstretched hands.

	‘You poor lambs!’ she said. ‘I’m sorry we left you so long, but your mother had to come first, of course. Now which is Gillian and which is Joyce? I’m Jo Bettany, by the way, head-girl of the Chalet School. My sister married Dr Russell who is head of the Sonnalpe, and Dr Maynard and I came down to welcome you to Tyrol and take you up there. You’re coming to us at “Die Rosen”—my sister’s home—till term begins, you know. Has Louis got all your luggage? Then come along, and we’ll soon have you at home now. You must be sick of travelling.’

	She slipped a hand through an arm of each girl, and chatting and laughing, drew them out of the station to a car which was driven by a big young man with a fair, clear-cut face under his ear-flapped fur cap. This was Dr Maynard, who gave them a cheery greeting, and helped Jo to tuck them in. Then he set off at once through the lighted streets of the little town to the foot of the broad carriage-road, where, far away in the distance, they could see the tail-lights of the ambulance twinkling.

	‘We go up here,’ said Jo, turning to the pair. ‘This leads right up to the Sonnalpe, though it’s at the far end. The village is right round the shoulder of the mountain, as you’ll find when we get there.’

	‘Where are they taking Mummy?’ asked Gillian, finding her voice at last. ‘We must go where she is, of course.’

	Jo looked at her with eyes grown very soft and tender. ‘You can’t go yet, at any rate,’ she said. ‘They’re taking her to the San. You must come with us to “Die Rosen.” But you needn’t be afraid. As soon as ever we get there, my sister will ring up the San and find out how your mother is, and you shall see her as soon as possible.’

	Gillian nodded. Then she lay back under the great fur-lined rug that had been tucked round them. She could feel tired Joyce nodding against her; but she herself was very far from sleep. She had too much to think about.

	


CHAPTER III
 AT THE SONNALPE

	It was a slow journey up the broad driving-road. Snow lay thickly everywhere, and even the chains on the wheels would have been little safeguard against fast or careless driving. Luckily Dr Maynard was accustomed to the work, and by degrees they mounted to the top, always with the lights of the ambulance before them, and then Gillian felt that they were running along an even path.

	‘This is the Sonnalpe itself,’ said Joey. ‘I do hope you’re quite warm and comfortable? Dr Jack daren’t go quickly, you see—not in this weather, anyhow. You’ve been a long time on the way, haven’t you? We all thought you’d have been here much sooner.’

	Gillian roused herself with an effort. ‘Mummy was too poorly for us to come quicker.’

	‘That’s a pity,’ said Joey quietly. ‘Still, she’s here now, and that’s the main thing. You know, don’t you, that her doctor wrote to my brother-in-law about her?’

	‘No; I’d no idea. Oh, do you know what he said?’ Gillian turned with some eagerness at this, though hitherto her remarks had been mechanical.

	Jo shook her head. ‘What do you take Jem for? Doctors aren’t in the habit of confiding to even their nearest and dearest, my child. I do know she’s very ill, of course. And my sister says that your doctor’s wife who wrote to her about you two said that this was her best chance. She’ll get the very newest treatment up here, you know. You mustn’t mind if they don’t let you see her to-night. She’ll be pretty well done with the journey, and they’re safe to want her to rest. You see, before they can begin any treatment they’ll have to build up her strength. I know! My little adopted sister, the Robin, is fearfully frail, and I know all the fussations we have over her.’

	Gillian nodded. Then, as she saw that they were approaching houses, she leaned forward to look out of the window.

	‘Yes; this is the village,’ said Joey. She pointed out of the window at her side. ‘There’s the San—that huge building looming up over there. You can see by the lights that the ambulance is turning in. We shall go on though, to my sister’s house.’

	Gillian suddenly remembered her manners. ‘It’s ripping of Mrs Russell to take us in like this,’ she said. ‘I never expected it, you know. Quite thought we’d have to camp out in some hotel or other.’

	‘Oh, Madge wouldn’t let people like you go to the hotel if it could be helped,’ said Jo cheerfully. ‘And even if we hadn’t been able to take you, there are the Mensches and the Di Bersettis. Both Frau Mensch and Signora di Bersetti are old girls of the Chalet School, and it isn’t likely they’d let new Chalet girls go to the “Goldener Apfel” unless we’d mumps or measles or something like that.’

	At this point, they turned in at a wide gateway, and the car went slowly up the pathway which was bordered on either hand by bushes laden with snow. From the windows lights fell athwart the white garden in a welcoming golden glow, and as Dr Maynard sounded his horn, the big front door was flung wide open, and more lights streamed out to greet them. A slender figure appeared at the doorway, and a hand was waved from beneath the great shawl that wrapped the figure from throat to knee.

	‘My sister!’ said Jo, wrenching at the handle of the car-door. ‘Come along; we’re here at last. Oh, is Joyce asleep?’

	But Joyce had roused up with the stopping of the car, and was lifting her head with an air of bewilderment.

	‘We’re here, Joyce,’ said Gillian, shaking her gently. ‘Get out, dear.’

	Joyce stumbled out, blinking and yawning, and still too drowsy to assert herself. Joey seized her hand, and pulled her up the long, shallow steps to the door. ‘Here they are!’ she cried. ‘This is Joyce; and that’s Gillian coming behind!’
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