Chapter One
Miss Annersley looked up from her letters as there was a tap on the door and Jack Maynard strode into the room. ‘Morning Hilda,’ he said, brightly. ‘Good morning, Jack. What are you doing here; I thought you were at the Tiernsee? Hilda put her pen down and glanced at the clock. Half past ten. She stretched out a hand and rang the bell. ‘I was, but I had to come back for a couple of days. We’ve been expecting a new patient and she arrived the day before yesterday, and she’s rather worse than we thought.’ Jack looked serious, thinking about the woman who was lying at the San.

‘Is it bad?’ asked Hilda, gently. Jack nodded, and looked up as the study door opened again, ‘Coffee please, Miggi,’ said Hilda, to the young Swiss girl who stood there. Miggi nodded, curtsied and left the room. 

Jack looked up at his old friend. ‘I’m more worried about her daughter,’ he said, and suddenly grinned, ‘She’s one of triplets, believe it or not. Two boys and a girl! Anyway, the two boys are to live with an old uncle. I believe its Mrs. Arden’s uncle. Anyway, he’s refused point blank to have Lulie. Says he wouldn’t know what to do with a girl. I was wondering…’

‘If we could have her here?’ finished Hilda, ‘Well, we have room. How old is she?’

‘Fifteen, I believe. The same age as my triplets. She’s a very pleasant girl, they all are. I met the three of them this morning for a quick chat. They insisted that I tell them the worst! I think she’d fit in well, and she can speak French fluently, and some German, so there’s no problem there.’

‘Isn’t that unusual? Most of our new girls come to us with very little other than their native tongue, apart from the daughters of old girls!’

‘Well, Mrs Arden is Russian. Her family had to get out during the Revolution, and they went to France. I don’t know where the German came from, but Lulie can manage with the Swiss lay sisters in the San, so she should be fine here,’

‘You’re keeping something back from me, Jack. Come on, what is it?’ Miss Annersley wasn’t Head of a large school for nothing, and she’d known Jack for a long time, long enough to know when he wasn’t telling her something.

‘Well,’ Jack looked rather hesitant, ‘There is one problem. It’s her religion.’

‘Oh, and what’s wrong with it?’ A thought struck Hilda, ‘She’s not Russian Orthodox, is she?’

‘Oh no, though that wouldn’t be so much of a problem. No, the whole family is Pagan’ 

‘What?’ Hilda was shaken out of her habitual calm, ‘What’s that?’

‘I’m not so sure. I did ask, but Lachie, he’s the eldest, seemed less than forthcoming with details. I gather it’s some kind of nature worship. Though you might get more out of the other two, they kept trying to speak, but Lachie wouldn’t let them.’ Jack grinned as he remembered the scene.

‘Perhaps I could go and have a chat with, what did you say her name was?’

‘Lulie. They’re Lachlann, Leighton and Louisa Arden, known as Lachie, Lev and Lulie!’

‘I should think so. That lot’s too much for everyday use,’ was Miss Annersley’s response. ‘Yes, perhaps I could go and visit Mrs Arden, when she’s able to have visitors, and see the children while I’m there.’

‘Would you go and see the kids anyway, Hilda. They don’t say much, but they’re frightened. They might feel better for a friendly face. The other people at the hotel are too wrapped up in their own problems to do too much with them. I’ve asked Biddy to go down and invite them to Kaffee and I’d appreciate it if you’d do the same. Do you still think you can take Lulie?’

‘I don’t know, Jack. Religion is a main part of the girl’s education here, and I don’t know how we’d accommodate somebody who wasn’t Christian. I mean she can’t just miss Prayers every day, not just one pupil. I’ll talk it over with Nell and Matron, and the other staff, and see what they think.’

‘Right you are, Hilda. It’s your decision, of course,’ Jack drained his cup and got up, ‘anyway; I’ve got to go. I want to make sure everything’s all right. I promised Joey I’d get back to the Tiernsee tomorrow.’

Left alone, Hilda leant her elbows on the desk and put her chin in hands, thinking. Even though he hadn’t said anything, she knew Jack was disappointed that she hadn’t said yes straight away. What was she to do? It was clear that the girl had nowhere else to go, and if her mother was to be here for some time, she needed her education. But religion? Miss Annersley had never met anybody who wasn’t a Christian, and she’d never even heard of Paganism before. What on earth did they do? She was certain that she’d heard somewhere of a nature religion that danced naked in the moonlight. What if this girl was one of those people?

Later that afternoon Miss Annersley decided that mulling over the problem hadn’t done her head any good. She was alone for the present, as the other staff were all away on holiday. Matron would be back in time for Kaffee und Kuchen, but that didn’t help her now. She decided to get the car out and drive over to the San, to see if she could find the triplets. It would do no harm to get to know them, even if Lulie didn’t come to the school. ‘It might even help me decide,’ mused Hilda, putting her hat on, ‘I can see if she really is our type of girl, though I’m sure Jack wouldn’t have asked if she could come here if she wasn’t.’

Hilda parked the school car outside the San and went to find Matron Graves, to ask after the Arden children. ‘I sent them outside,’ said Matron, ‘They won’t have gone far, the poor things are far too worried about their mother.’

‘And how is Mrs Arden?’ asked Hilda, in a low voice. Matron shook her head, ‘Not so good. She was very ill when she arrived, and hasn’t responded very well to treatment yet. Jack wants to try something new on her, but has to build her strength up first. Go and find the children, Hilda, they may need all the friends they can get soon,’

Feeling troubled, Hilda went into the pretty gardens of the San. She didn’t have to go far before she heard voices close by. ‘It’s all right for you,’ came a girl’s voice, ‘you’re going to stay with Uncle Philip, but he doesn’t want me. Mama’s too ill to be worried, but what happens when the holidays are over? Where am I to go then?’ Hilda was struck by the tone of the voice, which she guessed to be Lulie speaking. It sounded so lost. ‘Don’t look like that, Lu,’ came another voice, one of the boys, ‘Lachie and me are going to write to Uncle Philip tonight and ask again if you can come too. Your school’s next to ours, and he’s got Mrs Butler to look after him. It’s not as if he lived totally alone,’

‘Or there’s a school up here,’ added Lachie, ‘Dr Maynard told me so. He said his daughters went to it and it’s a boarding school. Maybe they’ll let you go there, and then you’ll be near Mama, which we won’t be when school starts again,’

‘But they’ll think I’m strange. Everybody thinks we’re strange cos we don’t go to church and I hate it. Why can’t we be like everybody else?’ Lulie choked back a sob, and Hilda, unable to face such misery, took a step forward. She saw three young people, all obviously related they looked so alike. The girl was curled up in a heap on the floor, sobbing her heart out, while two rather uncomfortable looking boys were trying to comfort her. ‘Do you want to go to church then?’ one was asking, rather tactlessly. ‘No,’ sobbed Lulie,’ I just want to be seen as normal and not some kind of freak,’ she howled louder this time and the two boys looked helplessly at each other. Suddenly realising she was eavesdropping, Hilda stepped forward, knelt and put her arms around the sobbing girl, ‘Don’t cry, dear,’ she said, gently. Lulie gave a gulp and stared at Miss Annersley, ‘But…but…I want my mother to be well again,’

‘I know, but crying like this isn’t going to help her. Come on, here’s my handkerchief. Dry your eyes, and try not to cry, or you’ll make yourself ill, and then your mother really will worry,’

Lulie scrubbed her eyes with the cool, clean handkerchief and glanced at the lady who was so kind. Her two brothers were also staring at Miss Annersley, though in rather an embarrassed way. ‘I’m Miss Annersley,’ said that lady, deciding to move things on, ‘I’m the headmistress of the Chalet School at the other end of the alm. And you, I know, are the Ardens.’

Lulie smiled in response to the Head’s own smile and said rather shakily, ‘I’m Lulie, and these are my brothers Lev and Lachie,’ She held out a hot, sticky hand and Miss Annersley shook it. ‘Would you like some tea?’ asked Lev, rather suddenly, ‘We usually have ours at the hotel, and you’re welcome to join us,’ He deliberately ignored the glare he received from Lachie and turned a rather charming smile on the Head. ‘Thank you, but not today. I’m expecting somebody for tea,’ replied Miss Annersley, ‘But I’d like the three of you to join me for Kaffee und Kuchen tomorrow afternoon, if you have no other arrangements?’

The three looked cautiously at one another, and it was Lulie who spoke this time, ‘No, we have no plans. Is that at the school?’

‘Yes,’ Miss Annersley got up and dusted down her skirt, ‘If you come at sixteen hours, I’d be very pleased to see you. Now, why don’t you three go and have your tea early, and Lulie, if you have a headache dear, have a lie down afterwards,’

‘Yes, Miss Annersley, thank you Miss Annersley,’ replied Lulie, with a meekness that startled the other two. With a final smile, Hilda went back to the car and arrived at the school just in time to meet Matron coming down from unpacking her case.

‘There you are, Hilda’ she exclaimed, ‘Miggi said you had gone to visit the San. There’s nobody there we know is there?’

‘No, but Jack came to see me today, with a bit of a dilemma,’ replied Hilda, resisting the urge to hug Matron, she was so pleased to see her. ‘Let’s have Kaffee and I’ll tell you about it. I certainly need some advice, and what I saw when I was out certainly puts a different light on the matter,’

Looking bemused, but recognising that Hilda would not give anything away until she was ready, Matron followed her Head to her private sitting room, where she rang for Kaffee. Hilda kept the conversation on light topics, such as Matron’s holiday in Wales with her sister, until Miggi arrived with the coffee and some of Karen’s delicious Welsh cakes. Once they were both sitting comfortably with a cup of coffee and a cake, Matron said, ‘Now you can tell me what you are being so mysterious about. Why did you visit the San this afternoon and what has Jack been telling you?’

Sighing, Miss Annersley gave Matron a brief account of Jack’s visit that morning. ‘And are you going to take the girl?’ asked Matron, draining her cup and holding it out for a refill. 

‘I don’t know. At first I was inclined to say no, our religion plays such an important role in the education of the girls and I don’t think that there is any way we can allow Lulie to miss prayers or church. But I went to see them this afternoon, and, oh Matron it was awful,’ Her eyes full of sympathy, Matron listened again as Miss Annersley told her of her meeting with the Arden triplets. ‘Poor souls,’ she said, ‘But feeling sorry for the child is no reason to take her when you have such misgivings otherwise.’

‘I know, but it struck me that my inviting the three of them to Kaffee would be an excellent opportunity to find out more about the things that they believe, and if there was any way that we could accommodate Lulie in the school, then I’m willing to try it, for a term or two at least. From what Jack says, Mrs Arden isn’t likely to live much longer than that, and Lulie would probably go home to the rest of her family’

‘Who don’t appear to want her,’ put in Matron, ‘What if their Uncle still refuses to have Lulie once her mother is dead. What happens then if we find we can’t keep her at the school?’

‘I don’t know. Oh, I wish Joey were here. She knows girls so well, she could advise us, I’m sure,’

‘But could she?’ Matron didn’t enjoy playing Devil’s Advocate, but in this case she felt she had to. Hilda was so soft hearted that she would allow this girl to come to the school, and perhaps not think through in the long term. ‘Joey’s religion is very important to her, Hilda, she may not see things as she usually does because of it,’

‘But Jo is also very open-minded. I remember her saying more than once that there are many roads to God and people take the one that suits them the best,’

‘Well, there’s not much we can do at present, as you’ve already invited them to Kaffee. Let’s see how tomorrow goes, and keep Joey’s maxim in mind. There may be something we can do. Do you want me to be there?’

‘Initially, yes, but we can leave later to take care of itself. I’d like a second opinion, that’s certain.’

Chapter Two
The next afternoon, promptly at sixteen hours, or four ‘o’ clock, the three Ardens knocked, rather nervously, at the front door of the Chalet School. ‘I’m beginning to wish we’d never said we’d come,’ whispered Lulie, wiping her hands down the front of her pretty lilac frock. ‘Well, you’re the one who said it. I wouldn’t, not to somebody I’d just met, and in that way too!’ hissed Lachie

‘Oh, shut up,’ retorted Lev, rudely, ‘I thought she seemed a nice lady. And it’s only tea; we won’t be here that long if it’s awful. Just cos Lulie made you put clean clothes on!’

As this was partly true, Lachie couldn’t respond. Also, Miggi opening the door prevented him from speaking. ‘Hello,’ said Lulie, in her best German, ‘We’ve come to see Fraulein Annersley, she’s expecting us,’

‘Come in, who shall I say is calling?’ asked Miggi, standing back to allow them into the house.

‘Lulie, Lev and Lachie Arden,’

Miggi led them to Miss Annersley’s private sitting room, where she was awaiting her visitors. ‘Der Herren Arden und die Fraulein Arden,’ announced Miggi, stumbling over the unfamiliar name, and making it sound more like ‘Arten’. Lev choked and was given a sharp prod in the stomach by his sister, just before Miss Annersley rose to her feet to welcome them.

Taking her seat in the pretty sitting room, Lulie noticed another lady sitting in a chair by the unlit fireplace. ‘This is Matron Lloyd,’ said Miss Annersley, ‘She’s the head matron of the school.  I hope you don’t mind her joining us, but she did want to meet you. Matron this is Lulie Arden and Lev and Lachie’ As Lev and Lachie were identical, and Miss Annersley didn’t know which was which, she merely waved her hand in their direction. Once the introductions were over, and everybody was served with milky coffee and one of Karen’s cakes, Matron began the conversation with a question about their mother. Once the initial shyness had worn off, the triplets chatted away cheerfully, Miss Annersley carefully avoiding any “sensitive” topics until they’d had a good meal. Finally she felt she could delay the moment no longer. Laying her cup and saucer on the little table next to her, Miss Annersley said, ‘Lulie, I don’t know how much Dr Maynard has spoken to you about your future, but he did come and see me about it yesterday,’

Lulie brightened at her words, ‘Nobody’s said anything to me, apart from Uncle Philip and he doesn’t want me,’

‘Well, Dr Maynard came to see me yesterday morning to ask if there was space for you in the school, so you could be well looked after and near to your mother. From an educational point of view I have no problem with that, there is room for you. But you must realise that this is a boarding school and so we have to look at the pastoral side too,’ Lulie was looking a little puzzled at the new word, ‘That is, we take care of you in the same way as your parents would out of school. Now we have a very strong Christian ethos in this school and I understand from Dr Maynard that you and your family are…er…not Christians?’

‘That is right, Miss Annersley,’ Lulie, indeed all three triplets were sitting very straight in their seats, with expressions of the utmost politeness on their faces. Had the situation not been so serious, both Matron and Miss Annersley would have found it funny. ‘I’m afraid it’s a religion that I know nothing about, so I was wondering if you would mind explaining something of your beliefs to me. You see, I do have reservations about taking you on as a pupil if there is no way we can accommodate your beliefs without compromising our own,’

‘I quite see your point, Miss Annersley,’ said Lulie, politely, ignoring a glare from Lachie, ‘I know there was the same problem at my other school, in England, though that was a day school so there were only morning prayers and scripture lessons to consider,’

Matron was forced to bury her face in her cup for rather longer than was necessary. Lulie was so polite she sounded almost like a parody of a Society lady! Lev thought so too, as he was gazing at his feet, pulling the most peculiar faces in an effort not to laugh. Lachie was busy dividing his time glaring at first his brother, then his sister. Lulie, meanwhile, was ignoring everybody else in the room and, concentrating on Miss Annersley, did her best to explain paganism to the lady she hoped would become her headmistress.  

‘Well, it’s quite simple really,’ she began, rather hesitantly. Having had all too much experience in the past of prejudice, she was a little reluctant to court some more. ‘Instead of worshipping just a God, like you do, Pagans worship the divine in both a Goddess and a God. There’s lots of different ways of doing it, and different people have different names for them, depending on which God and Goddess they use. Some people think they’re the old Celtic gods, some the old Norse gods and some the old Greek gods, and there’s lots more but I’m sure you get the idea. Anyway, we see the God and Goddess actually as a part of nature, they didn’t create it, like you see your God doing, they are it. Am I making sense?’

‘I think so,’ Miss Annersley was frowning slightly, trying to make sense of it all.

‘And instead of prayers, we hold rituals. Some people do that outdoors, but we do ours indoors, mainly because we live in a town and we don’t want to offend anybody. We draw an invisible circle round us and then ask the God and Goddess to be present in our working, then we ask for whatever we need help or advice with, then we always say thank you afterwards and close the circle down. And we also use things like a chalice to hold wine and an athame, which is like a ceremonial knife, and wands. Of course, we aren’t allowed to go to full blown rituals because you can’t go to them until you’re eighteen and old enough to decide for yourself which path you want to take, but Mama and us hold our own at home. She won’t let us have an athame or wine either, because we’re too young. Of course you can ask for things any time you like, without a ritual, but it’s all a matter of personal choice.’

‘And we have different festivals to Christians,’ added Lev, ‘Our most important ones are at midsummer and midwinter, as well as others for spring and harvest, and at what you call Hallowe'en, but we call Samhain,’ 

‘It can get more complicated that that,’ said Lulie, ‘but that’s the basics,’

‘You forgot something,’ said Lachie, having noticed Matron and Miss Annersley exchanging looks, ‘we have a…a…rule, I suppose you’d call it. Like you have the Ten Commandments. Most pagans live by some form of it, but we say ‘An it harm none, do what thou wilt’ which basically means that you can do anything you like, but it has to harm nobody, including yourself. That prevents anybody from doing anything wrong, unless they’re a bit daft in the head,’

Both Matron and Miss Annersley bit their lips at this description and Lev did more facial contortions! Lulie gave Lachie a rather dirty look, but turned once more to Miss Annersley, ‘I think we’ve covered everything, Miss Annersley,’

‘So what did they do at your other school?’ asked Miss Annersley, once Lulie had finished speaking.

‘I had to attend prayers, but the Head didn’t mind if I didn’t join in all the responses, as it would be hypocritical of me to do so. I used to sing the hymns, because I like singing, but I didn’t have to. Of course, it was a day school so we didn’t have to worry about church on a Sunday, but if there was any special service held during school time I didn’t have to go, I stayed at school instead and studied my pagan books, or sometimes I’d do a ritual in my head. Oh, and I didn’t go to scripture lessons, I had extra art one day and extra sewing the other, but I didn’t mind, they’re two of my favourite subjects,’

‘I see,’ Miss Annersley looked thoughtful, ‘Well, Lulie, I’m afraid that I can’t say yay or nay to your coming here as a pupil in September, but I will certainly think about it and discuss it with Matron and my colleagues. Don’t look so disappointed, my dear. I haven’t said no yet! I have to see if we can make similar concessions to your other school without harming the other girls. We can’t change everything, just for one girl, I’m afraid or we’d have chaos on our hands.’

Miss Annersley waved her visitors off from the front door of the Chalet, and turned to go back inside when she saw Jack Maynard coming towards her from the path leading to Freudesheim. ‘Jack, what are you doing here? I thought you were going back to the Tiernsee today!’

‘Change of plan,’ grinned Jack, ‘The ceiling’s come down over the Speisesaal and I must stay for another couple of days until it’s mended. I expect to go back to Joey on Monday. Were those the Arden kids I saw leaving?’

Miss Annersley’s smile vanished, ‘Yes, I’d invited them for tea and a theological discussion,’

‘And?’

‘I think it’s a yes, but I shall discuss it with Matron, who returned yesterday. Will you come?’

‘Are you going to talk now? I can spare half an hour, and no more,’

The outcome of their discussion was that Lulie was to come to the Chalet School in the September. She was to stick to the same alternatives as she had had at her old school, to see how it fitted in with the rest of the girls. Lulie was ecstatic. 

September seemed to come round all too quickly for Lulie. Four days before the Chalet School began the Maynard boys, and the two Ardens went back to England, to the respective schools. Joey, as kind hearted as ever, immediately invited Lulie to stay at Freudesheim for the remainder of the holidays. Lulie amiably agreed, and soon settled down. The Maynard triplets agreed amongst themselves that Lulie was one of the most placid people that they had ever met. ‘It’s not that she lets people walk all over her, or anything,’ Con said, ‘She is just so…so…’

‘Calm?’ finished Len for her. Con grinned, ‘that’s it. But I bet that she can put her point across when she has to!’

Chapter Three
On the last day of the holidays Con was sprawling in a chair in the garden, reading. Lulie had gone inside to help Joey bring out the Kaffee. She had struck up quite a friendship with Con, and the two girls had spent a lot of time together, when left to their own devices. Len and Margot came out for their afternoon meal, and sat on the grass next to their triplet. ‘What are you reading, Con?’ asked Len, turning her head almost upside down to try and read the title of the book. ‘It’s a book Lulie lent me,’ replied Con, showing her, ‘I thought I’d try and find out what I can about pagans, so I can understand her a bit better, from that angle that is.’

Now, though Con had accepted Lulie for what she was, both Len and Margot had one or two more reservations, though they found Lulie pleasant enough otherwise. While Len merely looked displeased, it was left to Margot, as usual, to show the reaction. She jumped to her feet and exclaimed ‘Mary Constance Maynard! How could you read about that…heresy? It’s disgusting and I’m ashamed to think you’re my sister!’

Con stared at her in amazement, ‘Margot, I’m only reading,’ she said, biting back the angry retort that came first to her lips, ‘And I asked Mamma first, she doesn’t mind, and neither should you. After all, it’s only one of the roads to God, Mamma says. We may not agree with it, and from what I’ve read so far, it isn’t for me, so you needn’t worry on that score. But it is interesting.’

‘It’s disgraceful,’ snapped Margot, ‘And I’m surprised at Auntie Hilda at letting somebody like that into the school.’

Con’s brown eyes were nearly black with anger, ‘How dare you speak like that. Auntie Hilda know exactly what she is doing and if she offers a place in the school to somebody then that girl is given the same chance as everybody else, whatever she is. I like Lulie, and I’m going to go on liking her, whether you say so or not. And if you start behaving badly over Lulie like you did last term about Ted, then I’m going straight to Miss Annersley about it, and I’m going to tell her why you’re behaving like this. If you’re ashamed of my being your sister, it’s nothing to what I feel about you being mine,’

‘Margot, Con, listen,’ began Len, trying to pour oil on troubled waters. But she didn’t get any further. Lulie came marching down the steps from the house, head held high and her green eyes very angry. She banged her tray down onto the table, turned and marched back into the house, obviously having heard every word of the argument.

Joey was just behind with the tea trolley, and she watched Lulie’s stately progress in surprise. Then she turned to her daughters, ‘Girls, what is going on?’

Con, not trusting herself to be rational, got to her feet, ‘I’m sorry, Mamma, I can’t explain right now. Maybe Len can, she wasn’t involved,’ with that, Con clutched her book to her chest and followed Lulie into the house. Joey looked at the two remaining girls, and noticed Margot’s flushed cheeks. Wisely leaving the youngest of the triplets to calm down, Joey beckoned Len back into the Saal and sat down. ‘Can you explain, Len?’

‘I can tell you what happened, Mamma, but I don’t know if it will be of any use,’ replied Len, and as neutral as she could be, Len told Joey of the argument between Con and Margot. ‘Oh dear,’ said Joey, ‘And I hoped that none of this would happen,’

‘But it’s bound to Mamma,’ said Len, ‘I mean you can’t just put somebody like Lulie into a school like the Chalet School and expect everybody to accept her.’

‘But in some ways, Len darling, that is what should happen. How many times have I told you, and countless others, that it is you that counts every time, not who your parents are, or what country you come from, or even what your religion is,'

‘I know, but it isn’t always as easy as that. I like Lulie, she’s a really nice girl, but I don’t like or agree with her ideas on God. But I won’t say anything, and I’ll do my best to stop others saying things when we get to school,’

‘I don’t think you need to worry about that, Con will probably beat you to it!’ said Joey, with a grin. She sobered down, ‘I wish it wasn’t one of my daughters that began all the shouting though. I know, you said that Margot didn’t intend Lulie to hear, but I’m afraid she did hear, and Margot won’t be the first to make that mistake. I’m also afraid that Lulie has a hard time of it ahead of her, both with this and her mother being so ill.’

‘Is her mother really bad?’ 

‘As far as I know. Papa and the other doctors are really worried about her,’

‘Poor Lulie.’

‘We’ll just have to be here for her if the worst happens, and she loses her mother. Well, I don’t know about you, but I want my tea. Are you coming to get some? I’ll take some to Con and Lulie first, if you’ll pour out for everybody else,’

Joey and Len returned to the tea trolley, where Margot had poured coffee for the three of them, and was looking rather ashamed of herself. Joey said nothing, but smiled at Margot, before pouring coffee for the other two and taking it away on a tray. She found Con in the kitchen, talking to Anna. Con didn’t know where Lulie was, so Joey went on a hunt for her. She finally found her on the other side of the house, near the front gate. ‘I’ve brought you some coffee,’ said Joey, for once unsure of what to say. She had never seen quite that look in somebody’s eyes before. Lulie took the cup from her, with a quiet thank you. ‘You know,’ began Joey, sitting beside Lulie and sending up a quick prayer for help, ‘you ought to expect some kind of reaction when you go to school. Miss Annersley did explain about the Christian ethos that we have, didn’t she?’

‘Oh yes, that doesn’t bother me; I rather expect it to be honest. And I’m almost used to being regarded as some kind of freak, but I just didn’t expect Margot to be quite so… candid about it.’

‘She didn’t intend you to hear,’

‘I know,’ Lulie sighed, ‘I didn’t mean to listen, only I was carrying the tray out, like you’d asked, and her and Con were shouting rather. It’s more that Margot and Len have not said anything up until now. Really they’ve been so kind, that it made it more of a shock.’

‘Yes, I see that. Judging by Margot’s face when I went to pour the coffee, she is rather ashamed of hurting your feelings the way she did. But still, it does give you some idea of what to expect at school, and perhaps you can think about how you’re going to react. You can’t just rush off, you know.’

‘I know. I’ll think about it, Mrs Maynard, really I will. And don’t worry about the cup, I’ll bring it in when I’ve finished.’

Feeling rather as if she’d been dismissed, Joey got up and went to hear Margot’s stumbling apologies for upsetting Lulie in such a way. She carefully “forgot” to say that it really ought to be Lulie she was apologising to, and indeed said very little to the youngest triplet about the whole incident.

As Lulie seemed quite willing to forget the whole incident, Margot could hardly do any differently. So it was a united set of girls that set off for the Chalet School the following morning. Most of the day was spent in unpacking their trunks, and helping various staff with the last little jobs that needed doing before the bulk of the school arrived that evening. Finally the staff and the “local” girls, who always came early, were assembled in the hall and on the stairs, waiting for the coaches to appear. After they did turn up, it was all rather a blur, as Lulie wrote to her brothers on the Sunday. She lost track of all the girls that she was introduced to in the short gap between arrival and Abendessen. Then came the part that Lulie was secretly dreading. Prayers. It had been arranged that Lulie attend with the Catholic girls, this having been arranged with Lulie’s uncle, though Lulie didn’t quite see the logic

The next morning saw Lulie, feeling rather breathless at the morning rush, sitting in Prayers next to Con. She had already received a few questioning looks from some of the other girls the night before, as she didn’t join in with the simple service, apart from the hymns. She received yet more looks that morning, but Lulie was very good at ignoring strange looks and there were too many mistresses about for anybody to whisper to a friend. The short time after Prayers and before lessons was an entirely different matter. The girls went to their classrooms and their tongues wagged. Naturally the Protestant girls knew nothing of events, but the Catholic girls soon brought them up to date. Equally naturally the girls were all too well bred to make remarks in the presence of the new girl, and the first Lulie heard of the interest she was arousing was when Ricki Fry approached her in the Va classroom, where she had been placed along with Len and Con, Margot being down in Vb on her own. ‘I hope you don’t think I’m being rude, Lulie,’ began Ricki, perching on Con’s desk, ‘But there are the oddest stories going the rounds.’

‘Oh? What about?’ asked Lulie, with a sinking feeling in her stomach. Con looked up from her conversation with Odette, a slightly concerned expression on her face. ‘Well,’ Ricki looked distinctly uncomfortable, ‘about you, actually. People are saying that you didn’t take part in Prayers, and that you were…well, you were laughing at them and had to be escorted out by Clare Kennedy’

Lulie couldn’t help giggling. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, controlling herself, ‘but it did sound a bit mad. It’s true that I didn’t take part in Prayers, because I’m not a Christian, but I wouldn’t even dream of laughing at them, never in a million years. It’s rude for a start, even if I did found them funny, which I don’t.’

‘What are you then?’ asked Ricki, curiously, ‘I’m a Quaker myself, which people thought a bit strange when I first came, but I go to the Protestant service and it does me fine.’

‘I’m a Pagan,’ replied Lulie. Though she had spoken quietly enough, there was a sudden lull in the conversation and most of the form heard her. Ricki looked blank, ‘What are they?’ she asked.

‘I’ll tell you,’ Alicia Leonard cut across their conversation, ‘They’re evil witches that eat the flesh of babies and they deserve to burn on their own unholy fires!’

Lulie clapped a hand across her mouth to stop the giggle that was threatening to come out. She’d heard plenty of insults, but never anything so ridiculous in all her life! The rest of the class, meanwhile, were either agreeing with Alicia, arguing with her or gaping at her in shock. Never had such uproar been heard in a fifth form!

‘Girls, what on earth is going on here?’ It was Miss Moore, their form mistress. They had been so intent on what was happening that nobody had heard her enter the room. She had stood there for a full five minutes before she had been forced to speak. The effect of her entrance was electric. Within three minutes every girl was sat properly at her desk. Miss Moore walked to the mistress’s desk and put her books on it. Then she proceeded to take the register, sending Len Maynard off to Miss Dene with it, when she had finished. While she was waiting for Len to return she sat at her desk in silence, gazing out of the window. More than one girl felt that she must scream before Len returned. When Len was in her seat once more, Miss Moore transferred her gaze from the gardens to her form. ‘Is there anybody in this room that is grown up enough to explain to me the dreadful scene that I came upon just now?’ Each word fell from the mistress’s lips like a shard of ice, and the girls quaked inwardly. Nobody moved, none of them wanted to tell tales, and Alicia was recovering a little from her outburst and trying to find the courage to stand up. Finally there was the scrape of a chair and Lulie got to her feet. The form almost held its breath. Was the new girl going to tell tales on Alicia? ‘Yes, Louisa?’ said Miss Moore, still in those icy tones.

‘Please, Miss Moore, I think it was my fault,’ said Lulie, nervously.

‘And how was that?’

‘I…er…I…said something that upset people,’ No more than the rest of her peers did Lulie want to tell tales.

‘Oh, and what was that?’

Ricki jumped to her feet at this point, ‘I suppose, Miss Moore, it was really me that began it,’ she said, ‘I was asking Lulie why she didn’t join in during Prayers, because there are all sorts of wild rumours flying about, and then Lulie said that she was a…a…’ Ricki glanced at Lulie, trying to remember the unfamiliar word.

‘A Pagan,’ said Lulie, ‘And some people had been mis-informed as to what this was and blurted out what they had been told, and…then you came in,’

‘And who was the girl who was mis-informed?’ enquired Miss Moore, turning to the rest of the class, then back to Lulie, who replied with great dignity, ‘I’m sorry, Miss Moore, I cannot say,’

‘I said things, Miss Moore,’ Alicia got to her feet, looking half angry, half ashamed, ‘I said that she was…’

‘Thank you, Alicia, that will do,’ said Miss Moore, ‘I hope that you feel justly ashamed of yourself for causing such a tumult, especially as this is supposed to be a senior form. And can you please find out the correct facts before you open your mouth and upset people with what comes out of it. You can all take an order mark for your behaviour this morning, and be thankful that you have got off so lightly. Sit down, please, you three.’  

Miss Moore then proceeded to act as if the whole incident hadn’t happened and moved on to form business. ‘This year the Form Prefect is Jo Scott, with Len Maynard as her second. We will have to vote for the form officials, which I’d like to do now if…ah, come in Josette,’

Josette Russell, the Head Girl, came to the desk and said ‘Matron is ready for all those who haven’t unpacked to go and do so, Miss Moore,’

‘Thank you, Josette. Right, everybody, those girls who haven’t unpacked go with Josette, please.’

The time until Break was filled with all the necessary tasks that needed to be done at the beginning of the school year. Once everybody had unpacked, the form officials were voted for and four girls were sent to the stock room to collect the books needed for the coming year. They had just finished putting them away in their desks when the bell rang for Break and Miss Moore dismissed them.

Con linked Lulie by the arm and escorted her to the Speisesaal for lemonade and biscuits. Once these had been disposed of they all rushed out into the garden, for the weather was still fine. Con joined her friends Ricki and Odette, along with her triplets and their particular friends. Only Margot, and another new girl, Ruey Richardson, hadn’t been there at that morning’s riot, as they were in a different form. But they were soon hearing all about it. ‘But I don’t even know what one of them is,’ said Ruey, plaintively. Lulie explained as succinctly as she could, and waited for the expected reaction. It didn’t come. Some of the crowd were like Len and Margot and didn’t agree with the beliefs, but they were too sensitive of Lulie’s feelings to say so there and then. Others wanted time to go away and think about it, as it was so alien to them. Only Con and Ricki really accepted it at face value. As the bell rang, they walked back one on either side of Lulie, almost as if they were protecting her. The atmosphere in the classroom was one of strain. Miss Moore had been called away to the telephone at the beginning of Break, and so hadn’t had a chance to go to the staffroom and report the events of the morning. Thus the staff that took Va for the short lessons before Mittagessen were somewhat at a loss to explain it all. In fact, thanks to one thing and another, it wasn’t until after Abendessen that explanations could be made amongst the staff. ‘What was wrong with Va today?’ asked Miss Ferrars, as she brought her cup of coffee to a chair next to Miss Moore. Miss Moore groaned, ‘Don’t ask, Kathy. If it had been a Junior form I wouldn’t have been surprised, but Seniors…’

‘What have they been doing now? It’s only the first day of term, that’s far too soon for trouble,’ laughed Kathy.

‘That’s what I’d always thought. It seems to have begun with Ricki Fry and that new child, Louisa Arden,’

Matron caught this sentence and brought her coffee over. ‘Room for a little one?’ she inquired. ‘Of course, Matey, any time!’ cried Kathy, and moved up to allow Matron onto the sofa. ‘What’s been going on with Louisa Arden?’ asked Matron

‘Well, when I arrived after Prayers there was a regular scrum going on,’ began Miss Moore, ‘ A good two thirds of the form were arguing with each other, and the rest were sitting with their mouths hanging open, looking as if they were catching flies! I instituted inquiries immediately, and Ricki Fry admitted that she’d asked Lulie why she didn’t join in with Prayers, as there were some wild rumours going round,’

‘I’ve heard some odd things to that effect,’ interrupted Kathy, ‘I took no notice of course, in fact I wasn’t sure who they were talking about, but apparently there is somebody in the school who eats babies for supper. I just put it down to too much lurid reading in the holidays. Go on, Rosalind. Sorry, I interrupted.’ 

‘That’s all right. Anyway, Lulie told Ricki quite truthfully why, and Alicia Leonard then admitted that she’d taken objection to this and appears to have told Lulie in no uncertain terms what she thought of her. I stopped her from telling me what she’d said, but I wish now that I had let her go on, if she’s going round telling people that Lulie eats babies.’

‘Well, the girls ought to have more sense that to believe that,’ said Matron, scornfully, ‘And I’m sure their little chums will soon disabuse them of that idea. Con Maynard and Ricki seem to have adopted Lulie for one of their own, I’m glad to see. At least they’ve stuck by her all day,’

‘Well somebody needs to, poor child. She’s going to need all the help she can get,’

‘I’m going to keep my eye on that crowd,’ said Matron, ‘And I advise you to, Rosalind. I’m not having bullying. It’s never been a problem in this school, and it’s not about to start now. There’s the bell for the Middles bedtime, I’d better go. See if the two of you can think up some way of stopping these dreadful rumours, for Heaven’s sake, before it goes too far and Hilda has to take official notice.’

She bustled off, leaving the other two mistresses to look thoughtfully at each other.

In the scrum of the first weeks of term the fuss in Va seemed to die down, as far as the mistresses could see. Both Matron and Miss Moore kept a close eye on them, but as far as they could tell Lulie seemed to be settling down well. She worked as steadily as the rest of the form, and seemed well up to their level. She’d made a little chummery with Con Maynard and Ricki Fry, and joined Con in persuading Odette Mercier to join them whenever they could. She was very artistic and revelled in the extra coaching she received from Miss Yolland in art, and Mademoiselle Lachenais in embroidery, during the periods that the rest of the form had Scripture with Miss Annersley. Though both mistresses had been inclined to grumble in private about the loss of their free periods, they found that Lulie was well able to be left to get on with her work while they got on with their marking. It wasn’t all it seemed on the surface though. Lulie had had experience of being ‘different’ in school before, and had become something of an expert at hiding her unhappiness. Though most of the girls accepted her difference of religion, or kept quiet if they didn’t, there were a few who couldn’t resist making sly comments as they passed Lulie. Lulie became almost used to a whisper of ‘witch’ following her across the common room, as she went to look at a magazine, or ‘baby-eater,’ muttered in her ear at Kaffee. She would press her lips together, or quickly take a drink, knowing it was very difficult to cry and drink at the same time. At first it was only her own form that contained these nasty people, but soon some of those from Vb began to join in. The rumours persisted amongst the Middles, who would regard Lulie suspiciously whenever their paths crossed, and they even filtered down to the Juniors, some of whom ran away when they saw the elder girl. 

It was almost two weeks to half term and Matron was making her final rounds before she retired to bed. She went into each dormitory, to make sure the windows were open properly, and that things were as they ought to be. She was just closing the door of Violet dormitory when a noise caught her quick ear. Turning back, Matron listened carefully. Then she made an inspection of the cubicles. The girls should have been fast asleep, but when she parted the curtains of Lulie’s cubicle, the girl was lying on her back, desperately trying to control the sobs that were shaking her whole body. She started when she saw Matron. ‘What is it, Lulie? Don’t you feel well, dear?’ asked Matron, in a low voice. Lulie first nodded, then shook her head, unable to speak. Matron pursed her lips together for a second, and then acted. Picking up Lulie’s dressing down from its hook, she held it out. ‘Get into your slippers, and come with me,’ she said, ‘Ill or not, there’s something wrong,’ Like all members of the Chalet School, Lulie would have sooner thought of trying to land on the moon than argue with Matron, so she took the dressing gown, pushed her feet into her slippers and followed Matron, still choking back sobs and shaking violently. Matron took her to the San, which was free of patients at the moment, and sat Lulie in Nurse’s tiny office while she went to get some milk. When she returned, Lulie had given up all efforts at self-control and was slumped across Nurse’s desk, wailing heartbrokenly. Matron set the jug down and took the distraught girl in her arms, trying to soothe her. But Lulie was well away, and all Matron’s usual methods refused to work. Feeling suddenly helpless Matron simply held her. Lulie cried until the tears ran off her chin, until saliva dribbled out her mouth, until she hiccupped and finally until she was sick. Matron put the bowl to one side and helped Lulie into one of the beds. She went back into Nurse’s room, and soon returned with a hot water bottle and some hot milk, into which she had slipped something. ‘Just one question,’ she said, gently, ‘Have people been saying things to you?’ Lulie nodded, as she obediently drank the milk, though she couldn’t stand hot milk. Cuddling the hot bottle to her, Lulie lay down, and the dose soon sent her off to sleep. Matron drew the curtains back and opened the window, and went to wake Nurse, to inform her of the new patient, before she marched to Miss Annersley’s private quarters, her lips set in a thin line.

Chapter Four
The next morning the occupants in Violet dormitory were busy wondering where Lulie had got to when Matron entered the room. ‘Matron, Lulie isn’t here,’ said Con, pausing in brushing her hair. ‘I know Con, she’s in the San,’ replied Matron, shortly, going into Lulie’s cubicle and coming out again with her sponge bag and towels. ‘Oh no, she isn’t ill, is she?’ Con looked distressed, and Matron took pity on her, ‘She’s been sick, but is feeling a bit better this morning. Con,’ suddenly an idea occurred to her, ‘If you hurry you may be able to visit her before Fruhstuck,’ Con’s lips parted in surprise at this unheard of event, but she managed to thank Matron before scurrying to plait her hair and find her shoes. Nurse had just finished washing Lulie, and brushing her long, dark red curls, when Con arrived. ‘Come in, Con,’ said Nurse, with a smile, ‘Lulie’s just ready.’

Lulie still looked pale and drawn after the events of last night, and she leaned listlessly on her pillows, though she managed a weak smile at her friend. ‘What are you doing here?’ she asked, ‘I thought visiting wasn’t allowed until later on?’

‘Matron said I could,’ replied Con, perching on the chair next to the bed, ‘you could have knocked me down with a feather when she said so! But never mind me, what’s been happening to you? You were fine at bedtime last night.’

‘I…’ Lulie stopped, and gazed helplessly at Con, tears filling her eyes. Con was startled, but she leaned forward and took Lulie’s hands between her own, ‘What is it, Lulie? It’s nothing serious is it? It’s not your mother, is it?’

Lulie shook her head, ‘No, Mama’s all right, or as all right as she can be. And I’m not really ill. Matey brought me here last night.’

‘But, why, if you’re not ill?’

Lulie took a deep breath and clutched at her courage, ‘She found me crying myself to sleep last night,’ Con was silent, but she squeezed Lulie’s hands in encouragement. Lulie squeezed back and tried to explain. ‘Some of the others are being really horrible to me, Con, cos of being a Pagan. They whisper things when I’m near, or when they’re passing me. And the Middles and Juniors are starting now. They stare at me and some of the little ones actually run away from me, as if I was going to do something disgusting to them. It’s horrible, Con. I’ve been used to some kind of teasing and people being nasty, but they’ve done it to my face, and somehow it’s easier to handle that way. I can fight back, as it were. And, well, I was more surprised because I thought that people were different here, that being nasty just wasn’t done, and it was enforced more than in other places,’

‘It is,’ said Con, shortly, ‘who is it, Lulie?’

‘I can’t tell, it would be telling tales,’

‘Not to me, it wouldn’t,’ Con was persuasive, ‘Come on, Lu. I can guess, but I want to make sure,’ So Lulie told her the names, all of whom were from Va and Vb. ‘Don’t tell anybody, though,’ she begged, ‘It’ll only make it worse. Please Con, promise me,’

‘I promise,’ said Con, ‘Anyway, I’d better go. I’ve still got that rep to look over, and it’s French Lit second lesson. Mlle would slay me if I were less than sure of it. I hope you’re back tomorrow, and don’t let them get to you, Lulie. You’ve got the rest of us to stick up for you, and now I know what’s going on, I can do so with a vengeance!’ She leaned over and gave Lulie a quick kiss on the cheek, then strode out of the room. Nurse, coming with Lulie’s breakfast, was astonished to see the look on her face. She had never seen Con look so angry before.

Con marched straight to the Va form room, where most of the form were getting their books ready for the morning’s lessons. She went straight up to the mistress’s platform and thumped on it with the board rubber to get their attention. They all looked up, and most of them looked twice to make sure it was really Con up there looking like a Fury. ‘Is everybody here?’ she demanded, in a voice that they only just recognised as Con’s. ‘Len and Odette are practising, and Lulie isn’t here,’ replied Jo, gathering her wits and having a quick look round.

‘That’s OK. I just want to say that Lulie is in the San, I’ve just come from visiting her.’

‘The San! What’s wrong with her, Con?’ exclaimed Ricki, alarmed.

‘She’s spent half the night being sick. And do you know why she was sick? There are some people in this form who have been bullying her, yes,’ as an outcry arose from those innocent of this accusation, ‘they’ve been bullying. And Matron took her to San because she was so upset that she cried until she was sick. I’m not going to say any more, because I imagine that Matron isn’t going to ignore this. I don’t even want you to identify yourselves, because you know who you are, and so do I, and I don’t want to associate myself with such low down creatures as you. I hope you’re ashamed of yourselves.’

With that, Con stalked off the platform and made for the door, just as the bell rang for Fruhstuck. Shocked and ashamed, the rest of Va followed her to the Speisesaal, where they took their seats in silence. The whole school couldn’t help noticing that there was something wrong with Va. Con Maynard was very much on her dignity, while most of the rest of the form either looked ashamed or guilty. The only two to not know what was going on were Len and Odette, who hadn’t been present at Con’s outburst. When the meal was almost over, Miss Annersley rang her bell and rose to her feet. The school regarded her in silence. ‘When you have cleared the tables and completed your dormitory work, I would like to see both Fifth forms in the Senior common room. The rest of you are to go to your lessons as usual. Nobody is to speak to any member of the Fifth forms in that time. Thank you.’

The meal was finished in near silence, anybody who wanted to speak doing so in a whisper. It was the same when they streamed off to their dormitories to make their beds. Any room that had a member of the two Fifths in it completed their work in silence. Those who didn’t talked things over with vim, but nobody came to any conclusions as to Miss Annersley’s summons, though the suggestions grew wild in the extreme. The members of Va and Vb took their places in the common room anxiously. There were quite a few girls who were quaking inside; most of them though were thoroughly perplexed. Con still maintained that dignified presence, and wouldn’t even speak to her sisters, though both whispered questions to her. She merely shook her head and stared straight ahead, her cheeks still flushed and her eyes sparkling with anger. They didn’t have long to wait. Miss Annersley swept into the room, looking elegant in her M.A. gown, and Matron followed her, in spotlessly starched apron and angels’ wings cap as usual. There was a look on both their faces that made more than one person – guilty or not – think ‘Oh help, we’ve had it this time.’ Miss Annersley stood in front of the massed girls and waited until all the shufflings and coughs had finished before she spoke. And when she did, all the laughter had gone out of her voice. Nobody, not even the worst sinner in the two forms, had ever heard her use those icy disgusted tones in the whole of their school careers. One or two of the more emotional ones felt tears welling up and blinked hard. ‘It has come to the attention of Matron and myself that bullying has been going on in the school,’ began Miss Annersley ‘Bullying that has upset the victim so much that she has made herself ill through the pain and the anguish caused. You all know that this kind of thing is not condoned in this school. You are lucky that the girl concerned has so far refused to name the bullies to me. I am now hoping that your sense of honour is as strong as hers. I want every girl who has been involved directly to come to me by the end of Break today and own up to her sins. If no girl comes forward then I will have no choice but to assume that you all took equal part and punish you all accordingly. Matron and I will escort you to your lessons, and none of you shall speak until the end of Break, when you will all gather here once more and see what I have to say then. And for those of you who consider yourselves innocent, remember that none of you are blameless, as none of you took steps to prevent such a thing happening. That is all. Va, you will leave first.’

The two Fifths had what Margot Maynard called ‘a horrid morning’. All the staff were rather cold with them, and to be unable to speak to one another was the crowning injustice. Those girls who had made nasty remarks to Lulie felt most uncomfortable inside, especially when they thought of having to go and report to Miss Annersley. It was a smaller group of girls that gathered together at the end of Break. They grinned rather nervously at one another and looked round the room to see who was missing. There were a few muted gasps when somebody realised that a friend wasn’t there, but other than that they kept to their imposed silence. It wasn’t long before Miss Annersley swept into the room, alone this time. She still looked grim, but the terrible tightness to her face had gone. ‘There has been a distressing number of girls in my office during Break,’ she began, ‘And I am ashamed of the rest of you that you either didn’t or wouldn’t see that something so dreadful was going on under your very noses. However, those girls will be dealt with presently. The rest of you I will not punish, as I feel that this morning has been punishment enough for you. All I ask you to do is to examine your inner selves and look at what God asks you to do for your fellow men. Remember, ‘in for so much as you did for them, you did for me’. We in this school do not ask you to embrace other beliefs, or indeed compromise your own faith for that of somebody else, merely to tolerate these differences and to accept people for what they are. I know some of you are interested in the Pagan religion, as much as you may be interested in Jewish beliefs or the beliefs of Hindus, and I am pleased that you wish to broaden your education in such a manner. I also accept that not all of you are that way inclined, which is as you wish. I am very sorry that we have had bullies in this school, which up until now has been blessedly free of such things. You girls are all verging on adulthood, many of you will be going into the Sixth next year and be eligible for prefects. All I ask is that you learn a lesson from this, and keep your eyes and ears open in the future to prevent it from ever happening again, whatever the circumstances. Now, Con Maynard, Richenda Fry, Odette Mercier,’ The three girls named jumped and got to their feet, looking startled. Miss Annersley smiled, and immediately the atmosphere in the room relaxed, ‘When the bell rings for Kaffee und Kuchen, you three are to tidy and go to the San to have your afternoon meal with Lulie. She has been asking for you.’ They sat down again, beaming, and Miss Annersley turned to the rest of the room, ‘I’m afraid you’ve missed most of your first lesson. You may stay here for the five minutes or so until the bell, and then I want you all to go to your classrooms for your lessons. Prep for the missed lesson will be excused for this once. And, girls, please don’t forget what has happened this morning. It ought to be the making of many of you.’

‘No, Miss Annersley,’ they chorused, still rather subdued. Miss Annersley smiled again, and left the room, to the unpleasant task of returning to those girls who had come to her at Break. Once the door had closed behind her more than one girl flumped into her seat again, with a huge sigh. There was a split second of silence, and then the girls began to discuss the matter amongst themselves. ‘I wish we’d noticed something, then we could have squashed it good and proper,’ said Len, leaning her chin in her hands, ‘poor Lulie,’

‘It’s all very well saying that, but it’s not always easy to see something that’s done behind your back,’ replied Margot.

‘But we should have known that it was bound to happen, and been on the watch for it,’ said Con, ‘especially us three, because we knew Lulie before term started.’

‘I did see some people give Lulie dirty looks when she passed them,’ admitted Ruey, rather shamefaced, ‘but she ignored them, and so did I. You can’t really go on looks, can you?’

‘Not always,’ agreed Margot, soothingly, ‘Not when you don’t always know you’re giving them.’

‘I bet they knew they were giving them, all right,’ said Con, fiercely, ‘And I wish I’d taken more notice of things, but I was probably in a dream, as usual. I’ll never learn, will I?’

‘Do not blame yourself, Con,’ put in Odette, shyly, ‘it is our fault as much as yours. And we can take Lulie a gift when we go and see her, can we not? To say we are sorry for not being the friends we ought to have been.’

‘Good idea, Odette,’ said Ricki, anxious to wipe the despairing look from Con’s face, ‘We could see what tuck we have and take her something, or see if we can find any flowers in the garden that we are allowed to have. Can’t we, Con?’

Con allowed herself to be cheered up, and smiled. ‘We can ask Matron after Mittagessen. I think I’ve got some of Anna’s cake in my tuck. I’m not sure about the flowers though, they’re all looking a bit sad now. But we can see.’

‘I wonder what’s going to happen to the others?’ Margot enquired, as the bell rang and they got up to go to algebra and Latin.

By Mittagessen the whole school knew. The fiat had gone forth and the eleven girls from Va and b were to be put into isolation. They were not to speak to any other members of the school, apart from staff. They were not to have any treats, their lessons and meals were to take place separate from the rest of the school and they were to go to bed at the same time as the Middles. This was to take place for a week. Also, the girls were to go to see Lulie, one by one, and apologise for their behaviour towards her. Lulie had protested when she heard this. ‘Oh no, Miss Annersley, please no,’ she had pleaded, ‘I don’t think I could bear it if they all did that, it would be horrible. Please don’t make them.’

‘I’m sorry, Lulie, but it’s necessary, for their sake if not yours. They must be made to face you and to realise just what it is they have done, and how it can affect people. I know it will be just as hard for you, if not harder, but I know you are strong enough to bear it.’ Lulie looked rather sulky, but made no further comment, and Miss Annersley wisely left her.

But Con, Ricki and Odette heard all about it at Kaffee that afternoon. Matron had vetoed their idea of taking some cake to Lulie, but kindly managed a large bunch of flowers from Miss Annersley’s private garden. They all fully sympathised with her, agreeing that it was a terrible thing to have to sit through. ‘Isn’t there any way I can get out of it?’ implored Lulie, gazing round at them all, ‘they have to do it tomorrow, and I’m dreading it. It won’t do any good, they still won’t like me. Not that that bothers me, but I just want to lie low and get on with life.’

‘You’re right,’ agreed Ricki, ‘It won’t do any good. If I were told to apologise to somebody that I’d been nasty to I’d really resent it. And knowing some of them they’ll have huge black dogs on their shoulders for the whole term.’

‘I’ve got half an idea,’ said Con, slowly, ‘Give me a minute to think it out properly,’

She lapsed into silence, during which Nurse brought Kaffee for the three visitors and milk and some water biscuits for her patient. ‘What’s with that?’ asked Ricki, when Nurse had gone. Lulie glanced at her rations, ‘Oh, I was sick again after Mittagessen,’ she replied, as casually as if she were discussing the weather. Odette looked sympathetic, ‘Pauvre Lulie,’ she said. Lulie smiled, rather wanly, ‘Thanks, but I feel better now actually. I don’t think I could eat what you’re eating though!’

‘Right,’ Con suddenly looked up, ‘I think I’ve got it. Listen a minute, you three,’

Con explained her idea, to the delight of Odette and Ricki. Lulie didn’t look too sure, ‘I don’t know,’ she said, doubtfully, ‘I mean, it’s better than Miss Annersley’s, but would it work? Would people listen?’

‘They wouldn’t have a choice,’ said Con, ‘Is it five ‘o’ clock yet? We three can go and see her this evening, and she if she agrees,’

‘It’s twenty to, and you haven’t had any Kaffee yet,’ said Ricki, sensibly. Con looked impatient, but drank the coffee and ate the fancy twists that Ricki put in front of her. As soon as they heard the clock strike five, the three visitors said their goodbyes and went down the stairs to the Head’s study, to put Con’s idea to her.

Miss Annersley smiled at the three girls as they entered the room in response to her ‘Come in,’

‘Hello, girls. What can I do for you?’

‘We’ve got an idea to help Lulie,’ began Con, taking the chair indicated.

‘It’s Con’s idea really, but we all think it’s a good one,’ added Ricki.

‘Oh? And does Lulie think it’s a good idea?’ queried Miss Annersley, trying not to look too amused.

‘Oh, yes,’ Con cheerfully glossed over Lulie’s doubts, ‘we’ve just been discussing it with her,’

‘I see. Well, go ahead. I’m eager to hear anything that will help Lulie settle properly into the school, after the unfortunate start she’s been forced to have,’ The three girls looked momentarily shamefaced, but Con forged ahead.

‘Well, what it is, Miss Annersley, I think that part of the reason why people have been saying such nasty things to Lulie is that they don’t understand what her religion is all about. They’ve only ever heard of the bad things that people say, which aren’t necessarily true. I’ve read a couple of books that Lulie has loaned me, just because I was interested and Mamma said it was all right, and there’s nothing in them at all that could even be mistaken for some of the things that people have been saying,’ Con paused for breath, and eyed her Headmistress expectantly. But Miss Annersley was simply leaning on her desk, listening with an interested expression on her face. ‘Go on, Con,’ she said

‘So what I thought was that instead of our Scripture classes, I mean instead of what we normally do, Lulie could tell us about Paganism, so at least people will understand what it is, even if they don’t accept it,’ Con thought regretfully of her own triplet sisters.

‘And maybe even people could come and tell us about other religions, from outside, I mean,’ put in Ricki, eagerly, ‘just so we’ve an idea of how other people worship God and then we can be more tolerant of them.’

Miss Annersley looked startled. This was something she had not thought of, and it wasn’t something she expected fifteen-year-old schoolgirls to think of either. However, it was clear that something must be done, and done quickly. Nurse has told her, strictly off the record, that Lulie was still being sick at the thought of all the girls coming to apologise to her. Miss Annersley was beginning to wonder if she’d made a mistake over that. Almost as if she’d read the Head’s thoughts, Odette suddenly spoke up. ‘Please, Mademoiselle, also if this talk happens, maybe the other girls will not have to say they are sorry to Lulie,’

The other two gaped at Odette, and then wished they’d thought of it themselves. Moss Annersley smiled at the French girl, ‘and why do you think that, Odette?’

Half regretting speaking, Odette swallowed the lump in her throat and blushed. ‘If the girls say they are sorry because they have to, then they may not mean it. If they hear this talk, they will realise how wrong they have been and say they are sorry by themselves, and they will mean it then.’

Miss Annersley suddenly looked rather serious, mainly because she was dying to laugh. The astounded expressions on Con and Ricki’s faces were too funny for words. ‘I see your point, Odette, and it is certainly worth considering. However, I must discuss this with the other staff. I cannot make major changes to the curriculum alone.’

‘Yes, Miss Annersley, we see that,’ Con got up and straightened her skirts. The other two followed, looking rather blue at the sudden end to the interview. ‘Thank you for listening to us,’

‘That’s quite all right, girls. That is what I’m here for. Now you’d better hurry, you don’t want to be late for prep.’

The three girls bobbed their curtsies and made their way back to the Va form room. ‘D’you think she’ll do it?’ asked Ricki, as she got her books ready.

‘She said she’ll discuss it with the other mistresses and Miss Annersley does tend to keep her word,’ said Con, ‘I just hope they agree to it. Come on, the others will be here in a minute, lets get on.’

Before the bell rang for prep, Miss Annersley found time to pop into the staff room and tell the other staff that she was coming to coffee that evening, as there was something that she wanted to discuss with them. ‘I’ll bring biscuits,’ she added, laughing, before leaving them to go and find Matron.

‘So what is this meeting about then?’ Nancy Wilmot asked Rosalie Dene later that evening. ‘I don’t know,’ replied Rosalie, sipping at her coffee, ‘I didn’t know we were having one until just before prep.’

Everybody was asking the same question as they received coffee from Jeanne de Lachenais and settled themselves round the large table usually set aside for staff meetings. They had had a meeting only two days before, to settle half term duties, and another so soon was unprecedented. The door opened just then to admit Matron, and to their surprise, Miss Wilson, Head of St. Mildred’s, the finishing branch. ‘Golly, this must be serious,’ muttered Miss Moore to her neighbour, as the two were welcomed. ‘Do you know what this is about then, Nell?’ asked Miss Wilmot, as Miss Wilson took the seat next to her. ‘I don’t, I’m as much in the dark as you are,’ laughed Miss Wilson, as she accepted a cup of coffee from Mlle de Lachenais, ‘Thank you, Jeanne.’

At this juncture the door opened and the Head walked in, accompanied by Jack Maynard. ‘Hello everybody,’ he said, with a grin at their cries of surprise, ‘Joey’s up to her ears in screaming babes, and as Hilda wanted one of us here, I came for the occasion!’

‘Right,’ said Miss Annersley, as they all resettled themselves and turned towards her, ‘As you all know, I have recently had to deal with an outbreak of bullying in the school, resulting in the victim making herself ill through misery,’ 

‘How is she?’ asked Miss Moore, who was Lulie’s form mistress.

‘Getting better,’ replied Matron ‘She should be back in school the day after tomorrow, all being well.’

‘Why exactly were they bullying her?’ asked Miss Andrews, the junior mistress, who didn’t have much to do with the seniors. Miss Annersley explained briefly, ‘I wouldn’t have thought that would have turned our girls into something so vindictive,’ said Miss Yolland, ‘We generally advocate tolerance in this establishment.’

‘Apparently somebody had been told that pagans sacrificed humans and all sorts of other rubbish, and were horrified when they met a real live one!’ put in Miss Moore, ‘They had a real argument over it one morning. I was ashamed at the way they behaved, but I soon put them right on that score,’

The others chuckled. Miss Moore was famed for her sarcastic tongue.

‘But in this day and age people ought to know that that sort of thing just isn’t possible. Nobody could get away with it for long, they’d soon be suspected by the police,’ protested Miss Ferrars, who was form mistress for Vb.

‘We know that, but would the girls think of it?’

‘Some of them might, but we do have some featherheads who would simply follow the crowd,’

‘So how do we try and help the girls to understand? We can’t just order them to, can we?’ asked Miss Ferrars, plaintively.

‘Well, that’s partly what this meeting’s about,’ said Miss Annersley, who had been sitting back and listening to her staff talk, ‘Con Maynard, Richenda Fry and Odette Mercier came to me today with an idea that they’ve cooked up between themselves. I think it sounds quite good, and would like to see how it goes, but I want to see what you all think before I go any further.’ Miss Annersley then proceeded to outline the plan as the three girls had told it to her, with one or two additions that she had thought of in the meantime. There was a deathly silence when she had finished. Miss Annersley waited for somebody to speak, her heart sinking. Had she done the right thing in taking this child into the school? She seemed to be causing such upheaval already, and it wasn’t even half term yet. 

Finally Miss Wilson, sensing her friend’s feelings, was the first to speak, ‘And what do you think, Jack?’

Jack sighed, ‘I’m not sure, to be honest, Nell. I’m glad that one of my own girls is broad minded enough to broach such an idea, but with girls of this age things tend to be rather black and white. I don’t want Lulie to suffer any more, partly for her own sake, and partly because she may communicate some of that distress to her mother without knowing it, and Mrs Arden is in no fit state to worry about anything, let alone something like this.’

‘Is she really that ill?’

‘To be honest, Matron, I’m surprised that she’s still with us. She left things far too late to come here for anything other than a bit more time. That’s partly because she is so destitute when it comes to family. Just her uncle, and some distant relations in Nice. She’s holding on for her children, and so anything that affects them throws her back all over again.’

‘So what are you saying, Jack?’ demanded Miss Annersley, rather shortly. She felt that there was no time to prevaricate over things.

‘Well, obviously this has to go through the Board, but I’ve spoken to Madge on the phone and she seems quite interested in the idea. I don’t know how we’ll manage the fine details. Of course we have Lulie here with us, and if she’s willing to give her classmates a talk, then Madge said to go ahead. We may find a Jew in Berne or one of the other big cities, but other religions may be a little more difficult. We simply cannot afford to pay the expenses of people of other countries to fly out to Switzerland merely to give talks to the girls, however educational.’

‘There may be somebody in Switzerland who knows a lot about various religions, a professor or something. Perhaps we can advertise in the universities,’ suggested Miss Moore, eager to help the members of her form.

‘Good idea,’ added Miss Ferrars, who was personally interested in the idea, and secretly hoped it would be put into place.

Jack nodded, ‘I’ll see what Madge says to that, but it’s certainly something I’d not thought of. She’ll be writing to you officially, of course, Hilda, but has said that if we want to go ahead sooner than when her letter arrives, then that’s fine by her. It really depends on how quickly Lulie is well again, and whether she definitely consents to doing as she is asked,’

‘If Con has any say in the matter, she will,’ said Miss Annersley, with a grin, ‘She seemed most determined when she came to see me earlier,’

‘Is this just for the fifths then, or does it extend to the whole school?’ asked Mlle Lachenais, ‘And how do we put it into place?’

‘Well, I don’t really want to do anything unless you all agree to it, whether personally or as a mistress in this school. When I feel you are all behind me then I’ll go and see Lulie, and suggest that she carries out this plan of Con’s, just talking to the fifths, as they seem to be the main persecutors. If we can find people to invite in to give talks on other religions, then we can look again at asking Lulie to present something to other forms, as long as it won’t affect her own school work.’

The assembled mistresses looked at one another. All of them, apart from Miss Annersley and Matron, had absolutely no idea of what Paganism was all about, and there were many who were genuinely interested to find out about it from an academic point of view. There were also those who tended to distrust anything so different and so controversial, but who wanted to support their Head, and Madge Russell, founder of the School, both of whom commanded great love and respect from their staff. Miss Annersley saw their looks and made a quick decision. Draining her coffee cup she stood. ‘I know it may a difficult decision for some of you, and I don’t wish to rush you. I’ll call a staff meeting for two days time, and that will give you plenty of time to think about it. I ask you to let me know your decisions privately before that time, so as not to put anybody on the spot. As for now, I’d advise clearing away and going to bed, as it’s twenty two hours already.’

Looking rather thoughtful, the mistresses cleared the staff room, and attended to their usual before bed jobs, mainly in silence. Matron went to do her nightly rounds, and Miss Annersley escorted Jack and Miss Wilson to the door. ‘Don’t look so worried, Hilda,’ said Jack, ‘I’ve a feeling things will come out all right,’

‘I can give you my decision now,’ added Miss Wilson, ‘Though I don’t agree personally with it, I’ll stand by you whatever you decide. I can’t stand by and watch a girl be persecuted as if it were the seventeenth century. There’s enough bitterness and intolerance in the world without it rearing its ugly head in the school as well,’

Feeling suddenly tearful, Miss Annersley squeezed Miss Wilson’s hand, ‘Thank you, Nell,’ was all she said, ‘Safe journey, and let me know you arrived home safely,’

She watched as Jack escorted Miss Wilson to his car, and went back to tidy her study and wait for the phone call from her closest friend.

Chapter Five
Miss Ferrars flung a pile of books on her table in the staff room and heaved a sigh of relief. ‘Just when you want five minutes to think over something, those Middles decide to play up,’ she said, wearily. Nancy Wilmot and Rosalind Moore, the only other occupants of the room, looked up with sympathetic smiles. ‘Middles always play up, whatever you have to do,’ said Miss Moore, while Miss Wilmot looked at her friend, ‘What’s up Kathie?’ she asked. Kathie rescued an escapee book and sat down, ‘Just this bombshell that Miss Annersley flung at us last night. I’m personally quite interested in it all and I’d enjoy finding out about Lulie’s religion, but I’m just concerned about how far it would go to making her more of an object of bullying.’

‘Most of the bullying probably comes from ignorance,’ said Miss Moore, ‘There are very few girls in the school who have any real nastiness in them. I think that once the girls understand then the bullying will stop, and Lulie has some good friends who have great influence amongst the girls, they’ll protect her from anything harmful. I think Lulie’s own personality will go a long way to helping as well. She’s a strong character in her own way, though maybe not such an obvious leader as someone like Len, say, or Mary Lou,’

Miss Wilmot leaned on her elbows, her marking forgotten, ‘I just wish Miss Annersley had never allowed the girl into the school in the first place. Aren’t her brothers in England? Why Lulie couldn’t have joined them I don’t know, and saved trouble for everybody.’

‘Nancy!’ exclaimed Miss Moore, horrified.

‘Well, it’s what I think. Fair enough, Mrs Arden is dying and wants her children near to her. But why couldn’t Lulie be a day girl and arrived at school after Prayers each day, then none of this would have come up?’

‘Because the weather this term would have meant her missing a lot of school,’ replied Miss Moore, rather coldly, ‘and she still wouldn’t have been able to take part in Scripture lessons, and her difference would still have been noticed, and she would still have been bullied.’

‘But, Nancy, why?’ asked Miss Ferrars, gently, ‘Lulie is such a nice girl, and nobody deserves persecution, what ever form it takes,’

‘I just think that this is a Christian school, with strong ethics. If we make allowances for one girl, then others will come wanting special treatment and things will be all over the place. I don’t really want to know about other religions, I’m very happy and secure knowing that God is there,’

‘And Lulie isn’t, I suppose,’ Miss Ferrars flinched at the ice in Miss Moore’s tones, ‘and neither are all the Jews or Hindus or Muslims in the world? I think the days of ‘converting the savage’ are over, Nancy. We can still be a Christian school, we can still teach the girls about our ways, but surely that shouldn’t be to the exclusion of other ways. The more the girls understand about where different people are coming from, the more broad minded and tolerant people there will be in the world. Did you know that we have had only half an hour of total peace in the world since the beginning of the century, and most of the wars have ultimately been about religion in one form or another? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to see Rosalie Dene about some new textbooks I ordered.’

The staff were divided. Many of them, while interested in new developments, preferred them to be at a distance and not to interfere with the balance of their lives. Others were resistant to change in any form. There were others still who were supportive of the new ideas. Miss Annersley, viewing the split with dread in her heart, extended her original 2-day deadline to a week, to give those that were dithering a chance to think things through. The staff room had become like a war zone. Instead of the usual friendly groups in the evenings, the three ‘camps’ sat in huddles, ignoring each other and, as Matron privately thought, behaving like Middles. You could cut the atmosphere between various staff members with a butter knife. 

The feelings of the staff began to affect the girls, as many of the staff were snappy and the smallest mistakes were leapt upon with a force that left the sinner gasping. ‘You don’t think we’re in for an epidemic or something, do you?’ Margot asked Len at Break that day. ‘I don’t think so,’ replied Len, ‘We don’t generally get epidemics at this time of year. Anyway, where would we pick it up from, it’s far too late for anybody to have brought an illness from home, and we haven’t been on any rambles or anything for a while, cos of the weather.’

‘Perhaps they’re affected by staying indoors for so long,’ was Con’s idea. This was, however, sat on heavily by Margot, ‘It’s more likely that there’s some crisis behind the scenes that we don’t know about,’ she said, with more truth than she knew.

Meanwhile, in her private sitting room, Miss Annersley was giving a tea-party. Her select visitors were Matron, Miss Wilson and Joey Maynard, whose youngest pair seemed to have stopped teething for the moment. ‘If I’d have know that one girl could cause so much upheaval, I’d have never agreed to her coming,’ said Miss Annersley, as she poured second cups of tea. ‘Poor Hilda,’ said Joey, who was handing round some of Karen’s best cream cakes, ‘I don’t think it’s your fault. None of us saw this coming at all, not from the staff at any rate. I’d have done exactly the same in your position. After all, it is only one of the roads to God.’

‘I didn’t think that the staff would be so openly divided over it,’ put in Miss Wilson, ‘I didn’t expect them to agree straight away, or at all, but they are usually so supportive of you, Hilda, that I assumed that they’d be able to put their private feelings on one side and back you in this. After all, we’re all Christians,’

‘It’s all very well saying that,’ began Matron, but was interrupted by the entrance of Jack Maynard, out of breath. ‘There you are, Hilda,’ he panted, ‘Can you get Lulie Arden for me? Her mother needs her, and quickly. There isn’t much time.’

‘I’ll send her to you in the entrance hall,’ said Miss Annersley, reaching a hand out for the bell.

Con crept down the wide San corridors and gently tapped on the door of Matron Graves’ sitting room. She had come to the San to visit Leila Elstob, and had been given permission by her father to pop in and see Lulie. There was no answer to her tap, so Con opened the door a crack and peered in. Lulie was sitting, leaning her elbows on her knees, her eyes closed. Con prepared to creep out again, when Lulie opened her eyes briefly, saw who it was and closed them again. ‘I won’t be a minute, Con, come in,’ she said. Con perched on the nearest chair and waited until Lulie opened her eyes again and sat up. There was a slightly awkward silence. ‘Sorry,’ said Con, eventually, ‘I didn’t mean to disturb you.’

‘Oh, you didn’t really, I was just…um…did you come to see me?’

‘Yes, at least I came to see Leila but I thought I’d come and see you as well…at least, Papa said I could,’

Lulie’s rather taut face relaxed a little as she smiled, ‘Thank you, I’m glad you’re here,’

‘How’s your mother?’

Lulie’s long lashes drooped, ‘She’s not well, Con. They haven’t said, but I think she’s dying. I know, cos Dr Graves told me, they’ve sent for the boys and they wouldn’t do that if she was going to be alright, would they?’

‘No,’ agreed Con, struggling to get the word out. She didn’t know what to say or do. Lulie was so calm; it seemed the wrong thing to hug her, as Con would like to have done. She felt it would be easier if Lulie was crying, but there seemed to be no sign of that. Lulie appeared to be feeling as awkward as Con did. The two girls sat in silence, which grew less awkward as it went on. Smiling at Lulie, Con got up. ‘Shall I ring for some coffee?’

She was never given the chance, as there came footsteps down the corridor and the door opened to admit Matron Graves, followed by Lulie’s two brothers and – here Con’s jaw dropped – the oddest looking man that the middle Maynard triplet had ever seen. Lulie’s jaw also dropped and she sprang to her feet, to be pounced on by the boys and hugged tightly. Pulling herself away from them, Lulie advanced on the man and said, ‘Hello, Uncle Philip, I didn’t expect to see you,’ Uncle Philip made a noise that was a cross between a sniff and a snort and replied, in a booming voice, ‘Yes, well, with my niece being so ill, I could hardly leave Leighton and Lachlann to gallivant halfway across the world, could I?’

‘No, I suppose not,’ agreed Lulie, meekly. Con’s eyes were almost out on stalks, and even Matron Graves looked taken aback. They had never heard children spoken to as such equals before, though Lulie appeared to be accustomed to it, as she didn’t bat an eyelid. Uncle Philip’s piercing eyes roved round the room, and stopped when they came to Con. ‘And who is this?’ he demanded. Con blushed and felt almost guilty at being there. Lulie grinned at her, ‘This is Con Maynard, a friend of mine from school. Con, this my uncle, Philip Leonov.’

‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr Leonov,’ Con managed, meekly shaking his hand. 

‘Con, hm? The pleasure is returned, Miss Maynard,’ and Uncle Philip’s rather alarming face relaxed suddenly into a charming smile, leaving Con thinking that he wasn’t so bad after all. Uncle Philip suddenly rounded on Matron, ‘And where is my niece? I wish to see her,’

‘This way, Mr Leonov,’ said Matron Graves, turning to go.

‘Can’t we see her too, Uncle Philip?’ asked Lachie, plaintively.

‘Presently, but I want you to have a drink and something to eat first. Can that be arranged, Matron?’

‘Of course, Mr Leonov, I can send some Kaffee und Kuchen up at once,’

‘I’ll go and find somebody,’ offered Con and shot out of the room with more speed than elegance, leaving Matron to usher Uncle Philip in the other direction and Lulie to explain the situation to Lachie and Lev.

The silence in the room was almost physical. Philip Leonov shivered slightly in the cold air that came through the wide open windows, as he gazed down on his semi conscious niece. Checking that there were no medical personnel around, he bent over and kissed her between the eyebrows. ‘Go on, Darya, you have my permission to go. My blessings go with you, and safe journey.’ 

‘I can’t, Uncle, the children,’ the words rang in Philip’s head as clearly as if the dying woman had spoken out loud. Philip sighed and lowered himself to kneel at the bedside. Taking Darya’s hand in his, he stroked it gently. ‘You know I’ll look after them,’ he said, in a low voice, so nobody passing the room could hear him. ‘I know I’ve always said I can’t have Louisa to live with me, and I still don’t feel I can, but she appears happy in this school and I’m more than willing to pay her fees until she’s eighteen. Mrs Butler will just have to help me in the holidays, that’s all. I’ll try and get more work done during term time when the children are at school, and that way I won’t be disturbed as much in holiday time. Don’t you worry, dushka, they won’t lack for loving care, I promise you that.’

Philip closed his eyes and listened carefully. The voice came again, ‘I can see Thomas, Uncle. He’s waving to me. He’s smiling. Promise me what you say is true,’

‘I promise,’

‘Where are my babies, Uncle? I can’t go without saying goodbye,’

Almost as if they had heard, the door clicked open and the three children crept in, standing in a line against the wall. Lev let out a tiny moan at the sight of his mother lying so still. Lachie pressed his lips together, but not before his sharp-eared sister had caught a similar sound. Reaching out a hand, she grasped theirs and squeezed hard. Uncle Philip opened his eyes and fixed them with a pale shadow of his usual glare. Standing up, he reached down with his foot and knocked the brake off the bed’s wheels. Pushing it away from the wall, he secured it again, and went to stand at the head. Motioning to the triplets, he held out his hands. Tears streaming down her face, Lulie pulled her brothers over to the bed, where they stood, gazing mutely at Uncle Philip. ‘Let her go,’ he commanded, still in that low voice, ‘She can see your father. He’s waiting to help her on her journey. She won’t go until she’s said goodbye. Forget what the doctors say, you can kiss her if you want. She’s past all danger now.’

Biting back her sobs, Lulie bent and kissed her mother’s forehead, between her brows, the site of the third eye. In obedience to her great-uncle’s directions, she went to stand at the foot of the bed. Lachie and Lev copied their sister’s actions, standing one on either side of the bed. Jack Maynard, peeping through the window, looked surprised. ‘Don’t, Papa,’ said Con, appearing next to him, looking upset, ‘don’t watch. They went to say goodbye in their own way,’

Jack looked down at his daughter, her brown eyes full of tears, and held out a hand. ‘Come on, sweetheart. Come to my office for some coffee and a chat,’

Inside the room, Philip held a hand out to each of his nephews, who in turn joined hands with their sister. Looking round the circle that they had created, Philip saw that they were in no fit state to say anything, so he swallowed his own grief, and began in a voice that only shook a little. 

‘Oh Great Mother, we send to you Darya, a child of your flesh. We ask that she have a safe journey on the return to your womb, to you who give life to us all. We ask that you send comfort to those left behind, who grieve for her that was, and that shall be. We ask for your blessings and your solace. Great Mother, we thank you. So mote it be.’

The four stayed holding hands, all eyes on the occupant on the bed. There seemed to be no change, the breathing barely noticeable. Then Lulie broke the chain and rushed up to her mother’s head. ‘Mama!’ she cried, ‘Mama, please don’t go yet, I’m not ready!’ 

But the tiny trickle of blood coming from the corner of Darya’s mouth told Lulie that she was too late in her pleas. Leaving the triplets sobbing in each other’s arms, Uncle Philip flung the door open and strode out of the room to find Dr. Maynard.

Uncle Philip strode along the high road, away from the San. It was half term for the School and most of its members were away on various excursions. The three Arden children and their great-uncle were staying at the Maynards, on receipt of a warm-hearted invitation from Joey Maynard on hearing of Mrs Arden’s death. Uncle Philip had tried to persuade Lulie to go to Lucerne with her form, but she had clung to him so piteously that he hadn’t the heart to force her. After all it was only three days after her mother’s death, and Mrs Arden wasn’t even buried yet. 

Anybody passing by would have been startled by the look of grim determination on Philip Leonov’s face. He was a tall and rather imposing figure anyway, but his expression made him look almost frightening. He and Jack Maynard has spent the last three days arguing and fighting with officials over allowing Mrs Arden’s body to be flown home to Britain for burial. For some reason, the fact that she was ‘only’ a British citizen by marriage, and her husband was dead, made an enormous difference, though neither Uncle Philip nor Jack could see why. Approaching the gates of Freudesheim, Uncle Philip pondered the three children he was now responsible for. He was thankful that they were old enough to have some adult responsibilities, as he thought. He wasn’t accustomed to small children, and his great niece and nephews had surprised him by their maturity. He hadn’t seen them since they were ten years old, and he didn’t expect fifteen year olds to be so grown up. He didn’t realise that this was partly the effect of losing their father at the age of ten, and the long illness of their mother, as much as their own personalities. The objects of his thoughts met him at the big front door of Freudesheim; their eager faces falling when they saw his grim looks. ‘Are they still not letting you take her?’ demanded Lachie, looking not unlike his great uncle all of a sudden. Uncle Philip sighed, ‘No, they’re not. I’m going down to Geneva tomorrow, to see these people in person. If it means that I have to camp out in the British Embassy, or the United Nations, then so be it.’ The three grinned at this image, much to Philip’s relief. He’d been dreading tears or temper from one or all of them. 

‘Are you going back to school tomorrow?’ asked Lev, on the last day of half term, just after they’d waved Uncle Philip off on his trip to Geneva. Lulie heaved a huge sigh, ‘I don’t know,’ she replied, ‘Mrs Maynard says I ought, but I’m not sure I can. I mean, Mrs Maynard is just the loveliest person, but…well, she just doesn’t understand,’

‘Understand what?’ demanded Lachie at the same time that Lev asked ‘What does Uncle Philip say?’

Lulie chose to answer Lev first, as the easiest question, ‘He agrees with Mrs Maynard, but says that it’s up to me. But he doesn’t know either,’

Lulie leaned her chin in her hands and heaved another enormous sigh. Lev and Lachie exchanged a worried glance, then looked back at Lulie. ‘I think you’d better tell us just what has been going on,’ said Lachie. Lulie looked at them both innocently, but the triplets were too close to be fooled. Lev chimed in, ‘This obviously has nothing to do with Mama’s death. What exactly has been happening at school?’

Lulie wriggled in her seat, and pushed at the edge of the rug. ‘Isn’t it almost time for Kaffee?’ she asked.

‘No it isn’t, and you know it,’ snapped Lev, usually the more placid of the two boys. Lulie looked up in surprise, to make sure her ears weren’t deceiving her. Lev was glaring at her, obviously not to be put off. Lachie reached out a hand and patted Lulie’s arm, ‘Come on, Lu,’ he said, in his most persuasive tones, ‘I know you’ve been ill at school, cos Con Maynard told me so.’

Lulie scrubbed at her eyes with her fists, then partly covering her face with her hands, she told them of the terms events. Both their faces darkened with anger as they heard of the bullying, identical green eyes narrowing as the whole nasty tale unfolded. Lulie began to feel quite unnerved as she talked; the expressions on the faces in front of her were so alarming. Almost thankfully she moved onto the plan that Con had had, and that had, unbeknownst to her, caused so much discord in the Chalet School staff room. There was a short silence when she had finished speaking while Lachie and Lev digested what they had heard. Suddenly Lev sat up, looking both relieved and excited. ‘Lulie, are you going daft, or something?’ he demanded, causing his siblings to gaze at him open-mouthed. Lev jumped up and grasped Lulie’s hands, ‘Don’t you see? You really don’t have to worry about this talk thing that Con suggested. Uncle Philip could do it, and all the other talks that your other friend thought of! Ask him when he gets back from Geneva. He'll probably say yes, cos he's worried about you, I heard him say so to Mrs Maynard yesterday, when I went to wash my hands.'

'What were you doing eavesdropping?' demanded Lulie, shocked.

'I wasn't, I just heard it as I passed the door, but I went straight upstairs to the bathroom,'

'Oh, well that’s all right then. Do you really think Uncle Philip will say yes?'

‘He should do. He’d be able to do it with his eyes closed, won’t he? After all he is a Professor of Alternative Religion. You can’t get much more qualified than that!’

‘Weeell, I could ask, I suppose,’ said Lulie, doubtfully, ‘but he may say no, especially at the moment when he has lots to do with Mama and everything.’

‘Yes, but…’ Lev was forestalled by the door opening and Con’s black, curly head appearing from the other side, ‘Sorry, am I interrupting?’ 

‘No, not at all, Con. Come in and join us. I thought you would be back at school,’ Lulie jumped up and pulled Con into the room. 

‘Miss Annersley said I could pop over; she had a parcel for Mamma and asked me to bring it. She said I could stay for Kaffee, as our lot got back from Lucerne so early. Mamma’s just gone to ask Anna to bring it in,’ Con sat down and looked sideways at her friend, ‘and how are you?’

‘I’m alright, thank you. The authorities are still dragging their heels over allowing Mama to be taken home, but Uncle Philip’s gone to Geneva to sort them out, so she’ll probably be on her way soon,’

‘Are you coming back to school until then?’ asked Con, shyly. She wasn’t sure of herself when talking of such matters. Lulie shook her head, ‘I don’t know. It depends on what Uncle Philip manages to arrange with the authorities. But never mind that, Con, Lev has had a marvellous idea,’

‘Oh, what? Bother, here comes Mamma, you’ll have to tell me later or write to me, or something.’ Con changed to bright, cheerful tones, ‘Here’s Mamma! Come on you lot, lets help.’

Miss Annersley looked at her watch, and sighed deeply. It was almost time for the staff meeting, a meeting which she wasn’t looking forward to. She picked up the small pile of papers in front of her, and glanced at the letter on the top. It was addressed to her on official looking headed paper and contained the minutes of a hastily convened Chalet School Board meeting, as well as a personal letter from Madge herself, in her pretty script. ‘I know it won’t be easy, Hilda,’ Madge had written, ‘But I feel it will be a big test for the school, and one that perhaps we need. Sometimes a test can be good for us, as it forces us to re-examine our own values and opinions in a small community as well as in the wider world. I hope the outcome will be one that you can live with, as well as one that will not damage the child, Louisa Arden, in any way. That must be our first concern, as it could scar her for life. I wish I could be with you personally for this meeting, but I must accompany Jem on this series of conferences, and so cannot spare the time to come to Switzerland. I feel more comfortable knowing that you have Nell and Matey beside you, to say nothing of Joey and Jack. I am praying for you daily, Love Madge.’

There came a tap on the door and it opened to reveal Miss Wilson. ‘Come on, Hilda, it’s time. Everybody’s here,’ she said. Wishing she didn’t feel so much like she was going to her own execution, Miss Annersley gathered her papers together once more and left the room with her friend.

Josette Russell, Head Girl of the Chalet School, passed the staff room on her way to make sure the two fifths were all right. The noise coming from it made her raise her brows. She knew that they were having an important staff meeting, as Miss Annersley had told her that afternoon, requesting that the Prefects take charge that evening, enlisting the help of the Sixth if necessary. To Josette’s ears, as she walked quickly passed, it seemed more like the staff were fighting a full scale war, rather than having a meeting. Unaware that their rather noisy meeting had been marked, the staff continued to try and all speak at once. Miss Annersley banged on the table to restore order, and said in her iciest tones, ‘Please speak one at a time. You will all get your chance, as I intend to listen to all opinions. Now may we conduct this meeting as if we were responsible adults and not the youngest of Juniors?’

Those mistresses who had been pupils at the school shivered, and skipped back mentally to their days as Middles. The other members of staff also shivered, and sat up decorously. Silence reigned, and Miss Annersley thankfully asked Miss Wilson to state her case. Miss Wilson got to her feet, and all eyes turned to her. 'Well, as you all know I was one of the party that had to flee when we were in Tyrol, and in danger from the Nazis. I've never forgotten it, or the reason why. You may or may not know it was because a group of us went to the defence of an old Jew, whom we knew well. He was being persecuted, simply because he was a Jew. We now know that this went on all over what was then the Third Reich, and indeed the appalling death camps that the Jews, among others, were sent to. This was simply because of their religion and who they were which helped the Nazis find a scapegoat for their ideology. I didn’t condone this kind of behaviour then, it sickened me. It sickens me now to think that we have a similar problem now, and worse, in the school. I’m not asking you to believe in this pupil’s religion, or even agree with it, but just to tolerate it. I feel that the girls may benefit from a wider view of religion, and think that they can learn of other faiths alongside and without compromising their own. I stand by Miss Annersley, and the Board, when they propose to introduce classes where the pupils learn about faiths other than their own.’ 

Miss Annersley felt like applauding when Miss Wilson had sat down, but she kept her face neutral and merely thanked her friend, then asked Nancy Wilmot if she would like to speak next.

Miss Wilmot, feeling suddenly nervous at hearing Miss Wilson’s speech, stood and said ‘I’d like to present a different viewpoint from that of my colleague, Miss Wilson. While I don’t disagree with her comments about the Nazis, I feel that it isn’t relevant to today’s case. Yes, the persecution of others simply because of their religion is wrong. Yes, the girl in question was persecuted, after a fashion, but I believe that was because the other girls didn’t have the maturity or the experience to express their antipathy in any other way. It was wrong of them, but they have learnt their lesson from it and it shouldn’t happen again. I feel that is wrong that a girl of another religion should be allowed into a Christian school such as this one. We should not change our whole ethos simply to suit one girl, which is what I feel we are doing by allowing the girl to miss Scripture classes and Sunday church services. If she has to attend morning Prayers then why not attend all other services. Would it not do her good to learn about other religions also, if we have to turn our syllabi upside down to accommodate her oddities? If we allow one girl in, then others will want to come and everything the Chalet School stands for will collapse.’

‘Nancy, that’s not true!’ Miss Ferrars sprang to her feet, ‘Don’t you think that the School couldn’t benefit from this? We can change and grow as the rest of the world is changing and growing. Is your own religion so shaky that you cannot stand to discover how other people live and believe, how they worship God in their own way? The days are gone when we have to convert everybody to Christianity. We should have learnt from the events during the War, from the atrocities that people suffered for believing as they chose.’

Nancy glared at her friend, and was shocked to find her glare returned with full force. She had never really disagreed with her friend before, and it was an uncomfortable feeling indeed.

The atmosphere in the staff room was icy. All of the staff but one had spoken one way or the other, with glares and shocked looks being exchanged as friends disagreed with one another’s opinions, views and beliefs. Miss Andrews got up to speak, feeling very nervous at being last. ‘I don’t really know Lulie, or anything about her beliefs,’ she began, falteringly. A sudden smile from Miss Annersley gave her confidence to carry on, ‘What I do know is that I believe that it is important to know what a person believes and why, and how that affects their lifestyle. It doesn’t matter that I don’t agree with those beliefs. It doesn’t affect my strength of belief in God, or give me the urge to convert them to Christianity. What it does do is to give me an added interest.  I would like to find out about these beliefs, and I feel that it may benefit many of the girls to learn how other people tick, as it were. Yes, having girls of different religions in the school is disruptive, and having many of these would cause major problems. It would change the ethos of the school, and I don’t want that particularly, but with the world changing so fast it may happen sometime in the future anyway, after my time I hope. But that’s another issue entirely, which must be dealt with as and when it may arise. My main point is that it could happen, and what we have to decide is do we want to broaden the girl’s religious education and risk changing the ethos of the school in the future, can we have one without the other?’

‘Thank you, Sharlie,’ said Miss Annersley, as Miss Andrews sat down, feeling rather hot and bothered. ‘That is a very good question that you raised, Sharlie, and as it happens, one that was discussed by the Board. Lady Russell has sent me a copy of the minutes of that emergency meeting, which I’m afraid I couldn’t spare the time to attend. I shall read out the summary that is attached to it, and states the wishes of the Board, subject to a majority agreement by the Staff of the Chalet School.’ Miss Annersley cleared her throat and began.

“Emergency Meeting of the Board of the Chalet School Ltd.

Present: Sir James Russell, Lady Margaret Russell, Dr John Maynard, Mr Richard Bettany, Miss Helena Wilson, Miss Rosalie Dene (Sec.)

Apologies: Miss Hilda Annersley, Mrs Josephine Maynard, Mrs Mary Bettany

Meeting to discuss proposed changes for the religious education of the girls of the Chalet School, Switzerland branch.

Miss Wilson to read out a statement from Miss Annersley, laying out the proposed changes. These comprise:

· Provision to be made to include girls of religions other than Christianity in the school

· Scripture lessons to be replaced by general religious knowledge lessons

· Outside staff to be brought in to teach pupils the basic tenets of other major religions

· Pupils to experience the observance of major festivals of other religions as part of their religious knowledge lessons

The major points of the discussion by the Board included the mention that the Chalet School had always had a strong Christian ethos that the Board were unwilling to change. They agreed that the girls should learn about other religions, to learn tolerance and awareness of the ways in which God is worshipped in other areas of the world. It was agreed that outside staff would need to be brought in, as none of the present staff of the school had the required standard of knowledge of other religions. 

Miss Wilson agreed that, in partnership with Miss Annersley, enquiries would be made in local schools and universities as to the cost and availability of experts to come and present to the girls. 

Miss Annersley, Miss Wilson and Lady Russell were to collaborate on the devising of a suitable and satisfactory syllabus for the religious knowledge lessons, with further enquiries to be made to the main examination boards as to official syllabuses (*syllabi??) for examination qualifications.

Observance of the festivals of other religions were to be limited to events such as the use of special clothes, decorations and the eating of special foods. The use of other worship forms by Christian girls was deemed to be unsuitable to the ethos and wishes of the school and the Board.

Girls of other religions are not to be encouraged at the school, but if any applied, they would be considered in the same manner that present entries are. The prospectus will not be changed in any way to encourage parents of other religions to apply for places for their daughters. The only change in the prospectus will be to state the change from Scripture to Religious Knowledge classes.

Girls of other religions would be required to attend morning prayers, though total observance of the ceremony is not obligatory. They will be excused church on Sundays and any other special services. Parents or guardians must send written permission for girls of other religions to attend church on Sundays and special services.”

Miss Annersley laid down the papers and regarded the roomful of women that were gazing at her. They hadn’t realised that the Board had gone into such depth over the issue, and more than one person was re-thinking their ideas.

None of the staff had expected such a comprehensive document, or such depth of thought. They hadn’t quite realised just what the changes would mean. Those who were in favour of the changes felt quite excited at the proposals, while those who didn’t agree tightened their lips and frowned a little, but said nothing. They could see that the changes were more or less inevitable and while some resigned themselves to these changes and resolved to put up with them, others were less willing to do so. But with Miss Annersley, Miss Wilson and Matron sitting at the head of the table nobody quite dared to voice their true feeling again – not after doing it the first time round. Once was quite enough in the current atmosphere!

Miss Wilmot, however, was troubled by no such feelings. She rose to her feet, looking extremely dignified and most unlike her usual, jolly self. ‘Yes, Nancy?’ said Miss Annersley, pleasantly. She knew the feelings of her staff, but like the true professional, she refused to allow her own feelings to interfere with the detachment of the Headmistress. Miss Wilmot swallowed, thrown off balance a little by the impartiality of the Head. She forced the feeling down and made herself speak. ‘What happens to those members of staff who don’t agree with the proposed changes and don’t feel they can work easily with them?’

‘That depends entirely on the individual members of staff,’ replied Miss Annersley, blandly, ‘They are perfectly welcome to stay at the school and continue to teach, but if their own conscience won’t allow them to accommodate the changes then they are welcome to find another position and they will be given excellent references from the School.’

The faces of the women round the table showed their feelings. Very few of the Chalet School staff had left for any reason, other than marriage. The only one anybody could remember was Pam Slater, who had refused to move with the school to Switzerland because she didn’t want to speak German. Many of those in favour of the changes wondered how many of their dissenting colleagues would leave and how many would swallow their feelings and stay.

A bell rang, making them all jump. It was only the bell for the Middles bedtime. Matron got to her feet, ‘I’m sorry, Miss Annersley,’ she said, formally, ‘I shall have to go and make my rounds.’

‘Of course, Matron. I call this meeting to a close, ladies. Coffee and biscuits are in the sitting room, for those who wish to partake of them. Will somebody please set the tables back to their original positions? Thank you all for coming and speaking so freely.’

Miss Annersley left the room, followed by Miss Wilson, leaving the rest of the mistresses trying not to look at each other. Suddenly Miss Ferrars jumped to her feet, ‘Nancy, will you give me a hand to shove these tables back and then we can go and get that coffee that Miss Annersley was talking about?’

Miss Wilmot acquiesced and the rest of the staff left the room, either headed towards the sitting room, or to their own devices. The two remaining mistresses began to move the furniture in silence. Finally Miss Ferrars spoke, ‘Are you going to leave then, Nancy?’

Chapter Six
Lulie sighed as the train up to the Gornetz Platz crawled gradually up the mountainside. She felt much better than she had done for some time, now that her mother was laid to rest. She knew that Mama was out of pain and misery and though this knowledge didn’t help when she awoke in the middle of the night, it did help for much of the time during the day, if she was busy. Glancing across at Uncle Philip she wondered why he had insisted on escorting her back to school. He had plenty of friends who travelled the Continent regularly and who would have been willing to oversee the girl to Berne, where a mistress would have met her. Uncle Philip was looking at his most forbidding, and Lulie didn’t dare ask the most innocuous question, let alone share what was really on her mind. On reflection, Uncle Philip had been much better since Mama’s death. He’d never wanted much to do with Lulie before, but now he seemed quite human towards her. Lulie was still too much of a child to realise that Philip was simply inexperienced when it came to children, but was finding that his teenaged niece and nephews were much more grown up than he’d expected them to be, and therefore easier for him to relate to. The train pulled into Lauterbach station, and the two travellers disembarked to walk the final short distance to the school. ‘I shall probably stay for a day or two,’ said Uncle Philip, suddenly, breaking the silence that had lasted for much of the journey, ‘I have one or two matters I wish to discuss with your headmistress,’
‘Yes Uncle Philip,’ replied Lulie, meekly, while inwardly she was consumed with curiosity. What could Uncle Philip want with Miss Annersley?

Lulie led Uncle Philip to the front door of the school, explaining that she could use this door today as she was to report to Miss Annersley, but normally the girls used another door. ‘This is really for staff and visitors only,’
‘Well, I’m a visitor, and I need you to show me where to go. Lead on,’ replied Uncle Philip, with an inward smile at Lulie’s sudden seriousness. They entered the school, with its atmosphere of peace and flowers. In the distance there were the faint footsteps of girls as they went to their lessons, but here it was quiet. Lulie led Uncle Philip to a side corridor, ‘This is where the study is,’ she whispered, overawed by the atmosphere, which she’d not noticed before, ‘further down is Miss Dene’s office, she’s the secretary. Then further down there is the staff room and the staff sitting room. We’re not allowed there unless it’s an absolute emergency. Come on, I’ll see if Miss Dene’s in,’ Lulie was leading Uncle Philip towards the door that she had pointed out as Miss Dene’s, when it opened and Miss Wilmot came out. She stopped when she saw Lulie and Uncle Philip, unable to stop her eyes narrowing at the sight

Uncle Philip deliberately took no notice of Miss Wilmot’s expression, though he did wonder what the pair had done to deserve it. Lulie had said nothing of any staff that disliked her, though one evening she had told him of the other girls bullying her – very much watered down, but he didn’t know that. Lulie, on the other hand, smiled sweetly at Miss Wilmot and said, ‘Good afternoon, Miss Wilmot, is Miss Dene in her office, please?’
Miss Wilmot swallowed her personal feelings, but was unable to keep an edge out of her voice, ‘Good afternoon, Louisa. Yes, Miss Dene is in her office. Have you brought a visitor to us?’
‘This is my uncle, Professor Philip Leonov. Uncle Philip, this is Miss Wilmot, my maths mistress,’
Uncle Philip removed his hat and held out his hand, ‘Very pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Wilmot,’ he said, his Russian accent rather more marked than usual. He detected the dislike that was coming from the woman, though good manners forbade him to take any notice of it. Lulie, by this time, had noticed the animosity that seemed to be coming from the mistress in waves. She wondered what had caused it. A hasty search of her memory left her devoid of ideas. She had always managed fairly well in maths, though she was no genius, and Miss Wilmot had always been pleasant to her. With a sinking heart Lulie wondered what had happened in her absence. She knew that Miss Annersley wouldn’t wait until her return to put any of Con’s plans into action, and hoped that it wasn’t that which was making Miss Wilmot so…unpleasant.

At this point Miss Dene came, unwittingly, to the rescue. She had heard the voices in the corridor and decided to come out to investigate. She, who knew all about events, saw the glint in Miss Wilmot’s eye, and the distress in Lulie’s and decided to act straight away. ‘Miss Wilmot, I hoped I’d catch you,’ she said, ‘I almost forgot to ask. Will you be able to go to St Mildred’s straight away, instead of Kaffee und Kuchen? Miss Wilson has just rung up with an urgent message, and I was wondering if you’d be able to give her the reply?’
‘Yes, of course, Miss Dene,’ replied Miss Wilmot, unsuspectingly. She followed Miss Dene back into the office, where the school secretary hastily scribbled a note to Miss Wilson, outlining the events she had just seen and heard and why she seemed to be sending Nancy on a pointless errand, and gave it to Miss Wilmot, together with a stationary catalogue, which formed part of the cover-up. Nancy trotted off, and Rosalie turned to the other two. ‘Lulie, dear, so you’re back. You are earlier than we expected,’
‘Yes, Miss Dene, we got an earlier flight. Uncle Philip did try to telephone, but the phone lines were down somewhere and so we couldn’t get through. This is Uncle Philip, by the way, I mean, Professor Leonov,’
Miss Dene smiled at the girl’s confusion and invited the pair into her office. ‘I wish to see Miss Annersley,’ announced Uncle Philip, while Miss Dene recorded Lulie’s return in the book dedicated to that purpose. Miss Dene, usually so composed, almost dropped her pen at the tone in his voice. However, she soon recovered herself. ‘I’m afraid Miss Annersley is on the telephone at present,’ she replied, ‘But if you’d like to make an appointment to see her, I do have a copy of her diary here,’
‘I’m only here for a couple of days, so it is rather urgent,’ replied Uncle Philip, slightly irritated, as he was used to getting his own way at his university. Before Miss Dene could reply, however, Miss Annersley herself came into the room. ‘Ah, Lulie, you’re back,’ she said, with a smile at her newest pupil, ‘and your uncle as well. Did you both have a good journey?’
Lulie replied to the pleasantries, and was soon dismissed to Matron to unpack. Uncle Philip’s eyes widened when his niece bobbed a curtsey before leaving the room. He had no idea of the traditions of the school. He, like Miss Dene, was very good at recovering from mild shocks and turned back to the headmistress. ‘I understand that I need to make an appointment to see you, Miss Annersley. However, I am only here until Wednesday and therefore time is of the essence. It is quite urgent that we speak together,’
Repressing the urge to raise her eyebrows, Miss Annersley said quietly, ‘I am free for half an hour now, Professor Leonov, if you’d care to come into my study,’
Settled in the study, Miss Annersley asked in her usual quiet way, ‘So what is the problem, Professor?’
‘It’s about my niece, and the problems that have happen in the school. She told me something of them after her mother’s funeral, though I suspect that she held a lot of the details back. Also I noticed for myself that some of your mistresses are not as good at hiding their feelings as you may think they are. Louisa and I met with one before encountering your secretary and, if I may speak plainly, we both noticed the waves of hate that were coming off her. I feel that your secretary noticed it also, and can I commend her cool headed way of dealing with it?’
‘Thank you, Professor,’ replied Miss Annersley graciously, wondering what had happened, and hoped she wouldn’t have to deal with it too seriously.

Uncle Philip, with no idea of the schoolgirl code of honour, told Miss Annersley exactly what Lulie had told him one night, when he’d had to go and comfort the girl’s nightmares. He also told her exactly what had happened in the entrance hall. Miss Annersley was surprised. She was fully aware of Nancy’s feelings towards the situation, but hadn’t expected her, indeed any of her staff, to show such bigoted behaviour in front of a pupil or her guardian. She didn’t say anything about it, at that moment. Instead she told Uncle Philip of the Board and staff meetings that had been held, and their outcomes. Uncle Philip listened carefully, his hands steepled in front of him. ‘I think I may be able to help you with some of that,’ he said, when Miss Annersley had finished.

‘As you may or may not know, I am a Professor of Alternative Religion. What that means in plain English is that I specialise in many non Christian religions, including Judaism, Hinduism, Sikhism and Paganism, as well as being a practising Druid. I certainly offer to educate your girls in some of the main points of various religions, though it is up to you and your Board whether you accept that offer. I can take a leave of absence from the university to do it, especially as I have rather a lot of time owing to me, and very little teaching this term, being mainly based in research.’
Miss Annersley was rather taken aback at the offer, and for once she showed it. Uncle Philip rose to his feet, ‘Obviously I won’t expect an answer straight away, but I’ll leave you to think about it and discuss it with whoever you need to. I’ll come and see you tomorrow afternoon, if you are free?’
‘Come at sixteen hours,’ replied Miss Annersley, rather dazed still, ‘We can have Kaffee while we discuss it.’
With no thought as to his niece’s reaction, Uncle Philip strode out of the school and along the Platz to the hotel, where he had reserved a room until Wednesday.

Over in the staff sitting room at St Mildred’s, Miss Wilson sat with a silent Miss Wilmot and pondered what she should do next. Inwardly she was rather horrified over Nancy’s reaction to the mere sight of Lulie. Nancy herself, while still not agreeing with the proposed changes in the school, was rather ashamed that she could respond in such a way to a pupil. ‘And I’m sure she knows it as well,’ thought Nancy, staring into her cup of coffee, ‘her face said it all, I know it did.’
Finally she looked up to Miss Wilson, ‘Nell, I…’ suddenly Nancy put her cup down and burst into tears.

Miss Wilson hurried across the room to her colleague and friend, and put her arms round her shoulders. ‘Nancy, what is it? Come on, sweetheart, you can tell me.’
Nancy sobbed on, though trying to control herself, ‘I’m such a horrible person,’ she wailed, ‘I’ve allowed my personal feelings to overtake my professional ones in front of a pupil. What am I going to do?’
Miss Wilson was in a quandary. This was the time for her to try and stop Nancy from leaving the school, but how could she put it tactfully? For once, plain speaking wouldn’t work on the distraught woman, and Miss Wilson knew she wasn’t very good at gentle words. However there was nobody around to do it for her, so Miss Wilson mentally shook herself, send up a quick prayer for help and tried her best.

‘Nancy, Nancy, don’t take on so,’ she said, knowing it sounded a bit lame, ‘You’re only human and sometimes things take us by surprise, however professional you try to be. I know, I’ve been there.’
‘But you’ve never tried to hurt one of your pupils. Somebody you rather liked until you found out something that didn’t quite fit into your way of thinking. You weren’t close-minded. You tried to see things from her point of view. I didn’t care. I was afraid of how things would change and instead of trying to adapt to those changes, I held out and now look where it’s got me. I’ve handed in my resignation to Miss Annersley and even my best friend doesn’t want to know me now. I’ve turned into a nasty twisted bigoted old woman, something I always dreaded becoming.’
‘That’s ridiculous!’ snapped Miss Wilson, ‘Kathie will be your friend, whether you think the same way or not. She is willing to give these new changes a chance and therefore she is willing to accept that not everybody will share her eagerness for new things. As for your being bitter and bigoted, the first steps to remedying that is to recognise that it is happening, so you can take steps to nip it in the bud before it gets any worse.’
‘Are you so sure? Kathie has hardly spoken to me since we had the staff meeting, and then she’s been far too polite for friendship.’
‘Kathie’s probably had a shock, you two have been so close and shared everything, including personal viewpoints. It comes as a bit of a blow when something so big comes between you.’
‘So what am I going to do to put it all right, Nell?’

‘Really that’s mostly up to you. I can give you the advice that I think is right, but good advice is rarely welcome as it often contains bitter truths.’ 
‘Please, Nell, just tell me. I’ll try not to fly off the handle if I disagree with your advice,’ Nancy begged, meekly. 
‘Well, firstly, I’d think about that resignation. How much of it was a gut reaction to the last staff meeting, and how much was really what you wanted? I know you were over the moon when you got this post, and you’ve always been happy here, Nancy. You’re a good teacher, and we don’t want to lose you. Secondly, think about what these changes really entail, we aren’t asking you to embrace them with open arms, merely to tolerate them. Do they mean that…I…well, this isn’t easy to say,’ Nell looked a bit embarrassed, and finished in a rush, ‘Do you feel they are making you examine your own beliefs and you don’t like what you see?’ 
Nancy wiped at her face with her handkerchief, and said nothing. Nell put across her last point, ‘As to Kathie, I think that she’s had long enough to stew. She’s probably feeling as awkward as you are, and like you doesn’t know how to take that first step. Take your courage in both hands and be the one to take that step. When you’ve sorted things out in your own mind, go and talk to her. I imagine that you’ll find she’s more than willing to listen and you can both come to some sort of compromise if you have to. You may find that you don’t, that you can agree to disagree,’ 
‘Do you think so?’ 
‘I think so,’ agreed Nell, firmly, ‘Now go and wash your face, and my private sitting room is at your disposal. You won’t be disturbed there. Ring for Kaffee und Kuchen, if you want it and take as long as you like. I’ll ring Hilda and explain where you are. She won’t mind,’ 
‘But what about my duties? I’m on prep duty with the Juniors this evening,’ 
‘Nobody’s indispensable, my dear. Somebody can cover for you and you can take their turn,’ 
Feeling strangely comforted, Nancy took Nell’s offer and made her way to the private sitting room belonging to the Head of St Mildred’s, asking a convenient maid to bring her a light meal as she passed her in the corridor. 
Back at the Chalet, Miss Annersley sighed as she opened another letter of resignation. That made four, added to Nancy Wilmot, Joan Bertram and Beth Carey. Miss Annersley didn’t really want any of them to go, and wondered if she could get away with refusing the resignations without causing too much uproar. She did suspect that Miss Ferrars’ letter was her way of showing Nancy that she was willing to stick by her and with her, as Miss Annersley knew that Kathie was extremely enthusiastic over the changes that had been mooted. Privately she wondered how they’d get on outside of the Chalet School. She knew that vast changes were happening in English schools from her reading of educational journals and that they were hugely different from the values and practices of the Chalet School.

Even as Miss Annersley was reading through the letters of resignation Nancy was making her way back to the Chalet, her mind made up. The first thing she had to do was to find Kathie and talk to her. Hoping she wasn’t on duty, Nancy closed the door behind her and went to hang up her outdoor things and change her shoes. Kathie was up in her room, changing for the evening. She turned in surprise at the almost hesitant knock on the door. Wondering what was going on, as only a pupil would knock on a mistress’s private door like that, Kathie pulled her dressing gown back on and opened the door. Outside was Nancy, looking shy and nervous. ‘Hello, Kathie, may I speak to you?’ she asked, hesitantly, then noticing her friend’s attire, added ‘Perhaps when you’ve finished? If we can find somewhere private,’ 
‘No, now is fine. I only have to brush my hair and put my frock on,’ said Kathie, ushering Nancy in and closing the door. Suiting the action to the word she picked up her hairbrush and began to put a gloss onto her already shining brown hair. Nancy sat in the wicker chair and watched. All her carefully prepared opening lines had gone out of her head, and she felt more like crying than anything else. Swallowing hard, she tried to speak, but her voice came out in a croak. Kathie, in the middle of pulling a pink woollen frock over her head, didn’t hear the noise, but she saw Nancy’s face when she had pulled the skirts straight. Rushing over to kneel by her, she took Nancy’s hands in her own, ‘Don’t look like that, Nancy dear,’ she begged, ‘You look as if you’re scared of me. Don’t,’ 
Nancy grasped at the hands in her own as if they were a lifebelt. ‘I’m so sorry, Kathie,’ she whispered, ‘I’m so sorry. I’ve been thinking and come to some decisions,’ 
‘So have I,’ returned Kathie unexpectedly, ‘I’ve handed in my resignation as well and applied for that second job that was going at Middlesbrough Girl’s High School,’ 
‘You’ve done what?’ demanded Nancy, shock taking the place of all the other emotions that had been seething round her brain, ‘but Kathie, you can’t?’ 
‘Why not?’ demanded Kathie, sitting back on her heels and studying her friend indignantly. 
‘You had no reason to resign. I thought I did. You’ve only been here a few years, and I know you were enthusiastic over these changes that have been proposed to us. I wasn’t, which is why I did what I did. You can’t put your career on the line just for me; I won’t let you. Anyway, I’ve been doing some thinking of my own that doesn’t quite agree with yours.’

Miss Annersley was busy with her endless correspondence when there was a knock at her door. Glancing at the clock she saw it was half past seventeen. Thinking it was a student come for advice she called out ‘Herein.’ It came as a total surprise to her when Miss Wilmot and Miss Ferrars walked in, looking as clean and neat as any of the girls did when they were summoned to her study. Miss Annersley’s famed keen eyesight didn’t miss the hastily washed away evidence of tear stains around Miss Wilmot’s eyes and she wondered what was about to happen, even as she bade the pair to sit down. There was a potentially awkward pause as everybody waited for the others to speak. Miss Annersley was the first to open her mouth ‘Is there a problem?’ 
‘Well, err… yes, I mean no… I mean…Have you received our letters of resignation yet?’ Kathie stumbled over her words in a way that was most unlike her. Miss Annersley nodded, looking serious. ‘Yes, I have. Both of them. The Board hasn’t decided yet whether they are going to accept them, we are waiting to see if any more come in by the end of the week.’ 
The two mistresses stared at their Head, only just managing not to allow their jaws to drop. Acceptance or not hadn’t crossed their minds. Miss Annersley guessed this and bit back a smile. Finally Miss Wilmot gathered her wits together and managed to speak fairly cohesively, ‘Well, if it would make your decision any easier we would like to retract our resignations. Both of us,’ 
Miss Annersley looked even more grave, ‘I can only pass on your withdrawal to the Board, as a part of the meeting that they will have to hold. Whether they will allow you to withdraw or not is another matter, I’m afraid. I shall let you know as soon as I know. The meeting is scheduled for Saturday afternoon and I can inform you as soon as the meeting is over, if you can come to me after Abendessen,’ 
The two mistresses could do nothing but agree to this, and left the study looking rather worried and upset. Both of them were secretly wishing they had stopped to think and not gone ahead as impulsively as one of their own charges.

Con looked up from the glove she was knitting as Lulie gave a sudden annoyed exclamation. ‘What’s up?’ she asked 
‘I’ve left my pattern in my locker,’ replied Lulie, searching through her sewing basket, ‘Two minutes while I run and get it,’ 
The girls were all busy with their things for the Sale, and Lulie’s exit was barely noticed by any other than Con and Odette, who had been sat with her. 
As she made her way towards the Va form room, Lulie thought she could hear somebody crying. Stopping and listening, the noise seemed to go away, so Lulie put it down to the wind whistling round the building and carried on. She stopped in absolute horror as she entered the room, switching the lights on as she did so, and discovered Miss Wilmot huddled by the mistress’s desk, sobbing her heart out. Miss Wilmot had looked up swiftly as the light went on, and almost choked on a sob as she saw who it was.

A heavy silence descended on the room as the girl and mistress stared at one another, neither knowing what to say or do. Finally Miss Wilmot spoke, a single word that unnerved Lulie far more than any tirade would have done. ‘You!’ 
‘I…I…I’m sorry, M..Miss Wilmot,’ stammered Lulie, ‘I came for…I left something in my locker,’ 
‘Well, get it then, and take an order mark for coming to the classrooms out of hours.’ 
Drawing her dark brows together at the injustice of this, Lulie went to the row of lockers at the back of the room and knelt in front of one. Trying to be quick meant that Lulie couldn’t find her pattern and eventually half her books fell out, dislodged by her searching. Biting her lips, Lulie began to pick the books up. She felt like crying, for some reason unknown to her, and she could feel the mistress’s eyes boring into her back like gimlets. This made her feel worse, and things kept slipping out of hands gone suddenly clammy. Finally giving up the attempt at being tidy, Lulie snatched at the paper pattern she had been looking for, flung her books in any old how and got to her feet. She staggered backwards almost straight away. Miss Wilmot had come over to her, and was stood directly behind her, ‘You do realise that this situation would never had come about if you hadn’t come to the school?’ said Miss Wilmot, keeping her voice carefully neutral. Lulie looked startled, she had no idea what Miss Wilmot was talking about and said so, as politely as she could. Lulie had a temper to match her dark auburn hair and it was already roused by the earlier order mark. ‘Have no idea?’ snapped Miss Wilmot, her self control perilously close to breaking, ‘If you hadn’t come with your freakish ideas and even more freakish religion there would be no need to change the school’s syllabus, no need to change the ethos of the school, no need for me to forsake my friends and find another job. I’ve handed in my resignation because of you and now I can’t rescind it, however hard I try.’ 
Lulie was as white as a sheet listening to this tirade, though her green eyes were flashing fire at what she saw as the injustice of all this. As far as she knew, none of this was her fault, not directly at least. She couldn’t help who she was, and she couldn’t help being sent to this school. She hadn’t wanted to come at first, though she was enjoying it now she had settled in. She was receiving a better education that at her previous school and had made closer and deeper friendships than before, even in so short a time. Now she had to stand here and listen to her maths mistress shriek her woes at the top of her voice, and take it because you couldn’t answer back to a mistress or state your opinion, in case it was seen as rudeness. Taking a deep breath, Lulie opened her mouth and said., ‘I’m terribly sorry, Miss Wilmot, but I…’ 
‘Don’t try and make excuses, they won’t wash with me,’ snapped back Miss Wilmot, unaware that her voice had been getting louder and louder, ‘I tell you, this wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t come here you…’ 
‘That will do, Miss Wilmot,’ came a quiet voice from the doorway. Both of them turned to see Miss Annersley standing there, accompanied by a tall man with rather a lot of white hair and a rather forbidding expression, who Lulie recognised with a jolt as Uncle Philip.

Miss Annersley’s heart was sinking fast and she could feel butterflies starting in her stomach. It must be the worst thing she ever had to deal with in her whole career and she had no idea how to resolve it. However she could show none of this. Instead she had to decide what to do with the pair. Lulie was the easiest to dispose of. ‘Lulie, go to my office, please, and wait for me there,’ 
‘Yes, Miss Annersley,’ Lulie went off meekly, wondering what was going to happen next. Miss Annersley turned to the maths mistress. ‘Nancy, you look exhausted,’ she said, kindly, ‘why don’t you go to Matron for an aspirin and then have an early night. We can discuss this in the morning.’ Exit Nancy, looking worried. 
Miss Annersley heaved a sigh of relief and resisted the temptation to lean against the doorpost. Uncle Philip looked down at her, sympathetically. ‘Perhaps I should return tomorrow to continue my visit?’ he said, ‘While you speak to Louisa and find out what has been happening,’ 
‘Would you mind?’ asked Miss Annersley, gratefully, ‘I don’t think that Lulie is to blame in this, not from what we heard.’ 
‘Neither do I, but she may be able to give you an account of what happened. I think that Miss…er…your colleague is not in any state to give a lucid account this evening. But be firm with Louisa. I’ve seen that look in her mother’s eyes before now. They share the same temper, though it is very rare that either lost it.’ 
Uncle Philip steered Miss Annersley out of the room, and she automatically led him to the front hall. After saying his goodbyes and arranging a time for another visit the next day, Uncle Philip left. Miss Annersley sighed and went into her study, where Lulie was shifting from foot to foot, waiting for her.

Miss Annersley indicated that Lulie should sit in a chair opposite her. Lulie obeyed, thankful to do so, as her knees were feeling distinctly wobbly. ‘Now Lulie, can you tell me how you and Miss Wilmot came to be in the classroom?’ 
‘I left my pattern in my locker and went to get it,’ began Lulie, rather incoherently. Miss Annersley looked patient, ‘What pattern, and why would it be in your locker?’ 
‘My cross stitch pattern,’ Lulie held out the little booklet of patterns she had been using for cards, ‘I was showing them to Odette earlier and when the bell rang I just shov…er, put them in my locker as there wasn’t time to return them to my sewing basket,’ 
‘I see. Carry on,’ 
‘Well, I went to the classroom and put the light on and Miss Wilmot was there and she was…I mean, I didn’t know she was there or I wouldn’t have gone in, but she was crying,’ Lulie spoke as if Miss Wilmot had been having a tattoo done at the very least, ‘I just apologised and she told me to get my pattern and to take an order mark,’ 
‘Why would she do that? Were you rude?’ 
‘Oh no, it was for going to a classroom out of hours,’ 
‘Hmmm. I think, considering the circumstances, we can forget about it, don’t you?’ 
‘Yes Miss Annersley, thank you Miss Annersley. Anyway, I couldn’t find my pattern at first and then everything fell out of my locker and so I shoved it all back in and when I stood up Miss Wilmot was stood right behind me. It gave me quite a shock and I nearly fell over trying not to trip over her. Then she just started yelling at me, and then…well, you came in and I came here, and that’s it really.’ Lulie wound down, and sat twisting her hands in her lap. Suddenly she looked up, ‘How much did you hear?’ 
‘Most of it, I think,’ replied Miss Annersley, almost forgetting that Lulie was only Va and not in the Sixth. ‘She was starting to shout about freakish ideas when your uncle and I came down the corridor. I don’t think he was too pleased, especially as he seemed to know it was you she was shouting at,’ 
‘He would,’ agreed Lulie, ‘He has a terrible habit of knowing things like that. We could never play up when we were children and visiting him,’ 
‘Which was probably a good thing,’ replied Miss Annersley, with a smile, ‘Now I don’t have to remind you to keep this to yourself. You’d better go back to your common room before the others wonder where you are,’  
‘Yes Miss Annersley. I won’t say a word,’ Lulie got up and made her curtsey before going out of the door. Flinging rules to the winds she raced down the corridors and back to the Senior common room. Fortunately nobody caught her, and she took her seat as serenely as she could. ‘Where have you been?’ hissed Con. Lulie grinned, ‘To get my pattern, and I had to go to the splasheries.' And with that Con had to be satisfied, as Lulie refused to say any more, and changed the subject neatly by asking Odette how her work was coming along. Ricki joined in the conversation and very soon the girls forgot Lulie’s visit to the form room.

Meanwhile Miss Annersley leaned on her desk and stared at the pretty floral pattern on her curtains. Lulie was easily dealt with, and Miss Annersley trusted her to keep her word. Miss Wilmot was a more difficult problem. Miss Annersley knew that if she were to put the problem before the Board, as policy suggested, they would sack Miss Wilmot without a second thought. Miss Annersley, seeing her staff on a day-to-day basis, knew them better than the Board members did, excepting Nell Wilson. Even Joey, with her wide experience, would be of very little help in this situation. Deciding that the more she thought about the issue the less convinced she would be of her instincts; Miss Annersley got up and went to see if Nancy were still awake. 
Nancy, who had been far too worked up to go to bed, tired as she was, was settled in her chair with a dog-eared Agatha Christie. She looked up, startled, at the tap on the door. ‘Come in,’ she said, thinking it was probably Matron. Her heart sank to her boots when Miss Annersley came in, closing the door behind her. ‘Don’t look so nervous, Nancy,’ said Miss Annersley, sitting in the only other chair in the room. ‘I haven’t come to sack you. Actually, I’d rather that this incident didn’t go beyond those involved, especially as my coming to see you like this is near enough going against policy. Really I should put the situation to the Board and let them deal with it,’ 
‘And why aren’t you?’ asked Nancy, putting her book down, and eyeing Miss Annersley rather suspiciously. 
‘Because I feel that it isn’t the way to deal with this, and it would guarantee that you lost your job, which is the last thing I want.’ 
‘What about my resignation? What happens if the Board accept that?’ asked Nancy, ‘It would mean that I still lost my job, whatever way it came about,’ 
‘As I told you earlier, the meeting is scheduled for Saturday. As you and Kathie have come to me withdrawing your resignation I’m going to do the best I can to persuade the Board to accept the withdrawals. Considering that the Board won’t want either of you to go I can’t see it being a problem, but unfortunately I can’t say for certain what their decision is going to be.’ 
Nancy looked downcast. She had been turning over the day’s events in her mind rather than concentrating on her book, and she felt more and more ashamed of herself. She couldn’t think what had come over her this term, and now it seemed to be heading to the close of her career at the Chalet School. Whatever Miss Annersley was saying, Nancy was sure that she was going to lose her post at the school, whether forced or voluntary dismissal. Miss Annersley watched her carefully. She still hadn’t decided exactly what she was going to do. It all depended on Nancy’s reactions. ‘Nancy, if you’re ready, I’d like to tell you what I propose to do,’ 
Nancy gulped, and looked steadily at Miss Annersley, ‘I’m ready,’

‘I’m fully prepared to give you another chance, but there are conditions attached, to which you must adhere. Firstly you must appear to go along and support the changes to the curriculum, whatever you may feel inside. Many of the staff are in that position, and I know that I can’t do anything about it, nor would I want to. I feel that we should tolerate and learn to live with others views, that the world would be a dull place if we all agreed and the times are long gone when we thought it right to force others to think as we do. Secondly, I’m not going to ask you to apologise to Lulie, as that would embarrass you both and make it very difficult for you to live with one another, as we must do in a community such as ours. As things stand, I shall consider it done. Thirdly, I’m going to keep an eye on you when you have to deal with Lulie. I’m not going to monitor you too closely, but I shall be on the lookout for any repeat of today’s events when you are in class, or out on a walk, or any time you have to deal with her. I trust that it won’t happen, but sadly, after today’s performance, I can’t be sure. Finally, the rest of this term is in the nature of a trial. The smallest hint of anything and I shall be forced to put it in front of the Board and allow them to deal with it, which would most likely result in your removal from the staff of the Chalet School. I may be living under an illusion here, but I feel that if you manage to turn yourself around during the rest of the term then you should have no problems in the longer term. Of course if you do then the above conditions still stand, with you and any other members of staff who behave in such a way as you have.’ 
When Miss Annersley had finished speaking she looked closely at Nancy. The mistress was sitting looking rather stunned and very white. ‘I’m going to leave you to think about what I’ve said,’ said Miss Annersley, standing and shaking out her skirts, ‘Come to me for Break tomorrow and we can discuss what you would like to do then. If you feel that you can’t abide by these conditions then we will, of course, ignore the request for withdrawal and your resignation will still stand. Now, I’m going to leave you alone. I shall tell Matron that I’ve sent you to bed and could she send you some Abendessen, but otherwise you are to be left alone. I’ll see you in the morning.’

Miss Annersley was so preoccupied with Nancy’s visit at Break that she completely forgot that she was expecting another visitor at 9.00. She gave Rosalie a startled look when that lady knocked on the door and announced, ‘Professor Leonov has arrived, Miss Annersley,’ 
‘Show him in,’ replied Miss Annersley, hastily smoothing her hair and making sure that her desk was tidy. Not that she need worry. Uncle Philip wasn’t a noticing kind of person and his own desk at work was usually so strewn with papers, books and strange statues that any other desk looked spotless in comparison. ‘Good morning, Miss Annersley,’ said Uncle Philip, shaking Miss Annersley’s hand and sitting in the proffered chair, ‘I trust you had no trouble yesterday, after the…er…scene?’ 
‘No, thank you. Lulie was most mature and didn’t seem too shaken by events. She ate her usual breakfast this morning, and Matron reports that, as far as she knows, she slept well.’ 
‘Good, and what about Miss…the other lady? I trust she is being dealt with? If you don’t mind my being frank, Miss Annersley, I hope that she is. I don’t want my niece subjected to such prejudice. It is bad enough when one is a grown adult, but when one is merely a child it can have far reaching and damaging effects. Lulie has been through such a lot lately, I don’t want her progress interfered with.’ 
‘I have spoken to Miss Wilmot myself, Professor,’ Miss Annersley then proceeded to outline what she had said to Nancy the previous evening. Uncle Philip looked unconvinced, but nodded anyway. ‘If that is what you feel, I cannot stop you. You know best how to deal with your own staff, while I have never met the woman. But if anything else should occur, and I shall make sure I find out if it does, I shall put a complaint into the Board myself.’ 
‘As is your right,’ agreed Miss Annersley, ‘Come, Professor, shall we continue with our tour of the school? I’m afraid I cannot show you all the classrooms, as the girls are in lessons, but I’ll show you what I can,’ 
Uncle Philip agreed amiably and Miss Annersley was relieved to find that he appeared to have forgotten the conversation in the study and was as cheerful as she had previously found him to be. They chatted about various subjects as they looked at the common rooms, one of the dormitories, the Speisesaal, and the fourth form classroom, as the Fourth were in the geography room having their lesson with Miss Wilson. Returning to the study Uncle Philip had barely sat down again before he was complimenting Miss Annersley on the school and the way it was run. ‘I’ve never been much good with girls,’ he explained, ‘though my niece, Lulie’s mother, spent an awful lot of her life visiting me at the university. That’s where she met her husband. And she’s always brought the children to visit too; though those visits lessened as her illness grew worse. Of course I saw much more of the boys as their school isn’t far from my home. But you seem to have an excellent arrangement here. I’ve always said that girls need just as good an education as boys have always been offered, though it doesn’t always happen after the age of fourteen. My offer still stands, even more so, if you’ll still have me,’ 
‘Of course. I’ve discussed it with Miss Wilson, the Head of our finishing branch. We were given the responsibility of appointing somebody for this job and we both agree that we couldn’t ask for anybody more qualified.’ Miss Annersley went on to explain the traditions and methods of working that were peculiar to the school. Uncle Philip was still enthusiastic, however and agreed that after the Christmas holidays was a good time to start, giving him time to arrange affairs at home. She had barely shown him out of the door and gone back to her study when the bell rang for Break.

Nancy perched on the edge of her chair, a cup of coffee in one hand and a ginger biscuit in the other. On the other side of the desk Miss Annersley was similarly loaded, and appeared to be concentrating on stirring in the extra lump of sugar that she had added. Eventually, just when Nancy thought she must scream or run, Miss Annersley looked up. ‘Before you tell me your decision there’s something I must tell you. Miss Wilson and I have appointed somebody to deliver the lessons on alternative religions to the girls. It’s Professor Leonov, Lulie’s uncle. He tells me he’s a practicing Druid, which is a branch of paganism as far as I understand. I feel that you ought to know this, in case it changes your thoughts at all.’ 
‘No, Miss Annersley, it doesn’t. I’ve made my mind up,’ replied Nancy, stolidly. ‘I’m going to try and abide by the conditions you have set. It’s the least I can do after you’ve bent the rules a little for me. I know I ought to have been sacked at the very least considering what I’ve done and I’m more grateful than I can ever express to you. There is one problem, though. How am I ever going to face Lulie in lessons again?’  

‘I think that is something that you are going to have to work out for yourself. I don’t think Lulie will behave any differently to the way she has always done. You have to watch yourself for any signs of jumping on her unnecessarily, in the same way one has to watch oneself for signs of favouritism. If she does cause any trouble – and I can’t see her doing so – you deal with it in the same way you deal with any other girl.’ Miss Annersley knew she sounded rather unsympathetic, but she knew that only Nancy herself could resolve the problems that she faced. All Nancy’s friends and colleagues were there to help, if asked, but it was ultimately something that would have to come from within Nancy herself. Nancy sighed and drained her cup. She’d had a feeling that this was the kind of response that she would get from the Head. Still, it could be worse. Va didn’t have maths until Thursday and it was only Tuesday.  
Chapter Seven

Thursday morning arrived and both Nancy and Lulie woke early, feeling apprehensive at the coming lesson. Nancy ferreted in her cupboard and began the makings of an early morning pot of tea. Lulie, with no such luxury, was forced to lie in bed, her mind going over every possible thing that could go wrong in that day’s maths lesson. Eventually she could stand it no longer, and collecting her clothes and towels, crept to the bathroom where she washed and dressed as quickly and quietly as she could. It was a risk taking her things back to the dormitory, but she couldn’t leave them in the bathroom. Fortunately nobody woke and so Lulie got away with it, or so she thought. She was just making her way quietly to the common room, where she could sit and think, when Nancy realised that she had no milk, and crept down towards the kitchen to find some. Naturally they met one another in the corridor, and equally naturally, Nancy wanted to know why Lulie was up and dressed so early, going against rules. ‘I woke up, and couldn’t go back to sleep,’ explained Lulie, wondering how she was going to get out of this one, ‘So I thought I’d be better getting up and just going into the common room,’ 
‘You do realise that you shouldn’t really be wandering around like this, don’t you?’ 
‘Yes, Miss Wilmot,’ replied Lulie, meekly. 
‘Well, there’s no point in your going back to bed, as you’re up and dressed. Come to my room and you can have a cup of tea with me. I’ll just run down and get some milk,’

Sitting in Miss Wilmot’s little bedroom, Lulie felt as if she was going to be sick. The last thing she wanted was a cup of tea, but how could you say no to a mistress, especially one with whom you had to be extra polite to, in case she lashed out at you again. Lulie had no idea what had happened between Miss Wilmot and Miss Annersley, but she thought she’d better tread carefully, just in case. At this point in her thoughts, Miss Wilmot returned, bearing a jug of milk. She proceeded to make the tea, feeling as little like drinking it as Lulie did. She could see the girl’s thoughts written all over her face, though Lulie thought she was doing a good job of concealing them. Miss Wilmot was, on the whole, better at concealing her thoughts and so it was with a cheerful smile that she passed Lulie a cup, and offered her a biscuit from her little tin. Lulie refused the biscuit and concentrated on holding her cup without it rattling, as she was starting to shake a little. Taking a sip of her tea, Miss Wilmot decided to take the bull by the horns and begin to make her amends.

‘Listen, Lulie, about the other day. I cannot even begin to say how sorry I am. I know there is absolutely no excuse for the way I behaved, none whatsoever. To be honest, I think you just got in the wrong place at the wrong time,’ Nancy looked Lulie straight in the eye; Lulie was sat staring at Nancy, looking rather stunned. An apology was the last thing she had expected. Now it seemed she was going to get an explanation as well. ‘I’ve never agreed with taking a girl who is of a non-Christian religion, for various reasons which I won’t go into now, but it was never anything personal against you. There are many in the school who value the Christian ethos and they don’t like to see that change, as it appears that it is going to.’ 
‘Is it?’ asked Lulie, wondering, with a sinking feeling if Con’s plan was to be put into action. Nancy could have slapped herself. She had forgotten that only the staff and the Board knew about the prospective changes. Having gone so far, she decided to trust Lulie’s sense of honour and explain to Miss Annersley later. ‘Miss Annersley has consulted with the staff and the result is that she has appointed somebody to come and give the Seniors lectures on various religions, in place of their Scripture lessons.’ 
‘Oh, Lor’,’ said Lulie, dismally, ‘It’s Uncle Philip, isn’t it? That’s why he’s been hanging around the school since I came back,’ 
‘Yes, it’s your uncle.’ Nancy tried not to smile at the expression on the girl’s face, a mixture of abject horror and despair, mingled with a little pride. ‘But before these changes could be put into place the Chalet School Board had to be consulted, and they agreed that the staff should have some say in the matter also. I, as I’ve said before, wasn’t in wholehearted agreement with these changes and have had some difficulty in adapting to them. The upshot is that when you came upon me in your form room the other night, things had more or less come to a head, and really your appearing in that room was the icing on the cake for me. I know I should never have spoken to you in that way, and I deeply regret it now. I can only apologise and ask that we start again. I know we’ll have to agree to disagree over certain matters, but as they’ll never come into our day to day dealings with each other, it shouldn’t be too difficult to do that.’ 
Nancy stopped speaking and eyed Lulie thoughtfully. There had never been a girl like her at the school, in Nancy’s opinion. She had an exceptionally mature way of speaking with adults, even more so than Mary Lou, which made people forget she was just a schoolgirl. They would speak to her on equal terms, and only realise when she had gone. This was to happen to Nancy, though at present she was waiting to see what Lulie’s reaction was to her apology.

Lulie herself felt rather flustered. She may behave in rather a mature manner, but inside she was still very much a sixteen-year-old girl, albeit a very ‘old’ sixteen. She knew that accepting Nancy’s apology was the only thing to do, though she felt like telling the mistress exactly what she thought of her. Knowing that this would put her in the wrong, she held her tongue and smiled graciously. ‘I really don’t know what to say to all that, Miss Wilmot, other than thank you for being so open with me, and I accept your apology,’ 
‘I shall tell Miss Annersley about our conversation,’ said Nancy, ‘So she knows where events stand. There’s the rising bell, I’d better let you go. I’ll see you later this morning,’ She felt relieved that she had literally been saved by the bell, as she didn’t know what to say or do next.  
‘Goodbye Miss Wilmot,’ replied Lulie, rising with great dignity. Leaving Miss Wilmot to dress, she went downstairs to the common room, to await the others.  

Lulie stood facing Uncle Philip. She had come to tea with him, accompanied by Con, Ricki and Odette. Her three friends had gone to await their lift home, but Uncle Philip had requested that Lulie stay behind for a few minutes. All four girls assumed that he wanted to say goodbye to Lulie alone, and thought nothing more of it. Uncle Philip had politely said goodbye to his niece’s three friends and stood looking out of the window until the door was shut.

Lulie stood, a feeling of foreboding growing, while Uncle Philip seemed more interested in the view over the Platz. Finally he turned round. Lulie quaked when she saw the look in his eyes. It was one that she hadn’t seen since Lev had spilt water all over some rare documents when they were eleven. ‘Oh help, what have I done now?’ she wondered, trying to stop her knees shaking. ‘Miss Annersley tells me that you have received an apology from your mistress,’ said Uncle Philip, eventually, in a rather deeper voice than usual. ‘Yes, the day before yesterday,’ replied Lulie, ‘Everything’s OK…I mean, all right now,’ 
‘Is it?’ The words dropped into the silence like stones into a pond. Lulie couldn’t help shivering, but tried to hide it behind a façade of cheeriness, ‘Oh, yes. I had maths yesterday and Miss Wilmot was fine. She treated me just like she used to before all this happened. I’m really enjoying school now. I’m glad you let me stay there after Mama d…passed over,’ 
‘I don’t think it’s fine at all. It is a situation that never should have happened and what your mother was thinking allowing you to go to such a school is beyond me!’ Uncle Philip exploded finally, and Lulie drew back slightly under the force of his anger. She did, as had been mentioned before, have a temper of her own, and his words awoke it deep inside her. She assumed that strangely adult manner that had impressed some of the staff of the school and replied coldly, ‘Perhaps it shouldn’t have happened, but it did. I’ve managed to work through it, and as I’ve just said, I enjoy school now, and would like to stay here. It would make life much easier for you, as Mama only consented to my going to the Chalet School because you refused point blank to allow me to live with you at home. If it had taken boys she’d probably have sent Lachie and Lev there as well, to save you any trouble. Wherever I went to school I would encounter problems, and they have been much more supportive here about my religion than they were at my schools in England.’ 
Lulie’s voice tailed off. Uncle Philip looked as if he were about to hit her. He made a deep growling noise in his throat and turned on his heel, ‘Stay if you like, but if anything like this happens again, don’t come running to me,’ 
Lulie stared at his erect back for a moment, astounded. She had been most abominably rude and he’d let it go! What she didn’t think of was that she had been right, and Uncle Philip knew it. He said nothing more, so after a rather lengthy pause Lulie said ‘Goodbye then, I’ll see you at Yule,’ and quickly left the room.

Outside Lulie paused, an awful thought striking her. There wasn’t long before the end of term, and in January Uncle Philip was coming out here to give his lectures. How on earth would he behave with Miss Wilmot in the staff room? She had heard enough from Con to realise that the staff of the Chalet School were free and easygoing when not ‘on duty’. If there was antagonism in the staff room, it was bound to come out into the rest of the school. Past events had shown that. Resolving to have a quiet word with Con as soon as she could, Lulie shook herself and ran down the corridor to the hotel’s main entrance, where the others were waiting with Dr. Graves for their lift back to school.

It had now become tradition in the Chalet School that the last two weeks before the Christmas play were more or less given up to rehearsals. Lulie, of course, wasn’t a part of it, but she was quite happy to give a hand with the costumes, and she was to be in charge of the front of house team. There was no point in complaining about something that couldn’t be. Sitting in the sewing room, mindlessly stitching paper feathers to the angel’s wings, gave Lulie plenty of time to think. Other girls from the fifths and sixths came to help as they were freed from play and carol rehearsals, and they chatted about various topics that were dear to a schoolgirl’s heart. Lulie joined in and waited for the moment she had been wanting. Finally it came. Lulie finished the last pair of wings with a sigh of relief and turned to the next job of pinning together the costumes of the wise men. She was hard at it when the Maynard triplets stuck their heads round the door. ‘Anything we can do to help?’ asked Con.

‘Lots,’ replied Lulie, ‘the wise men robes need pinning together and then sewing. Frau Mieders has given us permission to use the sewing machines. She thinks that we are skilled enough to manage them alone!’

Len and Con grinned at this, as they came to help. Margot demanded to know what the joke was. ‘It was in our last Dommy Sci lesson,’ began Len, ‘We were making up the baby frocks that we’ve embroidered for the parish in Innsbruck and Frau Mieders decided to allow us to use the machines, as a practice you know? Anyway, most if us were fine, if a little wonky, but when Frau Mieders came round to inspect, she discovered that Ros had accidentally sewn her sleeve into the neck!’ Margot shrieked at this, joined by the others giggles as they remembered the horror of the mistress and the look on Rosamund’s face when she realised what she had done. This lightened the atmosphere in the room, which had been rather fraught over the last few days as the date of the dress rehearsal drew closer. Even though the school had a well-stocked wardrobe, a lot of the costumes in it were old and well used. It had been discovered that this year many of the older costumes were too old to be used another time and new ones must be made, hence the extra work involved. The four girls worked industriously, deciding to pin all of the costumes that needed it, and have a ‘big sewing marathon’ at the end, as Margot phrased it. Len and Margot were called away quite soon, to an extra soloists rehearsal, leaving the other two to get on. They worked in silence for a while, broken only by requests for pins and comments related to their work. Finally, with most of the pinning done, Lulie sat back on her heels and rubbed the bottom of her back, where she had been bent over.  ‘Con,’ she said, ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘’Course,’ replied Con, still leaning over her work. She looked up when Lulie didn’t respond immediately and sat up when she saw the look on her friend’s face. ‘What’s up, Lulie?’

‘Oh, I’m sure I’m making a mountain out of a molehill, but it all feels so…so…messy,’ 

Con put down the pins that she was holding and looked sympathetically at her friend, ‘What is it? Come on, if you tell me I may be able to help. Somebody hasn’t been bullying you again, have they?’

‘No, not exactly. It’s more of a what happens next kind of problem,’

Con frowned, not quite understanding what Lulie meant. Lulie sighed and explained to Con the trouble she’d had with Miss Wilmot, the way it was resolved and Uncle Philip’s comments at the hotel. ‘And what I’m really worried about is the way that he might react when he comes here next year,’ finished Lulie, with a sigh fetched up from her boots. 

‘Comes here next year? What do you mean?’ 

Lulie had forgotten that Miss Annersley had told her not to tell anybody of the arrangements that had been made with Uncle Philip, and said as much. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Con, kindly, ‘I won’t say anything, not even to Len and Margot. Auntie Hilda sometimes tells us things out of term time, and we never tell anybody. Anyway, after all you’ve told me, it is a bit of a drop in the ocean. I did wonder what you’d done to upset Miss Wilmot,  she seemed so snarky with you in maths, but I put it down to her feeling ill or something. She’s all right now, isn’t she?’

‘Yes, but it doesn’t solve the problem of next term,’ replied Lulie glumly. Con thought about it for a moment. ‘Really, I don’t think that there’s anything you can do about it now. Why don’t you wait until next term and see if anything happens then. Or talk to your uncle during the hols, if he’ll listen.’

Lulie looked unconvinced, but as the bell rang for Kaffee und Kuchen just then, there wasn’t a lot that she could say or do, other than follow Con’s example and put her things away.

The Christmas play was its usual success, and the girls spent the remainder of the term packing, tidying and preparing for the Spot Supper. Lulie, as a new girl had to give a speech, but she had been warned well in advance and had contrived to persuade Con to help her write it. Con had refused to do it for her, but had looked at Lulie’s efforts and made valuable suggestions until the two girls had a speech that Lulie was happy with reciting, and that Con promised wouldn’t mean immediate expulsion!

Spot Supper night came, and the girls entered the Speisesaal in procession, dressed in their travelling clothes as tradition demanded, and also because all their other clothes had been packed and sent off in their trunks. They feasted on the usual spot supper of sausages and mashed potatoes, accompanied by peas and gravy. Karen treated them all to dessert of strawberry ices and they had lemonade as another indulgence. Then came the speeches, staff first, then pupils. Lulie, as the eldest new girl had the somewhat dubious honour of going first. ‘I can’t say that I came to the Chalet School in particularly desirable conditions,’ she began, once the spoon-banging and shouts had died down. ‘In fact, I didn’t really want to come at all, but thanks to various family circumstances I had no choice. Being up here anyway meant that I had the opportunity to meet people from the school before term began, which is a luxury that many new girls don’t get. That helped me to understand that the school is very different to the usual girl’s school, and helped me to accept the fact that I’d be here as a pupil whether I wanted to be or not. I can’t begin to tell you how grateful I am to the staff for making allowances for my different religious beliefs. Although they are exactly the same as those in my old school; the attitudes behind them and the way in which they are accepted are so different from that place that it feels as if you are doing something special for me, when I don’t really deserve it, so thank you. I can’t say that my first term at the Chalet School has exactly been an enjoyable affair, I’m sure I don’t need to mention why as those of you who need to know already know. What I can say is that there are people who have helped me enormously this term and if it wasn’t for them, there’s a good chance I wouldn’t be stood here now. I hope that next term will be infinitely better and I look forward to it. Happy holidays to you all.’ Lulie sat down to a rather stunned silence, feeling rather like crawling under the table. Con, Ricki and, surprisingly Odette, smiled at her and started the banging and calling for the next person, which was gradually taken up by them all. Ruey Richardson, whose turn it was, stood up, wondering how on earth she could follow that!

‘I don’t think any of them expected that!’ said Con, to Lulie, when they were in the common room that evening, waiting for the bell to ring for bedtime. ‘I certainly didn’t,’ said Ricki, ‘I just hope that people take notice,’

‘You were very brave,’ added Odette, the four friends were sat together as usual, ‘Me, I’m just glad that there was no spot supper when I was new. I would not have the courage to make a speech, no not I!’

Con grinned, ‘You’d have managed,’ she said, ‘Look how little Linda Moore did and she’s only eleven. It doesn’t have to be a great work of oratory, just a few words will do.’

Odette remained unconvinced, but as the bell for the Seniors bedtime rang just then, she was saved from making a comment. Con suddenly held them back, ‘There probably won’t be time in the morning,’ she said, referring to the fact that Lulie and Ricki were catching the seven ‘o’ clock train with the rest of the English girls, and Odette was going on the eight ‘o’ clock with the other girls from Northern Europe. They stayed where they were, ignoring the others who were streaming towards their dormitories, ‘I just wanted to wish you a happy Christmas,’ said Con, ‘and happy whatever you celebrate, Lulie! I’m glad you came, you know. It does a community good sometimes to be shaken up like we have.  I know we don’t go in for sentimental slush in this establishment, and this isn’t meant to be like that, but I hope we four can be friends like Mamma and the aunts, and like Len and Ted and Rosamund are, and Margot was with Emmy, and, well, that’s it really. Come on, we’d better go if we don’t want Matey or the prees on our tails.’ And, not giving any of them a chance to reply, Con headed towards the stairs. The other three followed her, grinning at each other. ‘I hope so too,’ whispered Lulie, as she separated from Ricki and Odette, as they were in a different dorm, and suddenly looking shy she rushed to follow Con to their room, leaving the other two to go to their own way bedwards.

‘Uncle Philip?’ It was the holidays, and the day that everybody else celebrated Christmas. The Ardens, having celebrated Yule three days before, were spending the day quietly, unable to go out due to the rain that was lashing down. Lev and Lachie were engrossed in a Meccano kit that Lachie had received from Mrs Butler, Uncle Philip’s housekeeper. Lulie had been idly playing with a jigsaw, but she was never very keen on them and had easily bored of it. She fell into thinking about the events of last term, and what the coming term would bring. Glancing across at her uncle, he seemed very absorbed in a rather boring looking translation of the Dead Sea Scrolls, but the odd flicker of his eyes about the room told Lulie that his mind was also elsewhere. So she decided to tackle him on the subject of school. ‘Uncle Philip?’

‘Mmmm?’

‘Are you very busy?’

‘No, dear, not really. Was there something you wanted?’

‘Just to talk. About school and last term, and next term. Well, everything really,’

Uncle Philip raised an eyebrow, but closed his book and rested it on his lap, ‘Fire ahead,’ he said, ‘what’s on your mind?’

‘It’s about next term. Miss Annersley told me that you are coming out to give lessons on religious knowledge and all that sort of thing,’

‘Yes, that’s right. Is that a problem?’

‘Oh no, not at all. Not now I’ve got used to the idea. No, the thing was Con was telling me about the school one day. She was practically brought up in it, you know. It was her aunt, Lady Russell, who started it way back before the war, and Mrs Maynard was the first pupil and, well, she knows all sorts that most of the other girls don’t.’

Lulie was becoming a little incoherent, and Uncle Philip frowned slightly, trying to follow where this conversation was going. Lulie took another deep breath, ‘Anyway, what she was saying was that out of school the staff are very much on good terms, and very friendly. They often have friends amongst the older girls, like the Sixth and the Prefects, cos most of the staff aren’t very much older than us, you see.’

‘Yes, I see. But what’s that got to do with me?’

‘Oh nothing really, it’s the staff bit that I’m bothered about. Well, really its all this stuff with Miss Wilmot that is the real problem.’

‘Ah. Has she said anything else to you?’

‘No, she’s been fine. We actually had a conversation on the last two walks that she took us on before the hols. No, it’s you and her I’m worried about.’

‘Miss Wilmot and I? Why, I’ve never met the woman.’

‘You have, she was the one we met in the hall when you first went to see Miss Annersley,’

‘Yes, yes, I know who she is, but that’s the first and only dealing I had with her. How can you be worried?’

‘You’ll be up at the school for a while. I know you’re not going to be living at the school, you’ll be in the staff hostel with Pl…Mr Denny and Herr Laubach, though he doesn’t teach any more. It’s the times you’ll be in the staff room. I know that what Miss Wilmot did would have got her the sack in any other school, but this school in different. People are given a second chance. Look at me. They wouldn’t have taken me cos of the religion thing. Look at the problems Mama had to find me a school here, when she was looking for a high school. And even when she did, it was hardly the happiest experience of my life. Even in spite of the things that happened this term, I’ve been happier at the Chalet School for one term than I was at the High School for four years.’

‘So what are you trying to say, Louisa?’

‘Well, I know you’re not pleased about what’s happened at school this term and I know you aren’t exactly satisfied with the way that it has been dealt with. But I don’t want you to use the fact that it’s happened to make things awkward next term. Just forget it’s happened and start again. That’s what I mean to do, and I think that’s what Miss Wilmot means to do, so can you do it as well?’

Uncle Philip was staring at Lulie as if he were seeing her for the first time. His head was in a whirl by the things that were coming out of Lulie’s mouth. He still thought of her as a little girl. Somehow he managed to stumble out acquiescence to Lulie’s requests. Smiling, Lulie went off to wash for tea, as Mrs Butler had just come in to lay the table. ‘Don’t look so shocked, Professor,’ she said. Having been with Uncle Philip for over 20 years she could, and did, speak her mind with regular frequency. ‘Lulie’s sixteen now, and she’s growing up fast. The things those three have gone through have aged them more than most children of their age. That’s why Lulie comes out sounding more adult than you or me, but she is still a child, and has childish feelings mixed with the adult ones and she doesn’t quite know how to deal with it all. If you ask me, she’s got her head screwed on right and you’d do better to listen to her.’

‘Do you think so? I don’t know, Mrs Butler. I never was any good with children, girls especially. Lulie certainly doesn’t behave like any girls I’ve ever known, and I just don’t know how to deal with her. I never know if she’s being rude or serious, or what.’

‘You’ll learn,’ replied Mrs Butler, picking the empty tray up again, ‘In the meantime, I’ll let you know if she steps out of line!’

Chapter Eight
Uncle Philip strode into the airport terminal in Berne. It was two days before the Easter term began at the Chalet School and he had been requested to come early for staff meetings and to settle into the school before the girls arrived. Mrs Butler had agreed to oversee the triplets getting ready for school. All of them were old enough and able enough to manage most of it themselves when it came to packing and such like. Uncle Philip looked about him for the escort he had been promised. He soon spotted Rosalie Dene, whom he vaguely recognised, but couldn’t remember her name. She spotted him at the same time, and hurried across to meet him. ‘Professor Leonov, welcome to Switzerland,’ she said, holding out her hands, ‘Have you got any luggage, or is this it?’ glancing down at the small case in Uncle Philip’s hand. He confirmed that the case was all he had, the rest having been sent earlier, as instructed. ‘Good. Now, Sharlie, that’s Miss Andrews, is outside with the car. Would you like coffee or anything before we start?’

‘No thank you, Miss er…’

‘Dene. Rosalie Dene,’ confirmed that young woman, steering Uncle Philip expertly through the crowds. He was soon packed into the school’s runabout and Rosalie was making her way through the crowded streets. It was just after noon and Berne was busy. 

The journey to the school didn’t take as long as Uncle Philip had mentally prepared himself for it to take. He was quite startled when Miss Dene pulled up outside the front door and announced, ‘Here we are, Sharlie be a dear and put the car away while I take Professor Leonov to the staff room. Ask Gaudenz to put his case into the room prepared for him. It’s the one next to Mr Denny’s.’

Sharlie good-naturedly agreed and drove off when the other two had got out of the car. Rosalie led Uncle Philip into the school and along to the staff sitting room. ‘It’s almost time for Kaffee und Kuchen,’ she explained, ‘So people will be coming along from whatever they are doing presently, but there should be somebody in here to meet you.’

‘Somebody’ proved to be Mr and Miss Denny, Miss Moore, Mademoiselle Lachenais and Miss Lawrence. Miss Dene introduced the ladies first, and then proceeded to introduce Mr Denny. ‘Well met, my dear sir,’ announced Mr Denny, shaking Uncle Philip’s hand warmly, ‘you have come to teach the young maidens religion. How beneficial. The Ancients recognised the importance of their religion. Music for the gods! Music, dear sir, is the root of all education, followed by religion. In ancient times they were bound together so as to be inseparable,’

Miss Moore, who happened to be facing Uncle Philip, hastily removed herself from the room on catching sight of the astounded expression on his face. However, Uncle Philip muttered something polite and accepted the seat next to Mr Denny. Miss Moore, once out of the staff room, ran down the corridor a little way before giving way to her shrieks of laughter. ‘What’s up Rosalind?’ came a voice behind her. She turned, still spluttering, to find Miss Ferrars and Miss Wilmot standing there, looking rather bemused. ‘Our newest recruit has arrived and been introduced to Mr Denny,’ she gasped out, ‘and the look on his face! I’ve never seen anybody look more pussystruck in all my life! It was so funny. Come on, it’s time for Kaffee and you two look as if you could do with a cup.’

Innocent of the sudden change of expression on Nancy’s face, Rosalind led the way back to the staff room.

‘Oh there you are, you two,’ said Miss Dene, as the trio entered the staff room. She looked carefully at Nancy, but that young woman had her emotions well under control and her face said nothing. ‘Let me introduce you to our newest staff member,’ continued Rosalie, thinking she may as well get the moment over with, ‘He’s being monopolised by Plato!’ She led Miss Wilmot and Miss Ferrars over to the corner where the two male members of staff were chatting amiably about ancient Greece. Uncle Philip, on recognising Miss Wilmot, stood up politely. ‘Professor Leonov, may I introduce our geography mistress, Kathie Ferrars and our maths mistress, Nancy Wilmot,’

‘Very pleased to meet you, ladies,’ replied Uncle Philip, as if he’d never laid eyes on either mistress. ‘I understand you go by first names in private. Mine is Philip,’

‘Pleased to meet you, Philip, I’m Kathie, Kathleen on formal occasions,’ said Kathie, with a laugh. ‘This is Nancy. You’ll get us all sorted out eventually. I know I did. I didn’t dare speak to anybody by name at first, in case I got it wrong! Have you had coffee? You stay there; I’ll bring you a cup of Jeanne’s. She makes it beautifully.’ She went off, leaving Nancy and Philip alone, as Mr Denny had wandered off to talk to his sister. The two eyed each other for a moment, neither sure what to say or do. Finally Philip turned on his surprisingly charming smile and offered Nancy a chair. Rather taken by the smile, Nancy accepted with a smile of her own. Kathie soon returned with coffee for the three of them, and a plate of cakes. ‘Although Abendessen is early tonight I feel a bit peckish now,’ she remarked with a grin, ‘Have a cake, Philip. Karen’s a very good cook.’

‘You use German names here?’ enquired Philip, taking the proffered cake.

‘Oh yes, this is one of the German speaking cantons. You do speak German, don’t you?’ this rather anxiously.

‘Oh yes, I don’t think Miss Annersley would have taken me on if I didn’t, I understand you teach the girls to be trilingual?’

‘Yes, it’s a big part of their training’

‘It’s a good idea. I don’t think I’ve met with it before. Not many British girls speak anything other than their native tongue. I’ve tried to teach my niece and nephews the rudiments of languages, but it can be a struggle sometimes. I’m glad Louisa’s French and German will be fluent, at least.’

‘You speak other languages?’ asked Kathie, desperately wishing that Nancy would say something.

‘English, French, German, Russian, Greek, Italian, Arabic, Latin, Hebrew and Aramaic, with varying degrees of competency,’ said Philip. 

‘Crikey!’ exclaimed Nancy, shocked out of her silence, ‘that must take some doing!’

‘Well my parents were Russian émigrés, and they spoke French and Russian. I had to learn English as I always wanted to study at Oxford or Cambridge, and the others came about as part of my studies and work. It helps to be able to read documents in their native language, you see,’

Miss Annersley, coming in the room with Matron, saw the trio apparently chatting in a most friendly manner. Her eyebrows shot up involuntarily and she nudged Matron. ‘Gosh, that’s a sight I didn’t ever expect to see!’ muttered Matron, ‘Dare we interrupt?’

‘I’ll have to, for good manners sake, if nothing else. You can do as you please,’ replied Miss Annersley, grinning at Matron before crossing the room. 

It was the first week of term. Most girls had settled back into the school by the end of the first day, with the exception of the two new girls, who were well on the way to it by now. The two fifths woke on the Wednesday morning, feeling a little apprehensive. Today was the first day of their new Religious Knowledge classes. VIB had had theirs the day before and refused to comment, other than to say it was very interesting, hence the apprehension. Lulie especially felt nervous. Somehow VA got through Fruhstuck, bedmaking and practice and the morning walk, and were now sitting in silence behind their desks, awaiting their new master. There came the sound of footsteps down the corridor and Jo, who was nearest, sprang to open the door. 

Miss Annersley entered with the school’s newest master. Most of the girls had seen him at mealtimes and in the corridors, but this was the first time any of them had seen him at close quarters, and most of them did their best not to stare. Uncle Philip was a tall man, with thick, slightly wavy white hair that just touched his collar, a neatly trimmed white beard, a rather hawk-like nose and piercing green eyes that looked rather stern. One or two of the more impressionable girls tried not to gulp, while some of the wilder ones felt glad that they weren’t Middles, as this looked like one person that you couldn’t play up! ‘You may sit girls,’ said Miss Annersley, on reaching the front of the room, ‘This is Professor Leonov, who is here to teach you Religious Knowledge. I hope you will enjoy the lessons and benefit greatly from them,’ she then gave the class a look that quite clearly told them to behave themselves, before she swept from the room. Uncle Philip glanced at the rows of assembled girls, feeling rather nervous inside, which made him look extremely forbidding on the outside. He spied Lulie sitting at one side, next to Con. Both girls gave him bright smiles, which relaxed him somewhat and he did his usual trick of perching on the desk. ‘Good morning, girls,’ he said, in his deep voice, ‘these classes will be very different from those that you are used to, but I hope you will make the most of them. They will be a good introduction to the kind of lessons you will receive in the sixth forms and beyond, being more in the nature of lectures and discussion. You are, of course, expected to take notes, but there will be no exams, merely essays for you to complete. I hope that, if there is anything you don’t understand or something you want to know more about, that you will ask questions. It is in questioning things that we learn more about that which is new to us and how we broaden our knowledge and cease to be afraid. It is mainly fear and ignorance that cause intolerance in the world, and I hope that you will leave this school as tolerant people and thus able to make a difference, in however small a way. Are there any questions at this point?’

It was the week before half term and the two fifth forms were sitting in their common rooms, working on their items for the Sale. It had rained most of the afternoon, but they’d managed a long walk in the morning. ‘You know something?’ asked Len, as she searched for her place in the pattern of the dolls clothes that she was knitting. 

‘What?’ replied Con, who was sat opposite. There was quite a group at their table; Len, Con and Margot, Ruey, who was Margot’s closest friend since her best friend Emerence Hope had left the previous summer. With them were Lulie, Ricki, Odette and Len’s two friends, Rosamund and Ted. Len was busy counting stitches, so she didn’t reply immediately. ‘What were you going to say?’ prompted Ted.

‘Oh nothing really, just I’m really enjoying our religious knowledge lessons, and I didn’t think I would,’ replied Len, nonchalantly. 

‘So am I,’ replied Con, ‘But I knew I would. Isn’t the Professor an interesting teacher?’ she smiled sideways at Lulie as she said this. Lulie smiled back, but said nothing. She hadn’t really hoped for much during the coming term, in the way the girls and mistresses treated her, but things were better than she had expected. Most of the girls were friendlier, and the mistresses were the same as ever, even Miss Wilmot being her usual jolly self. She had let the conversation wash over her while she was thinking these thoughts, and so it was with a small start that she realised that somebody had spoken her name. Looking up she saw Margot looking earnestly at her.

‘Sorry, Margot, I was thinking. What did you say?’ Lulie put her work down, to give Margot her full attention. Margot looked slightly ashamed of herself, and Lulie couldn’t think why. However she merely smiled encouragingly at Margot and waited for her to speak. The other girls at the table were also waiting for the youngest triplet to speak, but trying not to show it. There were a few missed stitches in their work that evening. After what seemed like a long pause, but in reality was a mere second, Margot spoke, ‘I just wanted to apologise for my bad behaviour at the beginning of last term,’ she said, in quiet tones, ‘I could have done so much more to help you when you were going through all that…that bullying and everything, but I didn’t. I just wanted you to know how sorry I am that I didn’t do more to help,’

Lulie looked startled, but managed to reply graciously. ‘That’s OK…all right, I mean, you aren’t the only one. Thank you for apologising, I accept it.’

Not sure what to make of this peculiar statement, but realising that she could put her conscience to rest, Margot smiled again, and bent her head over her work. Len gave Lulie rather an odd look, unnoticed by that young lady, but Con, who’d seen it, shook her head at Len and Len didn’t say the words that were on the tip of her tongue. A hard-working silence settled over the room, the only conversations were muttered ones between neighbours, or requests for things. Suddenly and unexpectedly a loud bell pealed out, drowning out the shouts and cries of surprise and alarm. ‘Fire drill!’ exclaimed Ricki, jumping to her feet, ‘What an odd time to have it,’

Others were also remarking on this, and Len and Jo, as the two from prefects, seemed to be having a hard time marshalling everybody into the two lines that were demanded by the drill. Finally Jo clapped her hands and yelled ‘Lines everybody,’ in a voice that would have cut through a north east gale. Brought to their senses, the girls were in their two lines and marching out of the building within minutes. As they got outside they saw, to their horror, that it was no drill. Smoke and flames were leaping up from the main Chalet most alarmingly.

The prefects, the rest of the sixths and most of the mistresses were seeing the girls safely away from the buildings, when there came a sudden commotion nearer to the chalet and Va, being at the back, saw Miss Ferrars dive back towards the building, only to be dragged back by Plato, Uncle Philip, Miss Burnett and Miss Moore. Miss Ferrars gesticulated wildly, though the girls couldn’t hear what she was saying over the roar of the flames and the voices of all. The result was Uncle Philip and Plato sending the three mistresses back and making a rush for the building themselves. At the sight of her sole remaining adult relative running into the flames, Lulie’s whole face was a mask of horror and fear. Before she could move, or even squeak, Ricki put a firm hand on each shoulder, turned her round and marched her off. The rest of Va could do nothing but follow, in a deathly silence. Jack Maynard and some of the men from the San met them at the gates of the school. Ricki found herself unable to hold onto Lulie as she launched herself at the doctor, babbling wildly at him. Grabbing hold of Lulie and shaking her slightly, Jack managed to make sense of what she was saying, and pushing the distraught girl into the tender care of his eldest daughters, turned to give orders to the men. Len caught hold of Lulie before she stumbled and fell, and not too gently set her on her feet. ‘Come on, Lulie,’ she said, sternly, ‘pull yourself together. The Professor’s going to be fine. He wouldn’t rush into danger; he’s far too sensible. Papa will make sure he’s alright, and all you have to do is show the babies that a senior isn’t so much of a funk that she’s afraid. They’ll think it’s because of the fire, and we can’t tell them the real reason, it would cause wholesale panic.’

It wasn’t a very sympathetic speech, but it had the desired effect upon Lulie. Drawing herself up she allowed Ricki and Con to take an arm each and managed to walk to where the rest of the school was gathering, though she couldn’t stop herself shaking. Matron, and not a very pleased Matron met the form. ‘Where have you girls been?’ she demanded, ‘It is your duty to get yourselves out as fast as possible and not loiter on the way. You’re all old enough and have been at the school long enough to know this.’ Then her eye fell on the white faced Lulie being propped up by Ricki and Con, and the shocked faces of most of the other girls, and she realised that something must have happened on the way. In response to her curt demand, Margot and Len explained what they had seen. ‘Right,’ said Matron, ‘I’ll go and tell Miss Annersley. You girls go and stand over there, and don’t say a word to anybody.’ She pointed to a place that was next to the bulk of the girls, but far enough away that their expressions wouldn’t be noticed.

Luckily most of the school hadn’t noticed that there was a drama going on, they were too busy trying to keep warm. While the weather was reasonable, it was still only February and not the kind of weather to be outside without coats. Phil Graves happened along at that moment, and calmly commandeered Freudesheim for as many girls as it would cram in. The rest of the school he sent along to the various chalets owned by people who had a connection with the school, or to the hotel near the San, phoning ahead so people could be prepared for the influxes of girls. Lulie, dragged along to Freudesheim by Con, positioned herself by a window, so she could see what was going on. Ricki came to keep her company, ‘Has he come out yet?’ she asked, pushing a cup of hot coffee into her friend’s icy hands. Lulie cuddled the cup and shook her head, ‘I don’t know, I can’t really see. There’s so much smoke, and too many people milling about,’

Detecting a slight catch in Lulie’s voice, Ricki squeezed her arm, ‘He’ll be fine. Dr Jack is there, and Plato saw him go in, and I’m sure Gaudenz and some of the others were about. Drink your coffee and try not to worry. If you look too bad, Mrs Maynard’s going to wonder what’s going on, and you don’t want to explain in front of this lot, do you?’ she waved a hand towards the crowds of girls of all ages, camped out on the floor. Lulie glanced at them, and then turned back to the window. Smothering a sudden squawk, she dumped her half full cup on the window ledge and pushed her way out of the room. Ricki paused only to glance out of the window before following her. Lulie flew through the hall, narrowly missing Anna as she passed her, and pulled open the front door. Anna recovered herself and gave an exclamation as she saw the girl about to go out without a coat on. ‘One minute, Fraulein,’ she called, snatching one of Joey’s cloaks from a peg and flinging it over Lulie’s shoulders. Grinning at Anna, Lulie grabbed the cloak round her and tumbled down the steps and across the garden, where she had seen a small cavalcade crossing the lawn. First came Plato and Uncle Philip, looking rather singed, but otherwise all right. Jack Maynard and Gaudenz, carrying a limp burden, followed them. Lulie skidded to a stop, with a gasp of horror as she realised the bundle was Miss Wilmot. 

Jack, ignoring the expression on Lulie’s face, said rather shortly, ‘Go inside, Lulie and ask Mrs Maynard to run baths for Mr Denny and your Uncle, and have beds and a light meal ready for them. Gaudenz and I have to get to the San as fast as we can. Hurry child, quickly.’ 

Spinning round, Lulie sped off, and she bumped into Anna still in the hallway, she delivered Jack’s message about the baths and beds, before going off to tell Joey. Those in the know managed to keep the latest news to themselves, which was surprising in the circumstances, as Joey said later, considering the way the girls had of absorbing any gossip from the air. Joey, on seeing Lulie’s face, took her upstairs to help get the beds ready while the two men were in their baths. She then shooed her into the nursery, sending Con, Ricki and Odette up too and left the four girls to help Rosli with the twins and Cecil. Rosli, having heard the latest from Anna, gave the girls a sympathetic look, but carried on with what she was doing. Later that afternoon, while Anna was trying to make Kaffee for all the extra girls, Lulie peeped out of the nursery and saw Joey entering the two spare bedrooms with trays. When she’d come out of the last one empty handed, she saw Lulie looking anxiously at her. ‘Do you want to go and visit your Uncle?’ asked Joey, with a grin and in low tones. 

‘May I? I’d love to. Is he all right?’

‘Why don’t you go and see for yourself? He’s just in there,’ 

Lulie tapped at the door indicated and slid round the barely opened door when she heard her Uncle’s deep ‘Come in,’

‘Lulie, what are you doing here?’ Uncle Philip sounded surprised.

‘It’s all right, Mrs Maynard said I might. Uncle Philip are you OK, really truly OK, I mean?’ Lulie hovered anxiously by the door, as if coming into the room would harm her uncle. Uncle Philip grinned, ‘I’m fine. I’ve lost the ends of my beard, and my hands are a bit scorched, but other than that, I’m the picture of health.’ He held up his hands, neatly bandaged by Dr Graves. Lulie almost choked on a sob of relief and sped across the room, half kneeling on the bed and hugging her uncle tight round the neck, ‘I’m so glad, I thought you were going to burn to death in there,’ she exclaimed, driving back the tears. Uncle Philip gingerly patted her back and said, with rather forced cheerfulness, ‘Not me, it takes more than a few flames to finish me off!’

Lulie stood, pulled a chair across and sat on it, ‘But what made you go back in there? Here, let me butter your rolls for you. I almost had a fit when I saw you and Pl…Mr Denny rushing back inside. How is he, by the way?’

‘Not so good. I know you won’t say anything, so I’ll tell you. He suffered rather a lot in the first war, and hasn’t been strong since. That’s why he’s with the school, as mountain air suits him so well. I do hope he won’t be too badly affected by all this.’

‘Dr Jack and all the others at the San will look after him,’ said Lulie, brightly, ‘I knew he was delicate because Con told me, and he hasn’t been ill for ever such a long time. He’ll be fine.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ Uncle Philip took a sip of his coffee and sat back against his pillows, ‘Have you heard how Miss Wilmot is?’

‘Not a peep. Dr Jack took her off to the San.’ Lulie’s bright eyes clouded, ‘was she badly burned? What happened?’

‘Ka…Miss Ferrars came rushing over to tell us that Miss Wilmot was trapped inside the school, so we two went to look for her. Luckily she’d kept her head and was on the floor. We managed to get her out to Dr Maynard, who rushed her back here to his car, to take her to the San. He doesn’t seem to think that she’s badly burned, more a little scorched and suffering from the effects of smoke. Don’t look so worried, kitten, she’ll be fine. They can work wonders at that San.’

‘I know, it’s just… well; it’s not very nice. It would have to be Miss Wilmot, as well,’

‘What do you mean? Would you have preferred it to be one of the other mistresses?’

‘No, it’s just that if anybody had to be stuck in the school and you had to rescue them, it would be Miss Wilmot. I got off to such a bad beginning with her, over the religion thing and she went pop over it at me. Then you come to the school to teach and that can’t have been easy for her, with you being my uncle and practically representing everything she objected to. Now you’ve just gone and saved her life.’

‘There is all that. But Miss Wilmot and I are both grown adults, and you seem to be well on the way to it, if what you’ve just said is anything to go by. Perhaps I’ll go and visit her, as soon as Dr Maynard will allow me.’

‘Allow you to do what?’ asked Jack’s voice, as he entered the room, ‘Hello, Lulie. Come to keep your uncle company, have you? Well, hop off now. I’ve come to examine him. You’re staying with us for the present, along with quite a few others, and I think Mrs Maynard would appreciate some help with making up enough beds to fit you all in.’

‘Of course,’ Lulie jumped to her feet, and gave Uncle Philip another hug before scuttering off to find Joey.

Chapter Nine
The next few days were controlled chaos. Once the fire was out, it was found to have begun in the kitchens, burning them out completely. The Speisesaal, staff room and Hall were also unusable, but the rest of the buildings were all right, if smoke damaged. It was clear that school couldn’t carry on with any kitchen facilities, and so those in charge had no choice but to send the girls home. Those girls who were unable to return to their families were accommodated on the Platz. Every available pair of hands was recruited to help clean the school, once professionals had been in to clear the worst of the smoke damage. Lulie, who was staying with the Maynards, was very quiet at first. Uncle Philip had been moved to the San, after collapsing with the effects of delayed shock. Mr Denny had already been moved, as he was also rather ill. A few days after all these events, the three patients at the San were well on the road to recovery, Mr Denny was the one the doctors had worried about most, due to his delicacy. However, his long years among the mountains had helped to strengthen him a little and he was soon on the mend. On the day that the good news had arrived at breakfast time, courtesy of Jack Maynard, Lulie, the triplets and Ruey; a ward of the Maynards, spent the morning on their allotted household chores, then the five of them put their coats and hats on to go for a walk. ‘If you want to walk over to the San, girls, you may,’ said Joey, coming out of her study just as they were preparing to go. ‘Lulie, if you want to visit your Uncle, one of the doctors will bring you home, but you may have to wait. You other girls, I’m afraid you’ll have to just peep and say hello, I want you home before lunch,’

The other girls’ faces showed what they thought of that, but none of them made any complaint, though Margot looked as if she might. However they set off in peace, and Len kept the subject of conversation firmly on neutral lines most of the way to the San, by which time Margot had forgotten what it was she had wanted to say. Once inside the building the five girls separated, Lulie to Uncle Philip’s room and the Maynards split themselves between Miss Wilmot and Mr Denny’s rooms. 

‘You seem to be doing a lot of this,’ joked Uncle Philip, as Lulie once more sat on a chair next to his bed. Lulie grinned, glad that her uncle appeared to be his usual self once more, if a bit more relaxed than she was used to him being. They chattered on for a while, until Dr Maynard interrupted them. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked, with a smile at Lulie. 

‘Is it time?’ replied Uncle Philip, preparing to get out of bed. 

‘Time for what?’ asked Lulie, bemused. She was answered by grins from both men. ‘You’ll see,’ replied Uncle Philip, putting his dressing gown and slippers on, ‘come on,’

Utterly confused Lulie followed the pair out of the room and along a corridor. She finally understood when Jack tapped on a door, and when he’d opened it, said cheerfully, ‘Hello Nancy, are you still fit after a visit from my daughters? I’ve another pair of visitors for you, if you’re up to it.’

‘Of course I am,’ came Miss Wilmot’s voice, sounding the same as ever, ‘don’t be so mysterious, Jack, show them in!’

Nancy looked rather apprehensive when the two visitors were ushered into the room, but then she caught sight of Lulie’s face and couldn’t help laughing. ‘Don’t look like that, Lulie dear. I promise not to bite,’

Lulie relaxed into a smile, and went and got chairs for her and Uncle Philip, while Nancy turned her attention to her rescuer. ‘I don’t know what to say to you about this. You saved my life, and the words ‘thank you’ just don’t seem enough,’

Rather to Lulie’s amusement, her usually perfectly composed uncle looked extremely discomfited. He sat down rather suddenly in the chair that she had pushed behind him, and cleared his throat, looking for something appropriate to say. Nancy began to look rather embarrassed, and as nobody seemed about to say anything, Lulie perched on the edge of her chair and asked ‘How are you, Miss Wilmot?’

Nancy shot Lulie a grateful look and replied ‘I’m much better, thank you. I’m not in so much pain and, thankfully, any burns were confined to my legs, and they weren’t so bad. Dr Jack seems to think that I won’t need skin grafts, though I’ll still have scars,’ 

‘Oh that’s good,’

‘Yes, excellent news,’ Uncle Philip suddenly came to himself once more, and spoke up rather loudly, making the other two jump, ‘I’m glad you’re feeling more yourself.’

‘And what about you, Philip? You weren’t too badly hurt were you?’ Nancy looked rather anxious. Uncle Philip shook his head, ‘No, just a bit scorched. I’m fine now.’

‘What about the school?’ Nancy turned to Lulie. Though she knew all there was to know from Kathie and Miss Annersley, Nancy asked simply for something to say. ‘The kitchens were burned out, so the school has had to close until they’re rebuilt,’ replied Lulie, ‘All the girls have gone home until it’s done. I know Mrs Maynard was hoping it would be done in time for the school to reopen after Easter.’

There was a silence after Nancy had responded to this. Nobody knew quite what to say. Uncle Philip had been rather taken aback when Jack had come to him that morning with Nancy’s request that she visit him, together with Lulie. Lulie, who had known nothing of this, was very uncomfortable as she could sense there was more to this than she had been told. Nancy was ill at ease, as she couldn’t find the right words for what she wanted to say, now that the pair were sitting beside her.

Suddenly Uncle Philip leaned forward and touched Nancy on the arm, ‘There’s something you want to say, but you don’t know how to say it,’ he said, gently. Nancy nodded, unable to speak. She glanced from one to the other, and finally collected herself and took a deep breath. ‘I really wanted to see you both together, so I wouldn’t have to say this twice,’ she began, ‘But really it’s Lulie I need to speak to most of all,’

‘Me?’ exclaimed Lulie, ‘But why me?’

‘Because I’ve had a lot of time to think while I’ve been lying here. Time to go over the term’s events in my mind, and time to wonder where it all went wrong,’

‘But…but…you apologised to me ages ago, and everything was all right after that,’

‘I know, but I’ve had time to think since then, and to realise a few things about myself. I was not very nice to you at first because there was a lot on my mind, and as you were a physical representation of all those things, it seemed easy to take it out on you, as it were.’ Nancy looked uncomfortable as she said these things, more so because she could see Uncle Philip’s expression and it was totally blank. Lulie, struggling to understand what Nancy was saying, also glanced at Uncle Philip, and no more than Nancy did she like his impassive expression. Eventually, as blandly as he could, Uncle Philip spoke, ‘So what is it have you realised about yourself, Nancy Wilmot?’

Nancy couldn’t help but notice that Lulie winced at the mild tone, and indeed she felt as apprehensive as the girl beside her. Feeling like a naughty schoolgirl Nancy thought she ought to explain, even if she hadn’t wanted to. She gathered up all her courage, and directing her speech to Lulie, so she could avoid looking at that eerily mild gaze, tried her best to make the right words come out. ‘The Chalet School hasn’t changed very much since I was a pupil way back before the War. In fact, apart from necessary educational changes and some different locations, it hasn’t changed at all. I enjoyed my time as a pupil and I was overjoyed when a teaching post came up so soon after I had qualified. I was even more ecstatic when I was appointed. It is a wonderful place to work, as I’m sure you’re aware, Professor,’

Uncle Philip nodded briefly and motioned for her to carry on. Turning back to Lulie, who gave her an encouraging smile, Nancy did so. ‘I feel that, both through teaching and through example, our girls learn a lot about people as well as the academic side of things. This has always been an important part of the School, as in the past many girls did not go onto further education, but helped at home. That has changed, as most girls now go out to work, but the need for such skills is still the same,’ Aware that she was beginning to sound like she was rambling, Nancy paused to gather her thoughts.

‘What I didn’t realise, and I wasn’t alone in this, was how narrow our perception of ‘understanding people’ is. We advocate tolerance and acceptance of people, whatever they are, but when we as a school were faced with something other than that which we were used to, we failed badly. I have been guiltier than most in not accepting the changes that were happening, and if I knew then what I know now, I would have been far less selfish and saved everybody a lot of distress and suffering.’

‘I think I’ve got something to say too,’ interrupted Lulie, looking rather pink-cheeked, ‘Uncle Philip, Miss Wilmot says that the school failed badly, and they did, you’ve said that. But I didn’t tell you everything, and maybe you ought to know,’

‘Know what?’ Uncle Philip glared at Lulie, managing to encompass Nancy in his look as well. 

‘I….I didn’t tell you everything that happened before Mama died,’ replied Lulie, looking at the corner of the immaculately made bed.

‘Oh,’ was all that Uncle Philip said, while Nancy looked distinctly uncomfortable, having no idea of what Lulie had told her uncle, and what she hadn’t.

‘I…well; you know I told you that some of the girls were picking on me? Well, it went further than that. I…I…er, I ended up in the San.’

‘What did they do?’

‘Nothing. Matron found me crying one night and took me off to the San, and I was sick and I kept being sick for a couple of days afterwards. Miss Annersley was going to tell you, but I begged her not to, so she didn’t,’

‘Since when does the Head of a school take that much notice of her pupils?’ demanded Uncle Philip, getting distinctly het up, ‘She should have told me, whether you wanted her to or not. You are only a child, Louisa, whatever you may think, and keeping something like that from me was the act of a child.’

‘I think I can explain that,’ said Nancy, her quiet tones cutting through Uncle Philip’s raised ones effortlessly. ‘In this school we listen to the older girls, and at sixteen, Lulie counts as one of the older girls. Miss Annersley didn’t want Lulie to undergo any more anguish than she was already suffering. Her mother was dying, and from what I hear, at the time you weren’t somebody whom she wanted to go to for help. She obviously knew what your reaction would be, and decided to tell you at a later date.’ Nancy was at her most dignified, and for once the stately Uncle Philip actually listened. He turned to Lulie, ‘Please accept my apologies. I jumped to the wrong conclusion,’

‘That’s alright,’ replied Lulie, meekly, ‘I’m sorry too.’

There was a split second silence, and then Nancy suddenly choked back a giggle. Lulie and Uncle Philip stared at her in astonishment. ‘I’m sorry,’ she gasped, ‘But we all seem to be going round in circles apologising to each other, and if we’re not careful we’ll be apologising to ourselves!’

Lulie saw the funny side of things and joined Nancy in her giggles. Uncle Philip stared at the pair as if they’d gone mad, before being infected also. The room rang with their laughter and the tension was cleared completely. Mopping her streaming eyes, Nancy grabbed Lulie’s hand and reached for Uncle Philip’s with due care for his bandages, ‘I’m so glad you two came here,’ she said, ‘I’d no idea what a narrow, selfish person I’d become and if it weren’t for you I’d still be like that now. I can’t tell you how grateful I am,’

Both Lulie and Uncle Philip looked distinctly uncomfortable, though not ungrateful at this speech. Nancy saw this, and to lighten the moment, added, ‘And you’ll be pleased to know that Lulie has improved in Maths beyond anybody’s wildest dreams!’

PAGE  
1

