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Chapter I
 JOEY MAKES A BEGINNING

	Joey Bettany, for nearly twelve years now Joey Maynard, plumped herself down on the edge of a big, empty packing-case and—promptly doubled up and disappeared into it! Her wild screams brought her triplet daughters flying from the nursery farther along the corridor, where they had been busy dismantling the first of their beloved dolls’ houses, to stand goggling at her. They also brought her adopted sister, Robin Humphries, from the linen-room, where she had been equally busy, sorting out pillowcases. Robin’s reaction was to double up also—with wild laughter.

	‘Ow—ow!’ shrieked Jo. ‘Help me out, someone—help me out! Robin! Don’t stand there giggling like the village idiot! Come and give me a hand! I’m all doubled up and my arms are caught and I can’t get out by myself!’

	In reply to this pathetic appeal, Robin choked back her peals of mirth and advanced to the case. There she found that Jo had spoken only the sad truth. In going down she had somehow managed to get her arms caught with the sides and she was quite unable to do anything for herself. Only her feet were free, and she kicked wildly in her efforts to get out.

	‘For pity’s sake stop thrashing about like that with your feet!’ Robin cried. ‘Keep still, Jo!’ Then, as Jo obeyed her, ‘Oh, my goodness! How, on this earth, am I to yank you out of this? Can’t you possibly get even a hand loose? No; I see you can’t. I’ll have to have help. I can’t manage you by myself—there’s too much of you! Len, scoot as hard as you can to the kitchen and bring Anna. Between us, we may be able to do it.’

	Len, the eldest of the triplets—by half an hour—swung round to tear off downstairs, but Margot, the youngest of them, stopped her at once. ‘It’s no good! Anna’s not in the house. She said she was going down to Mr Thirlbeck’s the shop’—the triplets had picked up this piece of Welshism, having lived so long on the borders of Wales—‘to buy all the clothes-line she could to rope the cases as they were filled. I saw her going ten minutes ago out of the nursery window, and she had the pram and all the kids with her. There’s only us in the house. Oh, whatever shall we do?’ And she regarded her mother with blue eyes full of horror.

	‘I don’t care what you do!’ Jo snapped. ‘You’ve got to manage it among you somehow. There’s something digging into my spine and I’ve scratched or cut myself as well. I can feel the blood trickling down.’

	‘Could we push the case over?’ suggested Con, the third of them. ‘Then Mamma might be able to wriggle out somehow. We could help her—p’r’aps.’ She finished up on a dubious note.

	‘No you don’t! However uncomfortable I am, I’m not risking any of you wrenching or straining yourselves,’ Jo said firmly. ‘And Auntie Rob’s ankle isn’t good for an awful lot yet. It takes time for a break like that to heal. Besides, you couldn’t do it anyway. I’m no lightweight! So let that idea alone, all of you, for I won’t allow it for a moment!’

	Something in her tone warned them that she meant every word she said. Meantime, she was turning dark red, and Robin, her giggles forgotten, was alarmed.

	‘We certainly can’t leave you like this until Anna gets back! If she’s got all the younger ones with her, goodness knows when that will be. What on earth—’ She broke off as her quick ear caught the sound of a distant whistle from the far end of the drive. She gave a cry of, ‘Jack! Oh, thank Heaven! Fly, Len! Fetch Papa at once! Joey, you keep still, or you’ll make matters worse!’

	Jo, who had given a violent heave at the news that her husband was at hand, became quiet, and Len tore off, followed by Margot, both yelling at the tops of their voices, ‘Papa—Papa! Come at once! Mamma’s stuck in a box!’

	‘Well, that lets him know what’s wrong all right,’ Jo said faintly with the ghost of a grin.

	‘He’ll be here in a second, Jo,’ Robin said anxiously. ‘Try to keep still, for pity’s sake, or you may wedge yourself tighter than ever. You—you don’t feel faint or anything?’ she added more anxiously than ever.

	Jo glared at her. ‘I feel more like a stroke, if you really want to know!’ But her voice was still faint and Robin re-echoed her final remark of, ‘Thank Heaven he’s here!’ with all her heart.

	Jack Maynard came bounding up the stairs, his long legs taking them three at a time, leaving his daughters toiling after him. Whatever he felt, he had both face and voice well under control, for as he entered the bedroom he merely said when he saw his wife’s dilemma, ‘Bless the girl! What on earth will you do next? Here; keep still a moment!’ For Jo at sight of him had begun her wild kickings again.

	‘Get me out, Jack! Quickly! I’m going to have a stroke, I think!’ Jo gasped, becoming quiet again.

	‘Not you!’ he retorted, deliberately unsympathetic. ‘Your blood pressure’s normal enough! Now let’s see. H’m! Well, we must do our best. Now keep quite still. I’m going to turn the case on its side first. Then I’ll try to ease you out. I—can’t—manage—this—way!’ He was suiting his action to his words as he spoke and gently lowering the case on to its side.

	It was no easy matter, for, as Jo had said, her five foot eight was no light weight and the case was a very large, stout one into the bargain. At last he managed it and then looked up at the worried Robin.

	‘Now, Rob, you take her legs and when I say, “Now!” bend them up while I try to free her. Better kneel down to it and don’t overbalance on to her, what ever you do. Jo, make yourself quite limp and leave it all to us.’ He knelt too, and, with some difficulty, got his hands under her shoulders. ‘Now!’

	Between them, they bent her practically double. She shrieked again, convinced that she was being slowly tortured to death. There was a violent struggle for a moment. Then she suddenly shot out like the cork of a bottle, and all three of them sprawled on the floor with the force of her exit.

	Jack was up in a moment and bending over her. Her face was scarlet and her eyes swimming with tears, but, so far as he could see, no real harm had been done.

	‘How do you feel?’ he asked gently.

	Jo pulled herself together. ‘As—if—I had been—well and truly—racked in the Tower!’ she gasped.

	Her three daughters stood in the doorway, regarding her with awed eyes.

	‘Are you—are you very badly hurt, Mamma?’ Len ventured at last.

	Jo fought for breath. Then she replied, ‘Oh, dear no! I merely feel as if every bone in my body had been wrenched out of place! Give me a hanky, someone, please.’

	Con produced a filthy rag that looked as if she had used it to wipe the floor. Jack, however, was first and he tucked a big linen square into her hand.

	‘Take that awful thing away, Con. Is that the best you can do? Hold on, Jo. I’m going to lift you to the bed. Pull the pillows away, Robin. I want her flat.’

	Robin, who was on her feet again, darted to the bed to haul out the pillows and, while Jo dabbed her eyes, he cautiously slid his hands under her and lifted her to the bed where he laid her down. She lay panting, for it had been an altogether breathless business. Her husband rapidly ran his hands over her and examined her. Then, satisfied that she had not really hurt herself, however she might be feeling at the moment, he proceeded to take the minds of the girls off the worst of it.

	‘Rob, off you go to the kitchen and hot up some coffee for her. She’s had a shock, and a hot drink will do her good. Bring enough for all three of us. Con, go and get a glass of water. Margot set the windows wide open and let her have air, and you go to the study and fetch my case, Len. Take it easy, Jo. You’ll feel better in a few minutes. It was a nasty experience, but it’s over now.’

	They fled to do his bidding, while Jo, her eyes dry now and her colour slowly returning to its normal healthy creaminess, heaved a deep sigh.

	‘That’s better! Oh, what a shock I got! And there wasn’t a soul in the house but Rob and the girls. I thought I’d die before anyone could get here to set me free!’ Her voice was growing stronger now.

	He laughed as he said, ‘It certainly was a most unpleasant predicament. How on earth did it ever happen?’

	‘I sat on the edge of the case and I sat too far back—that’s all.’

	‘You would! It’s a wonder my hair isn’t grey with all the alarms and excursions I’ve gone through since I married you!—Hello! Your arm’s bleeding!’

	‘I know. I could feel the blood trickling down when I was in the case.’

	He was examining it. ‘A cut—not much, but I’ll deal with it when Len arrives with my case. I’m going to give you a small dose, Jo, to settle you. You can spend the rest of the afternoon on this bed and you’ll feel all right by bedtime. Here comes my Con and the water. Take a sip or two, girl! The coffee will really be best for you, but a drink’s always a good thing after a shock. There; now lie quiet. Bring me that wrap thing, Margot. That’s right; lay it over her. Good girl! You did that beautifully.’

	The coffee and the case arrived together. He made Jo drink the coffee first. Then he set to work to wash and dress the cut, which was a nasty, jagged tear, though not very deep. When he had strapped it up, he demanded to know if she had cut herself anywhere else.

	‘No; but I felt as if something were being driven slowly into my spine,’ Jo replied. ‘However, that’s stopped, so I don’t suppose it really was.’

	‘I’ll just slip your frock off and take a dekko. Come on, Rob; give me a hand. I don’t want her to move more than is necessary for the moment.’

	Between them, they stripped off her frock, but all that was to be seen was a slight discoloration. Later, he found that a stick of wood had been leaning against the side and she must have been resting her entire weight on it. However, once more, no harm had been done.

	Meanwhile, Jo was recovering her usual form, and when he had bathed the place with a soothing lotion and laid her back with the remark that he would now give her a tablet to calm her nerves and she could stay where she was, she twinkled up at him with dancing black eyes.

	‘I’ve heard before of folks getting themselves into a fine box, but I never experienced the reality myself until now. I’ll take jolly good care where I sit and how I sit in future! Once of this is just ten times too much for my liking!’

	‘It’s a thousand times too much for mine!’ Robin said with decision. She was still looking pale as a result of her fright. ‘If this is the sort of thing that’s going to happen while you’re getting ready to go to Switzerland, I think we’d better go the whole hog and have professional packers to do the job.’

	‘Do you indeed?’ Jo was getting well into her stride now. ‘And who’s going to pay for it, may I ask?’

	‘I will! I’d rather, than go through this sort of experience again!’ Robin retorted. ‘You might have broken your back or your neck, doing a thing like that!’

	‘Today’s happy thought!’ Jo murmured as she finished her coffee. ‘Sorry to give you such a shock, precious! It won’t happen again, I can assure you.’ A sudden thought struck her and she sat up. ‘Listen to me, all of you! Not a word about this out of any one of you! I’m not going to be chaffed to death about it and if it goes any farther than this room, it’ll go the entire round. Do you hear, you three? You’re to tell no one.’

	‘Lie down,’ Jack said, enforcing his words and laying her down. ‘No one will say anything. It’s our own secret—isn’t it, kids?’

	‘Yes,’ they murmured—Margot with some reluctance. She had seen herself making a marvellous tale, out of it. However, if both their parents insisted, that was that. All the Maynard children had been trained to obedience and their training would hold good, much as she longed to be able to describe the scene to her best friend, Emerence Hope, at any rate.

	‘Good! Then off you go and get on with whatever it was you were doing. You needn’t worry about your mother. She’ll be all right after she’s had a rest.’

	They ran off to the nursery again and Jack poured out cups of coffee for himself and Robin after he had given Jo her tablet.

	‘Thanks,’ Robin said as she accepted hers. ‘I can just do with that.’ Suddenly she began to giggle. ‘I might have known how it would be! I’m almost sorry now that I agreed to stay and help you get off. I’m sure Reverend Mother would have welcomed me at the convent, even if I’m not to be allowed to enter until the Feast of the Assumption.’

	‘Go, if that’s how you feel,’ Jo said haughtily. ‘I can manage very well by myself, if that’s all.’

	Robin stopped laughing and eyed her anxiously. ‘You aren’t right yet. Should we draw the curtains and leave you to rest? What do you say, Jack? She must be feeling ill when she says she doesn’t want me, even though she knows that when I do go, it’ll be good-bye for keeps unless you turn up in Toronto again some time.’

	Jo gave her a look and relaxed. ‘Little idiot! As if I meant it! Oh, Rob, I’m going to miss you so much, darling! Still, it is your life. You must do as you want with it. I know that.’

	‘I couldn’t do anything else,’ Robin said thoughtfully. ‘You know that, too, Jo. I’ve wanted it for years—far longer than I ever told anyone before. Only for such ages it didn’t seem as if it could be, there’s been so much bother about my health and so on. And then I knew how you and Madge always liked to have me around. I did try settlement work, but you know what happened. I thought then that it was all to be no good. And then everything cleared up with a bang—just like that—and I knew I couldn’t refuse any longer.’

	‘So that’s why you went in for that all hot and strong!’ Jo exclaimed. ‘If only I’d known! Rob, we love having you with us. You know that, don’t you? But if you felt the Call, then you’d no right to try and put us first. And after all,’ she added, ‘it hasn’t done any good so far as that’s concerned, for you’re going in the end. Quite right, too. Couldn’t you trust us?’

	Robin flushed. ‘Of course I could! Only—well, there seemed so much against it. Now I know I was only imagining things. I’ve had to give up in the end. You see, Jo—and Jack, too,’ she went on, looking from one to the other, ‘you people have all been so endlessly good to me, ever since I first came to the Chalet School. That’s nearly twenty years ago. I did wonder if I owed it to you to—to stay out. But it was a losing fight. I just had to give in. And oh, if you only knew how happy I’ve been ever since I did!’ she wound up. ‘Everything seems to have cleared up for me and, though I shall hate saying good-bye, I’m just longing for the time!’

	Jack, who was sitting on the side of the bed, put out his hand and pulled the slight girl down beside him. He smiled down into her lovely face with its dark, starry eyes and frame of curling dark hair. Then he said, ‘We can guess, Rob. You’ve looked a different being these past few months. And don’t worry about your health. Humanly speaking, you’ve outgrown your childish delicacy. Canada suits you, with its dry cold in winter. You’ll love the teaching side of your work as well as the other. You’ve every chance of making really old bones. In fact, I’ll venture to prophesy that you’re as likely to reach extreme old age as Sœur Marie-Claire. Ninety-odd, isn’t she? Well, I can say no more.’

	Jo had been growing drowsy under the influence of the tablet, but she roused up sufficiently to say, ‘I agree with all that. And now, if you don’t mind, I could do with a snooze. Go and talk somewhere—e-else.’ Her voice trailed off as her long lashes swept her cheeks.

	Jack laughed as he got up and pulled Robin up with him. ‘And that takes us off with two kicks and a laugh!’

	He marched her out of the room and they went along to the nursery just in time to prevent a riot, for the triplets were making for the door, talking all at once.

	‘Anna’s coming up the drive and she must have bought every clothes-line in the shop! They’re looped all round the pram and you can’t see Felix and Felicity for clothes-lines!’

	‘The pram looks like a travelling clothes-line van!’ Margot added, giggling.

	‘O.K.—O.K.!’ their father protested. ‘We’ll go downstairs and view the show. But go quietly. Your mother’s asleep and I don’t want her roused.’

	



Chapter II
 A NEW USE FOR BLACKLEAD!

	Joey appeared at breakfast next morning looking her usual self, apart from the strapping on her arm and faint shadows under her eyes. She said that she felt a trifle stiff and sore still, but that was all. It was clear that she had taken no real harm from her mishap of the day before and Jack’s tablet had given her nerves a chance to recover. She had slept solidly until ten o’clock the evening before, when she had roused sufficiently to take a light meal, undress and go to bed properly in her own bed. Then she had drowsed off again and, according to her husband, slept like a baby all night.

	‘What do you propose to do today?’ he asked as he enjoyed his poached eggs and coffee. ‘Whatever it is, may I advise that you beware of packing-cases?’

	Jo made a face at him. ‘It’s easy to be wise after the event. However, to answer your question, we intend to pack the linen—Len, wipe Mike’s chin, will you? It’s all yolk of egg. Mike, if you can’t learn to eat tidily, you’ll have to have breakfast in the nursery again until you do.’

	Mike, who had only recently been promoted to breakfast downstairs, hurriedly dabbed at an eggy chin with his feeder. Len, who sat beside him, took it from him and proceeded to scrub him vigorously, much to his disgust. But he had no wish to be sent back to the nursery with the babies again, so he said nothing, though he glared at his eldest sister with angry blue eyes.

	Until they were four, Jo kept her children to nursery meals, but, beginning with the triplets, on their fourth birthdays, each one had begun to come down to the family breakfast—this being the one meal when Jack could rely on seeing them all together. So far, Mike had been the only one to make a nuisance of himself. The three girls had always fed daintily and Stephen and Charles were as tidy as you could expect small boys to be. But Mike was a restless boy, always eager to be on the go, and meals where you had to behave with decorum struck him as a sheer waste of time, though he had not yet realised his feeling. As a result, breakfast was all too often punctuated by injunctions to him to eat nicely, sit still, and wait quietly until everyone else had finished.

	‘If that kid didn’t try to shovel his food into his mouth all at once, things like this wouldn’t happen,’ his father said, regarding him with frank disgust. ‘Hi! Don’t bolt your milk like that or you’ll have it all over yourself. A sip at a time, please. No one’s going to take it from you.’

	Mike set his mug down and, warned for the moment, went on with his egg more carefully. Len had already cut his toast into small pieces for him, so he had no real excuse for the awful mess he made.

	‘Mamma, we’ve packed all the furniture from La Maison des Poupées in the box you gave us,’ Margot remarked. ‘What should we do today?’

	Jo finished pouring out her husband’s second cup of coffee before she replied. As she handed it down the table she said, ‘I think I should collect all the dolls’ clothes together and wash them. You want to take them away all clean. It’s going to be a lovely day, so you could do it in the orchard. Don’t forget to put on your rubber aprons, though. We don’t want any more washing of your clothes than can be helped. See you get everything, as well. This’ll be your only chance.’

	Con and Margot gave each other a conscious look at the mention of rubber aprons. The last time they had had a washing-day they had omitted this precaution, and by the time they had finished, their own clothes had been nearly as wet as the dolls’ laundry.

	‘Well, that’ll keep them busy for the rest of the morning,’ Robin said, passing her own cup. ‘I’ll give you the soap and starch after breakfast, girls. I promised Anna the scrubbing-soap then, so one of you come to me in the storeroom.’

	‘I’ll come, Auntie Rob,’ Len said. ‘Margot and Con can get the tubs and clothes-line out.’

	‘Then that’s settled,’ Robin replied, receiving her cup again. ‘Thanks, Jo!—And I’ll start on the table-linen, shall I? I finished the bed-linen last night and it’s all ready to pack into the cases.’

	‘Good for you!’ Jo nodded her thanks. ‘The sooner we get the linen-room cleared out, the better. What are you doing today, Jack?’

	‘I’d better make a start on the study, I think,’ he said. ‘I finished up at San yesterday. Jem agreed that I’d better end then and be on hand to help you out, seeing that Madge is hors de combat. So I’m entirely at your disposal, girls, from now on. I’ll be in the study if you want me. What are the boys doing with themselves?’

	‘Helping Anna pack the cake-tins and patty-pans and things like that,’ Stephen told him. ‘She says she’s got them all sorted out now and she wants to pack the ones she’s taking to Switzerland. So we’re helping her.’

	‘Well, it’s her business,’ Jo said, regarding her sons thoughtfully. ‘Mind you’re good boys and do as she tells you. Then that’s all the family fixed up. I’ll wash and dress the twins, and after they’ve been fed they can go into the play-pen till it’s time for their mid-morning nap. By the way, Rob, Mrs Evans has arrived and is going to start the scrubbing, so the sooner we can get the linen-room cleared out the better. Until that’s done, she can help Anna in the kitchen. Goodness knows, there’s any amount to do!’

	The morning’s chores having been settled, they finished breakfast in short order. Then Jo went to attend to her babies while Robin and the triplets made beds and tidied bedrooms. The children were all brought up to make themselves useful, and the three girls were quite efficient bed-makers.

	When Jack had agreed to accept the position of head of the new sanatorium he had told Jo that it would mean leaving England and making their home in the Oberland for at least ten years. They had decided, however, to spend all the summer holidays at their beloved Plas Gwyn, the old house where the three elder boys had been born and which was now their settled home in England. Part of it was to be let to the new vicar and old friend, Ernest Howell, since he had refused to live in the old vicarage, an enormous place with stone floors on the ground floor and ten bedrooms as well as all the sitting-rooms. A new vicarage was to be built and, until it was ready, Mr Howell and his young step-sister Gwensi would use part of Plas Gwyn. The rest was to be kept in order for the Maynards holidays. Therefore Jo was leaving only a minimum of household goods behind her and taking most of the rest to the new home at the Görnetz Platz.

	Luckily, the Chalet School had also decided to move out there—or most of it, at any rate—so school for the girls would be no difficulty. Stephen, now eight, was to go to his prep school next term, but Charles and Mike were too young for that, the doctor had decided, and he had engaged another Old Girl of the Chalet School, one Beth Chester, to go with them as governess to the two boys and help to Jo. With her would come a younger sister, Barbara, whose school-days were to begin with the new term. Hitherto she had been too delicate for school; but the past year had seen her making strides, and the doctors all said that life in the Alps ought to consolidate all she had gained. It would be a great advantage if her eldest sister was with her, especially as Nancy, the second of the Chester girls, was to be at the branch at Welsen a few miles farther down the mountainside.

	For the first term or two Barbara was to live with the Maynards and go to school daily, as Jo’s own girls would do. Jo had suggested it, saying that Barbara would find it an easier breaking-in to school ways, which she would find hard enough after fourteen years of home as a semi-invalid.

	Jo had expected help from her elder sister, Madge Russell, when it came to packing-up, but, unfortunately that lady had begun German measles, of all things, ten days before. It had been a bother all round, for school had broken up three weeks earlier than usual, owing to the removal, so that none of the young Russells could go home until their mother was out of quarantine, and that would not be for another week or so.

	‘Whatever possessed Madge to go and get German measles?’ Jo demanded of Robin as, her eleven-months-old babies safely disposed of in the play-pen in the garden, she entered the linen-room, to find her adopted sister hard at work. ‘It’s beyond me!’

	Robin chuckled. ‘Jem was on the phone last night and he says she’s hopping mad. She’s not ill now, though she was very uncomfortable at first, and now that her temp has gone down, she’s nearly dancing at being out of the fun.’

	‘What I can’t understand,’ Jo said as she tried to force two pairs of sheets into a case already crowded to the limit, ‘is where on earth she got it. This isn’t sickness term and, so far as I know, there isn’t another case within ten miles of the Round House. It must be natural depravity!’

	‘I wish she could hear you!’ Robin retorted feelingly. ‘It’s no earthly use trying to squeeze those sheets into that case, Jo. It’s chock-a-block already. Hand them over and I’ll put them in here with the pillowcases.’

	Jo handed them over and they went on with their work, chattering idly, mainly about past events. Suddenly Robin glanced at her watch.

	‘I say! Isn’t it time the twins were put down for their nap? You go and see to it while I finish this shelf. And you might make a cup of coffee. I’m parched!’

	‘O.K. You carry on here and I’ll see to twins and coffee,’ Jo agreed. ‘Also, I think it’s about time I took a dekko at the girls. The boys will be all right; Anna can handle them. But the girls have been left on their own quite long enough. I don’t see what mischief even Margot can get into when they’re washing clothes, but you never know.’

	‘You don’t!’ Robin was at one with her on this point.

	Jo left the room and Robin went on with her packing. Jo was gone a long time and the younger girl was beginning to wonder vaguely if anything had happened when she arrived in the linen-room, bearing a small tray on which were two enormous cups which sent forth a delicious aroma of coffee.

	‘Here you are! And here are the biscuits,’ Jo said briskly, setting her tray down on one of the empty shelves. ‘Give it a rest, Robin, and come and have some refreshment.’

	Robin looked at her. There was an odd tone in her voice and her black eyes were dancing wickedly. It was quite plain to the experienced Robin that something had happened. But she knew better than to ask yet. She laid down the towels she had been tying up and came to sit down on the case of sheets.

	‘Your hair’s coming down,’ she said.

	‘Oh, bother my hair!’ Jo exclaimed. ‘For two pins I’d cut it short again—only it grows so fast and costs so much to keep cut,’ she added. Then, still with that light in her eyes, she looked round at the empty shelves. ‘My one and only Aunt Jemima! Do you mean to say you’ve packed all that? Rob, you deserve a leather medal! We’ll have this place done before lunch at this rate.’

	‘Well, look at the time you’ve been,’ Robin pointed out as she tasted her coffee and helped herself to biscuits. ‘What on earth have you been doing?’

	‘Oh, this and that,’ Jo said vaguely.

	Robin was longing to keep silent, but her curiosity overcame her. ‘Such as what?’ she demanded.

	Jo began to laugh, and laughed so violently that she nearly upset her cup of scalding coffee over herself.

	‘Look out, you idiot!’ Robin shrieked, catching it just in time. ‘Oh, Jo, what an ass you are! You nearly gave yourself a coffee-bath then!’

	When things were righted and Jo was calm again, the girl asked curiously, ‘What’s been happening?’

	Jo giggled again. ‘Just about everything, I should think! To begin with, Felix suddenly decided that he didn’t want to stay in the play-pen. It was just outside the study window, as you know. Felix, it seems, started in by burbling. No one took any notice of that, so he took to shouting, and Jack went to see what was wrong. The moment the twins saw him, they both began to yell, and he lifted them out and took them in beside him. Felicity is as good as gold as a rule, but Felix looks like becoming a second Mike, as you know yourself. The first thing Jack knew, he was trying to tilt the big stone jar of ink—over himself, of course! Jack says he squawked and leapt to the rescue, and only just in time. While he was removing the jar from Felix—who naturally yelled at being deprived of such a lovely new toy—Felicity had crawled over the floor to where he had set a great bundle of papers and so forth to be looked through at leisure, and when he had time to turn round, there she was, sitting bubbling to herself and tearing them to shreds.’

	‘But why on earth didn’t he yell for one of us to come to his rescue?’ Robin demanded between her giggles.

	‘Said he thought he ought to try to manage, by himself, seeing we’re up to the eyes in work, anyhow,’ Jo replied.

	‘Oh, I see. Well, at least it’ll have given him a faint idea of the sort of thing you have to tackle all day and every day,’ Robin said. ‘That’s so much to the good, at any rate.’

	Jo grimaced at her. ‘Don’t you believe it! Like most other men, Jack has a pathetic belief in the ability of mothers to keep their offspring in hand by sheer instinct.’

	‘Well,’ Robin said consideringly, ‘you do manage wonderfully, you know.’

	Jo bounced up from the soiled-linen basket on which she had perched and swept a low court curtsy. ‘Many thanks for the flowers! I don’t know how I manage, if you want the real truth. I had plenty of practice with the girls, of course, and as they were all the same age, I was able to keep a much firmer eye on them than I’ve done with the rest.’

	‘That wasn’t the only happening, though,’ Robin said. ‘That’s the sort of thing that happens any day in the week. What were you really shrieking about just now?’

	Jo began again and this time overturned her coffee-cup—mercifully, nearly empty now—into her lap.

	‘Oh, well, it’s a soiled frock, anyhow,’ she said with cheerful unconcern. ‘Don’t fuss, Rob. I’m not taking it away with me—it’s eight years old and on its last legs. That’s why I was wearing it for this job.’

	‘But it’ll stain through to your undies!’ Robin protested.

	‘I hadn’t thought of that!’ Jo stood up and wriggled out of the frock post-haste. ‘Bring me the old jade cotton from the back of the door in Jack’s dressing-room, will you? It’s another that will only make dusters by the time we depart. It’s seen the same hard wear and is the same vintage year.’

	Robin ran off and presently Jo, presentable once more, was standing adjusting the elderly cotton with quick, deft fingers that had the French gift of settling her clothes to the best advantage. Robin gave her an admiring look.

	‘That frock always did suit you, Jo. Well, now that you are once more clean, clothed and in your right mind, get cracking and tell me the latest joke.’

	‘I’ve grown fatter since this was made,’ sighed wicked Jo, still busy with her dress. ‘It used to be quite loose on me, but now it fits!’

	‘Don’t side-track!’ Robin retorted sternly. ‘You sit down and tie up those towels ready for packing and tell me what’s been going on downstairs.’

	Jo gave up lamenting her increase of flesh and began to pile the bath-towels into neat packets of six while she told Robin the awful tale of Two Bad Boys and the Tins of Blacklead.

	‘I ran round to the orchard,’ she said, ‘but the girls were hard at work and all had on their rubber aprons. They were barefoot, but it’s hot enough, goodness knows, and it’s just as well for Margot was using the dolly and sending the soapsuds flying in every direction.’

	‘The grass was smothered in soapy water and their aprons were dripping, I suppose?’ Robin remarked with a chuckle as she began to tuck Jo’s bundles neatly into a fresh case.

	‘How right you are! Margot and the dolly can make more mess than almost anything else I know. I commended their efforts and told them to go and get their milk and biscuits from the dining-room. Then I left them to it.’
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