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Off to school again

The last week of the summer holidays flew by, and the twins, Pat and Isabel O’Sullivan, seemed to be in a rush of buying clothes, fitting them on, looking out lacrosse sticks, finding lacrosse boots, and hunting for all kinds of things that seemed to have completely disappeared.

‘Where is my knitting-bag?’ said Pat, turning a whole drawerful of things upside down. ‘I know I brought it home at the end of last term.’

‘I can only find one of my lacrosse boots,’ wailed Isabel. ‘Mummy, have you seen the other?’

‘Yes, it came back from the bootmaker’s yesterday,’ said Mrs O’Sullivan. ‘Where did you put it?’

‘Packing to go to school is always much more muddling than packing to come back home,’ said Pat. ‘I say, Isabel – won’t it be fun to be in the second form this term?’

‘Who is your form teacher there?’ asked their mother, unpacking half Pat’s things and packing them all over again.

‘Miss Jenks,’ said Pat. ‘I’ll be sorry to leave Miss Roberts and the first form, in some ways. We did have fun there.’

‘I bet we’ll have some fun in Miss Jenks’s class too,’ said Isabel. ‘I don’t think she’s quite so strict as Miss Roberts.’

‘Don’t you believe it!’ said Isabel, trying to cram a tin of toffees into a corner. ‘She may not have Miss Roberts’s sarcastic tongue – but she’s all there! Don’t you remember how she used to deal with Tessie when Tessie used to try on her pretend-sneezes?’

‘Yes – sent her to Matron for a large dose of awful medicine, supposed to stop a cold!’ giggled Pat. ‘All the same, I bet we’ll get away with quite a lot of things in Miss Jenks’s form.’

‘I hope you mean to work,’ said Mrs O’Sullivan, putting in the top tray of Isabel’s trunk. ‘I was quite pleased with last term’s report. Don’t let me have a bad one as soon as you go up into another form, will you?’

‘We’ll work all right, Mummy,’ said Pat. ‘I can tell you, the teachers at St Clare’s aren’t easy-going where work is concerned. They keep our noses to the grindstone! Mam’zelle’s the worst. She really seems to think we ought to learn to talk French better than we speak English!’

‘No wonder your French accent is so much improved, then,’ said Mrs O’Sullivan, with a laugh. ‘Now Pat – let me see if I can possibly shut your trunk. You’d better sit on it whilst I try to shut the clasps.’

The trunk wouldn’t shut. Mrs O’Sullivan opened it again and looked inside. ‘You can’t take all those books,’ she said, firmly.

‘Mummy, I must,’ said Pat. ‘And I simply must take those games too – we love jigsaws in the winter term.’

‘Well, Pat, all I can say is, you’d better take books, games, toffees, biscuits and knitting things, and leave behind your clothes,’ said the twins’ mother. ‘Now – be sensible – take out three books and we can shut the trunk.’

Pat took out three books, and, when Mrs O’Sullivan was not looking, put them hurriedly into Isabel’s trunk. Her own trunk now shut down fairly easily, and was locked. Then Mrs O’Sullivan went to Isabel’s.

‘This won’t shut, either,’ she said. ‘Gracious, the things you girls take back with you to boarding school nowadays! When I …’

‘When you were a girl you only took a small case, and that held everything!’ chanted the twins, who had heard these remarks before. ‘Mummy, we’ll both sit on Isabel’s trunk, shall we?’

Mrs O’Sullivan opened the trunk and firmly removed three books from the top layer. She looked at them in surprise. ‘I seem to have seen these before!’ she said. The twins giggled. They sat on the trunk and it shut with a groan.

‘And now to pack your hand-bag with night-things in,’ said Mrs O’Sullivan, looking at the school-list to make sure nothing had been forgotten. ‘That won’t take long.’

Nightgowns, tooth-brushes, face-flannels and sponges went into small bags. Then the twins were ready. They were both dressed neatly in their school winter uniforms of grey, with blue blouses and scarlet ties. They put on grey coats and grey felt hats with the school ribbon round, and looked at each other.

‘Two good little St Clare girls,’ said Pat, looking demure.

‘Not so very good,’ said her mother, with a smile. ‘Now – there is the car at the door, ready to take us to the station. Have we really got everything? You must write and tell me if you want anything else.’

‘Oh, we’re sure to want lots of things!’ said Pat. ‘You’re a darling, the way you send us things. It’s fun to be going back to St Clare’s. I’m awfully glad you sent us there, Mummy.’

‘And how you hated going at first!’ said Mrs O’Sullivan, remembering the fuss the twins had made, because they had wanted to go to another, much more expensive school.

‘Yes – we made up our minds to be so awful that the school wouldn’t keep us,’ said Pat. ‘And we were awful too – but we couldn’t keep it up. St Clare’s was too much for us – we just had to be decent in the end!’

‘Do come on,’ said Isabel. ‘We shall miss the train! I’m longing to meet all the girls in London, and see them again, aren’t you, Pat? I do like the journey down to St Clare’s.’

They were off at last. They had to travel to London, and go to the station where the St Clare train started. The whole train was reserved for the St Clare girls, for it was a big school.

There was a terrific noise on the platform, where scores of girls were waiting for the train. Their mothers were there to bid them goodbye, and teachers moved about, trying to collect the girls together. Porters shoved luggage into the van, and everyone was excited.

‘Bobby! Oh, there’s Bobby!’ yelled Pat, as soon as they arrived on the crowded platform. ‘And Janet too. Hi, Bobby, hi, Janet!’

‘Hallo, twins!’ cried Bobby. Her merry eyes crinkled up as she smiled.

‘It’s good to see your turn-up nose again,’ said Pat, slipping her arm through Bobby’s. ‘Hallo, Janet! Got anymore tricks from that brother of yours?’

‘Wait and see,’ grinned Janet. A mistress came up at that moment and overheard the remarks.

‘Ah – did I hear the word tricks, Janet?’ she said. ‘Well, just remember you’re in my form this term, and there are really Terrible Punishments for tricks like yours!’

‘Yes, Miss Jenks,’ grinned Janet. ‘I’ll remember. Are all the others here yet?’

‘All but Doris,’ said Miss Jenks. ‘Ah, there she is. Now we must get into the train. The guard is looking rather worried, I see.’

‘Carlotta! Get into our carriage!’ yelled Bobby, seeing the dark-eyed, dark-haired girl running down the platform. ‘What sort of hols did you have? Did you go back to the circus?’

Carlotta was a source of great attraction and admiration to the girls, for she had once been a circus girl, and her understanding and handling of horses was marvellous. Now she had to settle down at St Clare’s, and learn many things she had never heard of. She had found her first term very difficult, but at the end of it she was firm friends with most of her form, and the mistresses were pleased with her. She ran up to the twins and Bobby, her vivid little face glowing with pleasure.

‘Hallo!’ she said. ‘I’ll get into your carriage. Oh, look – there’s your cousin Alison. She looks rather miserable.’

‘I feel miserable,’ said Alison O’Sullivan, coming up, looking very woe-begone. ‘I shall miss my friend Sadie dreadfully this term.’

Sadie had been an American girl with no ideas in her head at all beyond clothes and the cinema. She had had a very bad influence on Alison, but, as she was not coming back that term, it was to be hoped that the feather-headed Alison would pull herself together a little, and try to do better. She was a pretty little thing who easily burst into tears. Her cousins welcomed her warmly.

‘Hallo, Alison! Don’t fret about Sadie. You’ll soon find other friends.’

They all got into the carriage. Doris arrived, panting. Hilary Wentworth, who had been head of the first form, flung herself down in a corner seat. She was very much wondering if she would be head of the second form. She was a trustworthy and responsible girl who liked being head.

‘Hallo, everybody,’ she said. ‘Nice to see you all again. Well, Carlotta – been riding in the ring, I suppose! Lucky kid!’

‘You know I don’t belong to a circus any more,’ said Carlotta. ‘I went to spend my holidays with my father and my grandmother. My father seems to like me quite a lot – but my grandmother found a lot of fault with my manners. She says I must pay more attention to them this term even than to my lessons! You must all help me!’

‘Oh, no!’ said Pat, with a laugh. ‘We don’t want you any different from what you are, my dear, hot-tempered, entirely natural, perfectly honest little Carlotta! We get more fun out of you than out of anyone. We don’t want you changed one little bit! Any more than we want Bobby changed. We shall expect some marvellous tricks from you this term, Bobby.’

‘Right,’ said Bobby. ‘But I tell you here and now, I’m going to work too!’

‘Miss Jenks will see to that,’ said Hilary. ‘Remember we shall no longer be in the bottom form. We’ve got to work for exams and pass them!’

‘We’re off!’ said Pat, leaning out of the window. ‘Goodbye, Mummy! We’ll write on Sunday!’

The train steamed slowly out of the station. The girls drew in their heads. All the carriages were full of chatterers, talking about the wonderful hols they had had, the places they had been to, and what sort of term it would be.

‘Any new girls?’ said Isabel. ‘I haven’t seen one.’

‘I think there’s only one,’ said Bobby. ‘We saw a miserable-looking creature standing a little way up the platform – I don’t know whether she’ll be second form or first form. Not second, I hope – she looked such a misery!’

‘Alison’s doing her hair again already,’ said Pat. ‘Alison! Put your comb away. Girls, I think we’ll have to make it a rule that Alison doesn’t do her hair more than fifty times a day!’

Everyone laughed. It was good to be back, good to be all together once more. The winter term was going to be fun!
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In the second form

It was very strange at first to be in the second form, instead of the first. The twins felt very important, and looked down on the first formers, feeling that they were very young and unimportant. But the third formers also looked down on the second form, so things soon shook themselves out, and everyone settled down.

‘It’s funny to go to the second-form classroom instead of to Miss Roberts’s room,’ said Pat. ‘I keep on going to the first-form room, as I always used to do.’

‘So do I,’ said Janet. ‘Miss Roberts is beginning to think we’re doing it on purpose. We’d better be careful.’

‘There’s a whole lot of new girls in the first form, after all,’ said Pat. ‘Miss Roberts must have collected them altogether on the train. That’s why we didn’t see them. There’s about twelve!’

‘I shall never know all their names,’ said Isabel. ‘Anyway – they’re only little kids – some of them not yet fourteen!’

‘All the first formers have been moved up,’ said Bobby. ‘Except young Pam – and she’s only just fourteen. I bet she’ll be head of the first form!’

Pam Boardman had been new the term before, and was a very hard-working child. As Bobby said, she was made head of the first form, and was extremely proud of the honour. She had many new girls under her, and was eager to help them all.

Only two girls had been left down in the second form – Elsie Fanshawe and Anna Johnson. The girls who had just come up were sorry to see them there, for they were not much liked. Elsie Fanshawe was spiteful, and Anna Johnson was lazy.

‘I suppose one of them will be head girl,’ said Hilary, with a grimace. ‘Well – I don’t fancy either of them, do you, Bobby?’

‘They both think themselves very superior to us,’ said Bobby. ‘Just because they’ve been second formers for a year.’

‘I should be ashamed,’ said Carlotta. ‘I would not like to spend more than a year in any form. But Anna is so lazy she will never get up into the third form, I’m sure!’

‘I believe Miss Jenks didn’t send them up because she hoped they’d buck up a bit if they were heads,’ said Pat. ‘I rather think she’s going to make them joint head girls. We shall have to look out if Elsie’s head – she’s really catty.’

‘We’ve got that Misery-girl in our form after all,’ said Bobby, looking at the new girl, who was standing mournfully not far off, looking at nothing. ‘She never says a word, but looks as if she’ll burst into tears at any moment!’

The Misery-girl, as the others called her, was named Gladys Hillman. The girls tried to make her talk and Bobbie did her best to make her laugh, but Gladys took no notice of anyone. She walked by herself, seemed to dream all the time, and hardly spoke a word.

‘Better leave her alone,’ said Hilary. ‘Perhaps she’s homesick.’

Not many of the St Clare girls felt homesick when they returned to school, because it was all so jolly and friendly, and there was so much to do that there seemed no time to miss home and parents. The beginning of term was always fun – new books given out, new girls to size up, new desks to sit in, and sometimes new forms to go to.

‘There’s a new mistress,’ said Bobby, in excitement. ‘She’s to take elocution and drama! Look – there she is – isn’t she dark?’

Miss Quentin certainly was dark, and extremely good looking. She had black piercing eyes, and a beautiful voice. Alison thought she was wonderful.

‘You would!’ said Bobby. ‘You’ll be doing your hair like Miss Quentin next, swept over your brow and round your ears. There’ll always be someone for you to copy, my dear Alison! Do you remember last term how you copied everything your dear friend Sadie did?’

Alison flushed. She was always being teased and she never seemed to get used to it. She turned away with a toss of her pretty head. The others laughed at her. There was nothing bad in Alison – but on the other hand there was nothing very good either. She was, as Pat so often said, ‘just a pretty little feather-head!’

The second form soon settled down with Miss Jenks. At first it seemed strange to them not to have Miss Roberts teaching them for most of the morning. They missed her dry remarks and crisp words of praise. Miss Jenks was not so shrewd as Miss Roberts, nor was she so cool when angry. She could not bear the slightest hint of rudeness, and she had no sympathy at all for ‘frills and fancies’ as she put it. No girl dared to fuss her hair out too much, or to wear anything but a plain gold bar for a brooch in Miss Jenks’s class.

‘Alison is in for a bad time!’ grinned Bobby one morning, when Alison had been sent to remove a bow from her hair and a brooch from her collar.

‘So is Carlotta!’ said Pat. ‘Miss Jenks doesn’t like frills and fancies – but she doesn’t like untidiness either! Just look at your hair, Carlotta. It’s wild enough in the ordinary way – but it looks like a bird’s nest at the moment.’

‘Does it really?’ said Carlotta, who never cared in the least what she looked like. ‘Well, those sums we had to do were so hard I just had to clutch my hair all the time!’

‘Old Mam’zelle’s still the same,’ said Isabel. ‘Funny, old, hot-tempered, flat-footed thing – but I like her all the same. She always gives us some excitement – and I bet she will this term, too. Do you remember how she and Carlotta nearly came to blows last term?’

Yes – the summer term had been a very exciting one. The girls looked at Mam’zelle and remembered all the jokes they had played on her. Dear old Mam’zelle, she always fell for everything. She was very terrifying when she lost her temper, but she had a great sense of humour, and when her short-sighted eyes twinkled behind their glasses, the girls felt a real fondness for her.

‘Ah,’ said Mam’zelle, looking round the second form. ‘Ah! You are now the second form – very important, very responsible, and very hard working, n’est-ce pas? The first formers, they are babies, they know nothing – but as soon as you arrive in the second form, you are big girls, you know a great deal. Your French will be quite per-r-r-r-rfect! And Doris – ah, even Doris will be able to roll her ‘r’s in the proper French way!’

Everyone laughed. Poor Doris, always bottom at oral French, could never roll her ‘r’s. Doris grinned. She was a dunce, but nobody minded. She was a wonderful mimic and could keep the whole form in roars of laughter when she liked.

‘R-r-r-r-r-r-r!’ said Carlotta, unexpectedly. She sounded like an aeroplane taking off, and Mam’zelle frowned.

‘You are now in the second form, Carlotta,’ she said, coldly. ‘We do not do those things here.’

‘No, Mam’zelle,’ said Carlotta, meekly. ‘Of course not.’

‘Tricks and jokes are not performed in any form higher than the first,’ warned Mam’zelle. ‘Whilst you are first-form babies, one does not expect much from you – but as soon as you leave the bottom form behind, it is different. We expect you to behave with dignity. One day the head girl may be one of you here, and it is not too soon to prepare for such an honour.’

Winifred James, the much-admired head girl, had left, and Belinda Towers, the sports captain, had taken her place. This was a very popular choice, for Belinda was well known by the whole school, and very much liked. As sports captain she knew practically all the girls, and this would be a great help to her as head girl. She was not so gentle and quiet as Winifred, and many girls were afraid of her out-spokenness, but there was no doubt she would make an excellent head girl.

Belinda visited every common-room in turn and made the same short speech to the girls there.

‘You all know I’m head girl now – and I’m still sports captain too. You can come to me if you’re in a spot of trouble at any time and I’ll help if I can. You’ll all have to toe the mark where games are concerned, because I want to put St Clare’s right on the map this winter, with lacrosse. We must win every match we play! We’ve got some fine players for a school team, but I want every form to supply players for the second and third match-teams too. So buck up, all of you, and practise hard.’

Alison groaned as Belinda went out of the second-form common-room. ‘Why do we have to play games?’ she said. ‘They just make us hot and untidy and tired.’

‘You forget they do other things as well,’ said Janet. ‘We have to learn to work together as a team – each one for his side, helping the others, not each one for himself. That sort of thing is especially good for you, my dear Alison – you’d sit in a corner and look at yourself in the mirror all day long if you could – and a fat lot of good that would do you or anybody else.’

‘Oh, be quiet,’ said Alison. ‘You’re always getting at me!’

It was fun to be back again, and to hear all the familiar school chatter, to groan over prep, to eat enormous teas, to talk about lacrosse, to laugh at somebody’s joke, and to look forward to the class you liked the best – painting, maybe, or music, or elocution – or even maths!

There was a surprise for the second form at the end of the first week. Another new girl appeared! She arrived at tea-time, with red eyes and a sulky mouth. She looked defiantly at everyone as she took her place at the second-form table.

‘This is Mirabel Unwin,’ said Miss Jenks. ‘She has arrived rather late for beginning of term – but still, better late than never, Mirabel.’

‘I didn’t want to come at all,’ said Mirabel, in a loud voice. ‘They tried to make me come on the right day but I wouldn’t. I only came now because my father promised I could leave at half-term if I’d come now. I suppose he thought once he got me here I’d stay. But I shan’t.’

‘That will do, Mirabel,’ said Miss Jenks, soothingly. ‘You are tired and over-wrought. Don’t say any more. You will soon settle down and be happy.’

‘No, I shan’t,’ said the surprising Mirabel. ‘I shan’t settle down and I shan’t be happy. I shan’t try at anything, because what’s the use if I’m leaving at half-term?’

‘Well, we’ll see,’ said Miss Jenks. ‘Be sensible now and eat some tea. You must be hungry.’

The girls stared at Mirabel. They were not used to people who shouted their private affairs out in public. They thought Mirabel was rather shocking – but rather exciting too.

‘I thought she was another Misery-girl at first, but I believe she’s just spoilt and peevish,’ said Pat. ‘I say – the second form is going to be quite an exciting place this term!’
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Two head girls and two new girls

Miss Jenks made both the old second formers into joint head girls of the form. She and Miss Theobald, the head mistress, had had a talk about them, and had decided that perhaps it would be the making of them.

‘Elsie is a spiteful type,’ said Miss Jenks. ‘She has never been popular, though she would have liked to be – so she gets back at the others by being spiteful and saying nasty things. And Anna is bone-lazy – won’t do a thing if she can help it!’

‘Well, a little responsibility may be good for them,’ said Miss Theobald, thoughtfully. ‘It will give Elsie a sense of importance, and bring out any good in her – and Anna will have to bestir herself if she wants to keep her position. Let them both try.’

‘I don’t know how they will work together,’ said Miss Jenks, doubtfully. ‘They don’t like each other very much.’

‘Let them try,’ said Miss Theobald. ‘Elsie is quick, and she may stir Anna up a bit – and Anna is too lazy to be spiteful, so perhaps she will be good for Elsie in that way. But I too have my doubts!’

Elsie Fanshawe was delighted to be a joint head girl – though, of course, she would very much rather have been the only one. Still, after being thoroughly disliked and kept down by the whole of the second form, it was quite a change to be top-dog!

Now I can jolly well keep the others down and make them look up to me, thought Elsie, pleased. I can get some of my own back. These silly little first formers, who have just come up, have got to learn to knuckle under a bit. I can make Anna agree with all I do – lazy thing! I’ll have every single one of the rules kept, and I’ll make a few of my own, if I want to – and I’ll report anyone who gets out of hand. It’s worthwhile not going up into the third form, to be top of the second!

The others guessed a little what Elsie was thinking. Although they had not known the girl very well when they were first formers, they had heard the others talking about her. They knew Elsie would try to ‘get her own back’.

‘Just what a head girl shouldn’t do,’ said Janet. ‘She should try and set some sort of example to the others, or what’s the use of being a leader? Look at old Hilary, when she was head of the first form! She was a good sport and joined in everything – but she always knew where to draw the line without getting our backs up.’

‘I can’t bear Elsie,’ said Carlotta. ‘I would like to slap her hard.’

‘Oh, Carlotta! Have you still got that habit?’ said Bobby, pretending to be shocked. ‘Really, a second former, too! What would Elsie say?’

Elsie overheard the last remark. ‘What would I say to what?’ she asked, coming up.

‘Oh, nothing – Carlotta was simply saying she’d like to slap someone,’ said Bobby, with a grin.

‘Please understand, Carlotta, that you are in the second form now,’ said Elsie, in a cold voice. ‘We don’t even talk of slapping people!’

‘Yes, we do,’ said Carlotta. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know whom I want to slap, dear Elsie?’

Elsie heard the danger-note in Carlotta’s high voice, and put her nose in the air.

‘I’m not interested in your slapping habits,’ she said, and walked off.

‘Shut up now, Carlotta,’ said Bobby. ‘Don’t go and get all wild and Spanish again. You were bad enough with Prudence last term!’

‘Well, thank goodness old Sour-Milk Prudence was expelled!’ said Carlotta. ‘I wouldn’t have stayed if she had come back!’

It was the hour when all the second form were in their common-room, playing, working or chattering. They loved being together like that. The radio blared at one end of the room, and Doris and Bobby danced a ridiculous dance to the music. Gladys Hillman sat in a corner, looking as miserable as usual. Nobody could make anything of her. Isabel looked at her and felt sorry. She went over to her.
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