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Have you read them all?

1.  The Twins at St Clare’s

2.  The O’Sullivan Twins at St Clare’s

3.  Summer Term at St Clare’s

4.  The Second Form at St Clare’s

5.  The Third Form at St Clare’s

6.  Kitty at St Clare’s

7.  Claudine at St Clare’s

8.  Fifth Formers of St Clare’s

9.  The Sixth Form at St Clare’s
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Where’s Pat?

Isabel O’Sullivan and her cousin Alison sat in the small station café drinking cups of tea and eating jammy buns. Both girls were waiting for the train that would take them back to St Clare’s after the holidays.

‘Mummy dropped us off here far too early,’ complained Isabel, who was bored with the wait and Alison’s company, and longing to see some of the other third formers.

‘That was my fault,’ said Alison sheepishly. ‘I thought that the clock in your kitchen was slow. Sorry.’

Isabel swallowed the last of her tea then, glancing out of the window, brightened as she saw a group of girls in the familiar St Clare’s uniform walk by. But they turned out to be top formers and sailed past without so much as a glance at the two younger girls, which made them feel very small indeed. Isabel sighed. ‘I shall miss Pat terribly,’ she said for about the fiftieth time.

‘Well, you have plenty of other friends in the third form, and Pat will be back in a couple of weeks,’ pointed out Alison with commendable and – for her – unusual common sense.

Isabel nodded, though she still felt miserable. She did have lots of friends at St Clare’s – good friends. But it just wasn’t the same as having her twin with her. Alison just didn’t understand what it was like to share everything, even thoughts and feelings – to be so close to someone that they were almost a part of you. How she had hated leaving Pat this morning. And how Pat had hated being left behind!

‘You will write, won’t you?’ her twin had said anxiously that morning. ‘Every week. And tell me all the news.’

‘Of course. But what a pity you won’t be able to write back.’ Isabel had tapped the plaster cast on Pat’s right arm.

‘Don’t worry about that, Isabel,’ Mr O’Sullivan had said. ‘Pat can dictate her letters to me and I’ll write them out for her. I shall be her secretary!’

That had made both girls laugh, but when the time came for them to part they had felt more like crying.

‘Now we must be sensible about this,’ Pat had said briskly, seeing Isabel’s chin begin to tremble. ‘We shall be together again very soon, after all. Besides, if we start crying that will set Alison off. You know how she loves a good blub!’

Alison had taken the teasing in good part, laughing and punching her cousin playfully on her good arm, so the twins had parted on this lighter note. But, for Isabel, some of the pleasure she always felt in going back to St Clare’s was gone.

‘I say, Isabel!’ cried Alison suddenly. ‘Isn’t that Bobby and Janet over there?’

‘Yes – and Hilary too!’ said Isabel, forgetting her woes for a moment and jumping to her feet so hastily that she almost upset the table. ‘Come on, Alison, let’s go.’

The two girls dashed out on to the platform, calling out, ‘Hi, Bobby, Janet! Hilary, wait for us!’

The little group of third formers turned round, their faces breaking into delighted smiles as they saw their friends.

‘Hallo, Isabel. Hallo, Alison. Nice to see you again!’

‘Had good hols?’

‘Isn’t it grand to be going back to school! I say, where’s Pat?’

‘She’s broken her arm,’ explained Isabel dismally. ‘It’s her right one, so Mummy decided there wasn’t much point in her coming back to school until it’s healed.’

‘Golly, what rotten luck!’ exclaimed Hilary. ‘How on earth did she manage that?’

Isabel grinned. ‘She took it into her head to pay a visit to the old tree-house that Daddy made for us when we were little. I warned her that the branch wouldn’t bear her weight and I was right.’

‘Ouch!’ said Bobby. ‘Poor Pat.’

‘Most undignified behaviour for a third former,’ said Janet, pretending to be shocked. ‘Seriously, though, I’m terribly sorry. How long until she comes back?’

‘Two or three weeks, the doctor thinks,’ answered Isabel. ‘So you others will have to put up with me hanging around you until then.’

‘Well, I daresay we can put up with you if it’s only for a short while,’ said Bobby with her wicked grin. ‘Oh look, here comes Jenny.’

The third formers turned to see Jennifer Mills of the sixth coming towards them, a pleasant smile on her kindly face.

‘Hallo, you lot,’ she greeted them cheerily. ‘I expect you’ve all heard that I’m to be head girl this term as well as games captain. So if you have any worries or problems I’m always on hand to help.’

‘Thanks, Jenny,’ said the third formers rather shyly. They all looked up to her enormously. Yet, as Hilary said, when the older girl had moved away, ‘There’s something so lovely and warm about Jenny, even though she’s so sensible and dignified. You really feel as if you could tell her your problems and she would listen and take an interest.’

The others agreed, then Janet said, ‘Now there’s someone I wouldn’t like to share my troubles with – Margaret Winters.’

The others looked round as another sixth former approached. Margaret was a remarkably good-looking girl, with straight dark hair cut in a dramatic bob, unusual violet-coloured eyes and high cheekbones that gave her a rather exotic appearance. She also looked extremely haughty and it seemed as though she would pass by the third formers without a word. Then her glance fell on Alison and she saw the way the girl was staring up at her, eyes wide with admiration. Margaret liked admiration. She bestowed a dazzling smile on the girl, said ‘Hallo, Alison’ and favoured the others with a brief nod before passing on.

‘My word, Alison, you’re honoured!’ exclaimed Hilary. ‘Fancy Margaret, of all people, speaking to a mere third former.’

Alison said nothing, staring raptly at Margaret’s retreating figure.

Bobby nudged Isabel and said slyly, ‘Looks as if your cousin has found someone else to worship. Alison, don’t say you’re going to lose your silly heart to Margaret Winters.’

Alison’s habit of idolising the most unsuitable people was a standing joke among the third formers and the girl turned red, saying defensively, ‘Nothing of the sort. Though I admire her tremendously, of course. She’s so attractive and has such poise and self confidence!’

‘Yes, it’s just a pity her character doesn’t match up to her looks,’ said Janet dryly.

‘That’s a terrible thing to say!’ cried Alison. ‘I’m sure I don’t know what you’ve all got against her.’

‘She’s sly,’ said Hilary. ‘And spiteful. Last term she made one of the first formers learn a great long speech of Shakespeare’s and recite it to her, simply for cheeking her a little bit.’

‘Quite right too!’ said Alison indignantly. ‘Some of those kids are far too full of themselves and they need to learn a little respect for the top formers.’

‘Don’t waste your time,’ murmured Isabel, as Hilary opened her mouth to say something else. ‘You know what Alison’s like once she’s decided that someone’s worthy of her adoration. The more you try to put her off Margaret, the more she will stick up for her!’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Hilary with a rueful grin. ‘I say, isn’t that our train along there? May as well find ourselves good seats before the crush starts. Come along everyone!’

The girls hurried along the platform, then Janet suddenly tapped Bobby’s shoulder and said, ‘I wonder what’s going on over there? Looks like some kind of row.’

The third formers turned their heads and saw two new girls standing facing one another. Both had their hands on their hips and, judging from the angry scowls on their faces, were exchanging heated words, while their embarrassed parents tried to calm them down.

‘Friendly looking pair,’ said Bobby wryly. ‘I suppose they must be sisters, although they don’t look much alike.’

Indeed they didn’t. One girl was fair and slightly plump, while the other was dark and slim.

Suddenly Miss Jenks, the second-form mistress, bustled across and said something to the girls’ parents. The sisters themselves immediately fell silent, quite awed by her authoritative tone and air of dignity.

‘Helen, you come with me and I’ll introduce you to some of the second form,’ said Miss Jenks to the fair girl. Then she glanced across and spotted Janet, beckoning her over. ‘Janet, this is Amanda Wilkes, who is to be in your form this term,’ she said, placing a hand on the dark girl’s shoulder. ‘Take her under your wing for a bit, would you?’

‘Of course, Miss Jenks,’ answered Janet proudly. She was to be head of the form this term, and making the new girls feel welcome was one of her duties. She waited patiently while the two girls said goodbye to their parents, then Miss Jenks led Helen away and Janet took Amanda’s arm in a friendly way, saying, ‘It looks as if the others have boarded the train. Let’s join them and I’ll introduce you to everyone.’

The third formers looked up with interest when Janet came into their carriage with the new girl. She looked a little nervous, and no wonder, thought Isabel, giving her a friendly smile. It must be quite an ordeal starting at a new school where the others had all known one another for ages.

‘Everyone, this is Amanda Wilkes,’ said Janet. ‘Amanda, meet Isabel, Alison, Hilary and Bobby.’

‘Nice to meet you, Amanda,’ said Hilary. ‘Is this your first time at boarding school?’

‘Yes, and I’ve been looking forward to coming to St Clare’s so much,’ replied the girl. ‘I just wish Helen didn’t have to tag along and spoil everything for me.’

The girls were rather shocked at this. What a terrible thing to say about one’s own sister. Isabel couldn’t imagine ever feeling like that about Pat and said, ‘I should have thought it would help you settle in, having your sister with you.’

‘Helen isn’t my sister!’ said Amanda, obviously horrified at the very thought. ‘We aren’t related at all really.’

‘Oh,’ said Bobby. ‘When we saw you both together with the two grown-ups, we just assumed that you must be sisters.’

‘She’s my stepsister,’ explained Amanda. ‘You see, my father died when I was a baby, and Helen was only little when her mother died –’

‘Then your mother met Helen’s father and the two of them hit it off,’ said Janet.

‘That’s right,’ said Amanda gloomily. ‘They married a few months ago.’

‘Well, you don’t sound awfully thrilled about it!’ said Alison. ‘Don’t you get on with your stepfather?’

‘Oh yes, he’s a dear,’ said Amanda. ‘And Helen absolutely adores Mummy. It’s just one another that we can’t bear!’ Suddenly the girl became silent and looked around, giving a self-conscious little laugh and turning red. ‘Heavens, just listen to me! I’ve only known you for five minutes and here I am telling you my life story. You must think I’m simply dreadful!’

‘Ah well, we’re such kindly souls that few people can resist confiding in us,’ said Bobby, making everyone laugh.

‘And it’s certainly broken the ice,’ said Janet. ‘You’re one of us now, so you can tell us anything you please and know that we won’t pass it on.’

‘Gosh, thanks awfully!’ exclaimed Amanda, turning pink with pleasure at being so readily accepted by these jolly, friendly girls. ‘I must say, it is good to get it all off my chest. You see, my stepfather is very wealthy and he’s spoilt Helen all her life, letting her have everything she wants. She’s the most frightful little snob as well.’

‘I shouldn’t worry about that,’ chuckled Isabel. ‘She’ll soon have her corners knocked off at St Clare’s.’

‘Yes, the second formers will sit on her all right,’ said Hilary. ‘You just wait, Amanda! In a few weeks’ time she’ll be a much nicer person.’
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An unusual schoolmate

The train girls switched to a coach once they arrived at the little station near St Clare’s, and after a short journey their beloved school was in sight.

‘Look, Amanda,’ said Janet. ‘If you look to the left you can just see St Clare’s in the distance – that big white building.’

‘Yes, I see!’ cried Amanda excitedly. ‘My word, it looks simply enormous.’

‘That’s what Pat and I thought when we first arrived,’ said Isabel. ‘But once you know your way around it doesn’t seem quite so huge.’

Amanda’s stepsister was sitting a couple of rows in front and, overhearing this, said to the second former beside her, ‘Poor Amanda! She simply can’t get used to living anywhere too big. Of course, she and her mother lived in the tiniest little cottage before they moved in with Daddy and me. I remember it took her simply ages to find her way around our house.’

Amanda turned red with fury, her brown eyes glittering as she opened her mouth to make an angry retort.

‘Steady,’ said Janet, laying a hand on her arm. ‘If Helen knows that she’s annoying you it will only make her worse. Leave it to her own form to put her in her place.’

Janet was right, for the next moment Grace, the second form’s sensible head girl, said coolly, ‘Come off your high horse, Helen. None of us are impressed by your big house or your father’s wealth.’

Helen looked put out, but one look at Grace’s stern little face was enough to warn her against saying any more.

‘I told you,’ said Janet. ‘Just ignore her and she’ll soon get bored with baiting you like this.’

Amanda nodded. How much easier it was to deal with Helen when she had people like Janet and Isabel to back her up and offer sound advice.

At last the coach turned into the long drive that led up to St Clare’s, the girls’ noses pressed up against the windows as they looked out. Isabel frowned. Normally on the first day of term there were girls wandering around simply everywhere. But today there was something different. A huge crowd was gathered on the lawn and there seemed to be some sort of commotion.

‘I say, whatever is going on over there?’ said Hilary.

‘Let’s find out,’ replied Bobby, standing up and grabbing her night-case from the luggage rack.

The others followed suit and, as soon as the coach stopped, everyone scrambled out and ran to join the crowd gathered on the big lawn. In the middle of it stood Mam’zelle, the French mistress, wagging her hands towards the sky as she always did when agitated. And opposite her stood a small girl with a cap of shiny red curls, a smattering of freckles and the merriest, naughtiest blue eyes the girls had ever seen. But it wasn’t she who was the cause of the commotion. In her hand she held a lead and, at first, the third formers thought she had brought a dog to school with her. Then they edged to the front of the crowd and saw that the animal on the end of the lead wasn’t a dog, but a small black-and-white goat.

Suddenly Janet spotted their fellow third formers, Carlotta Brown and Doris Elward, who had arrived by car some time earlier, and moved towards them. ‘Carlotta! Doris!’ she cried. ‘What’s going on and who on earth is that?’

‘Begorrah, ’tis our new girl, Kitty Flaherty,’ said Doris, in a fine imitation of an Irish accent, her humorous eyes twinkling. ‘She’s an absolute scream!’

Then Mam’zelle spoke, her voice shrill as she said, ‘This is a school for young ladies, not a farm! And a farm is where this horrid, fierce animal belongs!’

‘Bless you, Mam, McGinty is the gentlest creature you could wish to meet,’ said Kitty Flaherty, in an accent exactly like the one Doris had adopted. ‘Sure and he’ll be no trouble. No trouble at all, Mam.’

Mam’zelle stared perplexedly at the girl before her. Why did she speak in this strange manner? And why did she keep calling her Mam?

Just then Jennifer Mills and her friend Barbara Thompson came over, along with Margaret Winters. Jenny and Barbara seemed much amused by the situation, but Margaret was most disapproving. She walked right up to Kitty and, pointing at the goat with an expression of disgust, said, ‘What is that?’ Margaret was as cool and authoritative as any mistress, even Mam’zelle falling into subdued silence at her presence.

Kitty, however, did not seem at all worried. ‘Why, ’tis a goat,’ she replied, looking at Margaret in surprise. ‘Did you not know? It’s a few nature study lessons you need, I’m thinking.’

The listening girls roared with laughter, Janet clutching at Doris and gasping, ‘Oh, she’s simply priceless!’

Everyone waited for Margaret, not noted for her sweet temper, to explode, but she contented herself with a sharp, ‘Don’t be cheeky! I can see that it’s a goat. What I want to know is, what is it doing on school premises?’

‘Ah, yes!’ put in Mam’zelle, recovering herself. ‘That is what I, too, wish to know. A school is no place for goats! The good Miss Theobald will be most upset and angry when she hears of this.’

‘But Miss Theobald knows all about McGinty,’ said Kitty. ‘Sure and I have her written permission to keep him at St Clare’s, Mam.’

‘And do not call me Mam!’ cried Mam’zelle, feeling that she was losing control of the situation. ‘I am Mam’zelle, do you hear?’

At this point Miss Theobald herself, having been alerted by someone, arrived on the scene. The first day of term was always an extremely busy one for her, and she looked annoyed at being interrupted. ‘What on earth is going on here?’ she demanded. ‘Goodness gracious, a goat! Would someone care to give me an explanation?’

Mam’zelle and Kitty both obliged at once, the Frenchwoman’s exclamations of ‘Tiens’ and ‘Mon dieu’ mingling with the Irish girl’s ‘Begorrahs’. Miss Theobald clapped her hands over her ears and said sternly, ‘Enough! I presume that you are Kitty Flaherty and that the goat belongs to you?’

‘Indeed he does, Mam. But ’twas yourself wrote to Mother and gave permission for me to bring him to school,’ said Kitty, her merry eyes earnest for a moment.

‘But I did nothing of the sort,’ said the head, looking puzzled. ‘I am afraid, my dear, that there has been some kind of mix-up.’

‘Did Mother not write and ask you if I might bring my pet goat to school with me?’ asked Kitty, looking crestfallen.

‘I don’t recall any such letter,’ replied Miss Theobald. ‘One moment, please.’

Miss Theobald went off to her study, returning moments later with a sheet of paper in her hand. Looking rather dismayed, she said, ‘This is the only letter I have received from your mother, Kitty. She asks if you might bring a black and white coat to school with you – or so I thought! I believed that she was making enquiries about the clothes you were allowed to bring to school, and replied that this would be all right for your leisure time.’

‘Ah, that would be Mother’s handwriting,’ said Kitty blithely. ‘Sure and it’s dreadful! You see, Mam, if you look closely you can just see a little tail on the g there.’

Then McGinty snatched the letter from the astonished Miss Theobald’s fingers and, with a very droll expression on his face, began to eat it! The watching girls were in absolute fits of laughter. Tears streamed down Doris’ cheeks, while Carlotta held her sides. Even Jenny and Barbara, the two dignified sixth formers, held their hands tightly across their mouths to stop themselves laughing out loud.

‘You bad fellow, McGinty!’ cried Kitty, though her eyes twinkled. ‘What’s to be done with you? I’m very sorry, Miss Theobald, but you can see that he won’t cost much to feed, for he’ll eat anything.’

Miss Theobald could also see that little Kitty Flaherty was going to be quite a handful! But there was something about the naughty, merry little girl that one just couldn’t help liking. Hiding a smile, the head said, ‘It appears that we have no choice but to accept McGinty as a member of St Clare’s. You are responsible for him, Kitty, and if he causes any trouble I shall have to contact your parents and ask them to take him away. You are only to see him during break times and after school, and he is not to disrupt your lessons in any way. Now I suggest you go along to the gardener and he will find McGinty a home in the old stables.’

‘Ah, bless you, Mam!’ said Kitty, beaming at the head mistress. ‘You’ll not regret this, I promise you.’

‘I hope not,’ answered Miss Theobald, smiling back. ‘And, Kitty, it is customary to address the mistresses by their names rather than as Mam.’

‘Sure and I’ll remember that, Mam,’ Kitty said happily. ‘Come on, McGinty, me boy, let’s find you a home.’

Miss Theobald and Mam’zelle, who was still muttering disapprovingly, walked back to the school together and the crowd that had gathered around Kitty began to disperse, until only the third formers were left.

‘Hallo there!’ said Bobby with a grin. ‘Well, you’ve certainly made a spectacular entrance.’

Kitty grinned back and Janet said, ‘Let’s help you get McGinty settled in. I’m Janet Robins, by the way, head of the third form. This is Amanda Wilkes, another new girl. Then we have Bobby Ellis, Hilary Wentworth, Isabel O’Sullivan and her cousin Alison. Doris and Carlotta you’ve already met, of course.’

‘O’Sullivan,’ repeated Kitty, looking at Isabel with interest. ‘Would you be after having a bit of the Irish in you?’

‘Yes, Alison’s father and mine were both born in Ireland,’ said Isabel with a smile. ‘What part are you from, Kitty?’

‘Ah, the most beautiful little village called Kilblarney,’ sighed Kitty wistfully. ‘’Tis a little bit of heaven on earth. My parents have had to move to London for a little while, because Father – he’s a writer, you see – needs to do some research for his latest book. And the big city wouldn’t have suited young McGinty here at all, for he’s a country boy. It wouldn’t have suited me either, for that matter, so I’m afraid you’re stuck with the pair of us for the next term.’
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