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                           Sister Frances (Irish, history and religion teacher and head of first year)

                
                           
                           Sister Agnes (maths teacher)
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                           Sinead Green

                
                           
                           Christine Costello


            
                        
                        	
                
                           
                           OTHER FIRST YEARS

                
                           
                           Patricia Forrest
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9
            Chapter One

         

         Clare examined her reflection in the mirror. She felt she looked years older than twelve all of a sudden.

         The pleated navy skirt, royal blue jumper and navy blazer with the school crest looked so smart. But it was the tie, in the blue and gold stripes of Sycamore Hill, that really made her look grown up.

         Behind her, reflected in the mirror, she could see Mam turning to the sales assistant, a slim blonde woman in her early twenties, her hair done up in a perfect beehive. When Mam had pushed open the door of the shop, making the little bell tinkle, the lady had looked them up and down as if she didn’t much like what she was seeing. Her eyes had lingered for a bit too long on Mam’s shabby brown coat before travelling down to rest on Clare’s battered old shoes.

         When Mam nervously asked for the uniform for Sycamore Hill, her eyebrows had shot up. ‘Sycamore Hill?’ She sounded as if she didn’t quite believe Mam, but then she’d said, ‘Of course, madam. Come this way, dear.’

         She’d led Clare into the fitting area. Clare had barely had time to shrug off her worn raincoat before the young lady had produced 10her measuring tape and started expertly taking her measurements.

         ‘Do you think the skirt is long enough?’ Mam was saying now, an anxious note in her voice. ‘Maybe we should try the bigger size. We need this to last a few years.’

         Clare felt the heat rise to her cheeks. Did Mam really need to draw attention to the fact that they couldn’t afford for her to grow out of her uniform? As if the sales assistant hadn’t worked that out for herself the moment she’d laid eyes on them.

         The sales assistant smiled thinly. ‘Very wise, I’m sure. I’ll get you the next size up.’

         ‘Mam, it’s fine,’ Clare muttered. ‘This one fits!’

         She thought of the grey skirt she’d had in primary school, down past her knees when she got it first and hanging off her waist, until she’d gradually grown into it. This navy skirt looked so much nicer. As if it was made for her.

         Mam crouched down to examine the hem. ‘There’s room to let it out, I suppose.’

         Over Mam’s shoulder Clare could see another girl trying on her uniform, twisting this way and that, an expression of horror on her pretty face. Beside her, her mother was exclaiming in delight. ‘Oh, Rose, don’t you look sweet? A proper little schoolgirl!’

         Her perfectly set curls bounced as she clapped her hands together, a silver bracelet gleaming on her slender wrist.

         The girl called Rose grimaced. Clare caught her eye in the 11reflection and quickly turned away. But Rose laughed and said, ‘Off to Sycamore Hill too, are you? I can’t wait! Except for having to wear this awful thing. Horrendous, isn’t it?’

         Clare mumbled something, unable to think how to respond. Mam rushed in to fill the gap.

         ‘Clare’s very excited, aren’t you, pet? It’s her first time away from family.’

         She addressed Rose’s mother. ‘It’s such a big change for them, isn’t it? I’m dreading putting her on that bus next week!’

         ‘Oh, I know!’ Rose’s mother said. ‘I simply can’t bear the thought. I’ll have to bring a whole bag full of hankies.’

         ‘Oh, Mum, stop embarrassing me,’ Rose said. ‘Can I take this off now? It’s going to be bad enough having to wear it full time once we start school.’

         ‘Oh, but you look so smart,’ Mam told her. ‘You both do.’

         ‘I don’t want to look smart,’ Rose said, wrinkling up her nose. ‘I want to look glamorous, or exciting, or pretty at the very least. And why does it have to be navy? It’s the most boring of all the boring colours.’

         Clare felt almost mesmerised by this confident girl who seemed so sure of her opinions – of her place in the world.

         Rose’s mother laughed again. ‘Oh, Rose, you’ll be the death of me! You’re thirteen years old – plenty of time for glamour when you’re as old as us!’

         She nudged Mam in a friendly sort of way, as if to say she 12knew she would agree with her. Clare thought this elegant lady looked at least ten years younger than Mam, whose skin was dry from spending so much time out of doors, and whose hands were chapped and wrinkled from years of dishes. Rose’s mother looked as if she’d never washed dishes in her life, Clare thought.

         The sales assistant reappeared with another skirt. ‘Here’s the bigger one you wanted.’

         Mam looked at the skirt, and at Clare’s face. ‘Thank you, but the one she has on is fine,’ she said firmly.

         The assistant scowled. ‘But I thought you said …’

         ‘Thank you,’ Mam repeated. ‘Now, I think we need a coat?’

         Clare squeezed Mam’s hand in silent thanks.

         ‘Better bring two!’ Rose’s mother said. ‘Save yourself another trip to the store room!’ She laughed.

         After the girl left, Rose’s mother moved closer to Mam and said in a conspiratorial whisper, ‘I’m not sure she’s found quite the right profession, has she? Her customer service leaves rather a lot to be desired!’

         Clare could almost see Mam’s spirits lifting. This well-dressed lady with the posh accent didn’t think much of the snooty sales assistant either.

         ‘You’ve got that spot on,’ Mam agreed, standing a little taller. ‘The customer is always right, that’s what I was told when I worked in Gallagher’s tea rooms.’

         ‘We should introduce ourselves!’ Rose’s mother said. ‘I’m Alice 13Carlisle, and this is Rose. It’ll be nice for her to know someone when she arrives at Sycamore Hill.’ She smiled kindly at Clare.

         ‘I’m Mary O’Neill,’ Mam said, shaking her hand, ‘and this is Clare.’

         Clare smiled shyly at Rose, who beamed back.

         The sales assistant came bustling back in, two gabardine coats thrown over her arm.

         ‘Oh no, not more navy,’ Rose groaned.

         ‘It hides the dirt, dear,’ the sales assistant said briskly.

         The two girls tried on the coats, turning this way and that to examine themselves in the long mirrors. Rose pulled a face again, but Clare thought she looked wonderful. She didn’t mention that the coat was two sizes too big. An oversized coat she could live with.

         The assistant then produced two berets, in the same royal blue as the jumpers.

         ‘Now this I like,’ Rose declared, placing it on her head and adjusting it to a jaunty angle. ‘Very Parisienne. Adds a certain je ne sais quoi.’

         Clare thought Rose’s French pronunciation sounded so sophisticated, and she did indeed look very stylish in the beret.

         ‘What do you think, Clare?’ Mrs Carlisle asked gently.

         ‘I like it all,’ Clare said softly, unable to stop looking at herself in the mirror. ‘I can’t wait to wear it at school.’ She still couldn’t believe she was going to Sycamore Hill. It was a dream come true. 14

         ‘Gosh, it must be nice to have such a grateful daughter!’ Mrs Carlisle laughed. ‘You don’t know how lucky you are, Mary.’

         Mam smiled at Clare. ‘She’s not the worst, I suppose.’

         ‘Now, the Sunday uniform!’ said the sales assistant.

         ‘There’s a different uniform for Sunday?’ Mam asked in surprise.

         ‘Of course,’ the sales assistant said. ‘A pinafore and cardigan instead of skirt and jumper. And then there’s the hockey gear and tennis whites.’

         ‘Goodness,’ Mam said faintly. She turned to Clare and whispered, ‘Thank goodness everything is covered!’

         Clare agreed fervently. She couldn’t imagine how much all these piles of clothes were going to cost.

          ‘Are we finished yet?’ Rose complained, as she wriggled out of the hockey skirt. ‘I feel like I have enough types of uniform for any possible occasion that might come up in the next three years, unless of course I actually want to look nice.’ She scowled at her navy gabardine as if she’d quite like to abandon it in the nearest dustbin.

         ‘That’s everything, dear,’ the sales assistant reassured her.

         Rose started looking through a rail of mini dresses, their gaudy colours and patterns a stark contrast to the plain navy uniform the sales assistant was busy packing up for her.

         She turned to Clare, holding up a dress with a geometric pattern of bright pinks and yellows. ‘Look at this!’ she breathed, an 15almost reverential tone in her voice. ‘Wouldn’t you just love to be buying this instead?’

         ‘Uh …’ Clare said, unsure how to answer. She tried to imagine herself in that glamorous, grown-up dress, and failed.

         ‘My biggest fear,’ Rose said, hanging the dress back on the rail and moving on to the next one, ‘is that mini dresses will go out of fashion before I’m old enough to wear them. That would be just tragic.’

         ‘Have you played hockey before?’ Clare asked, eyeing the crisp white hockey skirt the sales assistant was expertly folding.

         ‘No, just camogie,’ Rose said.

         ‘Me too,’ Clare said, pleased. ‘I’m looking forward to starting it though.’

         ‘So am I,’ said Rose. ‘We should try to get on the school team. Then you get to escape from school at weekends to go on trips.’

         ‘Sounds great,’ said Clare with a smile.

         ‘Come along, Rose,’ Mrs Carlisle said. ‘Nice to meet you, Mary and Clare. We’ll see you in a few weeks’ time!’

         ‘See you then,’ Clare said, beaming. It was great to know there would be one friendly face on the first day.

         Mam turned to Clare. ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Treat time! What would you say to a cup of tea and a sticky bun?’

         ‘Really?’ asked Clare, beaming. Tea in a café was a rare treat.

         And having Mam all to herself for once made it even more special.
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            Chapter Two

         

         The letter offering Clare the scholarship to Sycamore Hill had arrived on a Tuesday morning during the Easter holidays. Clare was peeling apples at the kitchen table for an Eve’s pudding. When she heard the rattle of the letterbox, Mam stopped in the middle of making the topping, dusted her hands off on her apron and went to pick up the post. Clare was daydreaming as she watched the apple peels falling into the bowl in long ribbons. She jumped in fright as she heard Mam screaming.

         ‘Clare! Oh, Clare!’

         Clare dropped the apple peeler and sprang to her feet, sending the bowl clattering across the floor. She ran out to the hallway where Mam stood clutching the letter, tears running down her face.

         ‘What is it, Mam? What’s wrong?’

         ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ Mam said, laughing through her tears. ‘You’ve been offered the scholarship, Clare. You’re off to Sycamore Hill!’

         She folded Clare into her arms. Clare stood there in shock, her face pressed into Mam’s floury apron. Sycamore Hill! She could 17hardly believe it.

         ‘My little Clare!’ Mam was saying. ‘What a wonderful opportunity for you!’

         Clare had been dreaming of going to Sycamore Hill ever since Miss Doyle had pressed the school brochure into her hand.

         ‘This is where a clever girl like you should be going,’ she’d said. ‘Not that there’s anything wrong with the convent next door, don’t get me wrong. But you’ve got brains to burn, my dear, and you’ll find them well stretched at Sycamore Hill.’

         The school looked like a medieval castle, perched high on a clifftop overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. Clare gazed at the photos of fresh-faced, smiling girls, doing experiments in a fancy science lab, singing in the church choir in their smart navy uniform, running around sports pitches and going on excursions. She could hardly believe Miss Doyle thought she could be one of those girls.

         Now she had her very own navy uniform, and everything else besides. She helped Mam sew name labels on dozens of items. As well as her uniform and all her sports gear, she needed two sets of sheets, napkins, handkerchiefs, pyjamas and a dressing gown. She had a hockey stick and a tennis racket. She had to have her own set of cutlery, her name scratched into the handle of each spoon, knife and fork.

         ‘What a lot of fuss!’ Marianne complained. ‘Why do you need all this stuff?’ 18

         Clare bit her tongue. She knew Marianne was just jealous. She hated that, as the oldest, Clare got to do everything first. Like Clare, she had read all the school stories and longed for a chance to experience it for herself. Instead she had to wear Clare’s hand-me-down uniform and go back to the same old primary school again.

         Lily was much more encouraging. She came over to see all of Clare’s new possessions and oohed and aahed over everything in a most gratifying way.

         Lily stroked the soft material of Clare’s school jumper and sighed with envy. ‘I wish I was going with you!’ she said. ‘It’s going to be strange starting at the convent without you.’

         ‘I wish you were too,’ Clare said with feeling.

         There was, Clare felt, a distance between them now, a space measured in navy blazers and hockey sticks and tuck boxes.

         ‘Will you write to me?’ Lily asked. ‘I’ll be dying to hear all about it.’

         ‘Of course I will,’ Clare promised. ‘I’ll tell you every little detail, you’ll be sick of hearing about it.’

         ‘Do you think it’s really like the books?’ Lily asked. ‘With midnight feasts, and playing tricks on teachers?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ Clare said. ‘I hope so! I hope there’s a jolly French teacher who gets taken in by everything.’

         Lily laughed. ‘More likely it’ll be a grouchy old nun!’

         ‘Come on,’ said Clare. ‘Let’s go down to the woods. There’s still 19time before tea.’

         * * *

         As the day for her to leave grew closer, Clare began to feel worried about what a big change it would mean. She’d miss coming home from school to tell Mam all her news; the brown teapot sitting on the table between them while Mam sat down for five minutes as she always did, taking a break from all the housework to hear about Clare’s day, and the smell of scones filling the warm kitchen. Marianne and Louise running in and out, making noise and looking for things they’d put down somewhere and lost track of. Dad coming home from work and kicking off his boots in front of the fire.

         And what if she didn’t make any friends? She thought of Rose who’d been so friendly in the shop that day, but someone as shiny and golden as Rose would soon be surrounded by friends at school, hanging on to her every word. She’d have no time for someone as boring and ordinary as Clare.

         * * *

         Aunt Tess came over for tea. Aunt Tess was Mam’s youngest sister and Clare’s favourite aunt. She travelled all over the world through her job as an air hostess and there was always a row of 20postcards from her destinations lined up on the mantelpiece.

         ‘I can’t believe our wee Clare is off to Sycamore Hill!’ Tess said. ‘You’ll do us all proud, I know. Now, I’ve brought you something for going away, so stay right there and I’ll just bring it in from the car.’

         ‘What do you think it is?’ Clare asked Mam as Tess disappeared.

         ‘I couldn’t say,’ Mam said with a small smile.

         Tess strode back in carrying a large suitcase, covered in labels from far-flung destinations. Clare gasped.

         ‘Oh, Aunt Tess …’

         ‘You’ve always liked this suitcase!’ Tess said, grinning.

         Clare was examining the suitcase all over. She read the labels – Paris – Madrid – Rome – New York – and best of all, Athens. She seemed to see the sun-kissed white houses of Greece, with pink bougainvillea climbing towards their blue roofs, through this grimy old label. The sturdy clasps of the suitcase kept everything safe. And inside, the little pocket where Tess had always kept spare lipsticks and face powder in case anything happened to her makeup bag.

         Her eyes shone as she asked, ‘Oh, Tess, are you really giving this to me?’

         ‘I am,’ Tess said. ‘Unless now you’re too fancy to be taking a second-hand suitcase to school? I’d happily buy you a new one, but I had a feeling you’d prefer this.’ 21

         ‘Oh, yes,’ Clare said, her hand still running over the brown stitching. ‘But won’t you need it, Aunt Tess?’

         Aunt Tess glanced at Mam. ‘Well, no, pet, I won’t. The fact is myself and Mick have decided to get married. So I’ll be giving up the old job and settling down to keep house.’

         ‘Oh, Tess!’ Clare flung her arms around her aunt. ‘How exciting! When is the wedding?’

         ‘The end of October. We couldn’t have you missing it, so we’re waiting for the school holidays.’

         Clare found herself torn between thinking how wonderful it was that Tess was marrying Mick, who she really liked – he had the most lovely, twinkly eyes and was always joking around, making Tess and all the rest of them squeal with laughter – and how awful that it meant she’d no longer be able to do the job she loved. She didn’t suppose that Mick would have to give up his job just because he was getting married. His life would continue pretty much the same as before, except that Tess would have his dinner there waiting for him and his shirts ironed when he got home.

         ‘I won’t get married, if that’s what it means,’ Clare thought to herself. ‘Not unless they change the rules. I don’t see why I should have to give up my job. I want to be just like Tess, and travel everywhere, and see all there is to see.’

         As Tess was leaving, she took Clare aside. ‘I’ve another little present for you, but don’t tell Mam,’ she said, a mischievous glint 22in her eyes.

         She handed Clare a small paper bag, and Clare unwrapped it to find a gleaming silver pocket torch.

         ‘Very useful for reading under the covers after lights out – or midnight adventures!’ Tess said with a grin.

         ‘Oh, brilliant!’ Clare said, thrilled at the thought of both. ‘Thanks so much, Tess!’

         ‘You are more than welcome, my pet,’ Tess said, giving her a hug. ‘Now have an amazing time, won’t you? Do us all proud!’
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            Chapter Three

         

         ‘Right, Clare, we’d better hit the road!’ Dad said, as Clare looked around the kitchen one more time. ‘Can’t keep the school bus waiting!’

         Mam had wanted to come with them, to see her off, but Clare had persuaded her not to. ‘You’ll cry, and then I’ll cry, and that’s not a good way to start,’ she said firmly.

         She didn’t mention the fact that Mam coming would mean Marianne and Louise coming along too, and that was something Clare definitely didn’t want.

         Mam had been a little hurt, but she had given in. The tearful goodbyes took place in the privacy of their own kitchen. Mam hugged Clare tightly and in spite of herself Clare found herself clinging on just as tightly. She had that sickish feeling of not wanting to leave and knowing she had to, as if she was just waiting for the homesickness to start before she had even left.

         Dad was cheerful and upbeat on the drive into Donegal town. He gave a running commentary on the doings of their neighbours as they passed. ‘Mrs O’Donnell would want to start picking those blackberries before the birds have them all picked for 24her … There’s wee Jimmy Patterson, looking for trouble as usual … Would you look at the state of Paddy Burke’s place? He was meant to finish painting that shed weeks ago.’

         Clare was glad that he kept talking, distracting her from the fact that she’d soon be leaving him.

         Her spirits lifted as they arrived in the town centre and she saw that the Diamond was swarming with girls dressed in navy. Some stood together in groups, chatting and laughing, while others were still saying goodbye to parents. She looked for Rose, but couldn’t see her among the throng.

         ‘Here we are now,’ Dad said, pulling into a parking space. He reached over and patted Clare’s hand. ‘Now don’t be worrying about anything. You’ll be just grand. I’m sure it’ll all seem strange and new at first but you’ll soon settle in. And aren’t they lucky to have you?’

         ‘Thanks, Dad.’

         They got out of the car and Dad lifted Clare’s large suitcase out of the boot. Clare pulled her beret firmly down on her head and grabbed her smaller bag. She took a deep breath. This was it!

         Dad led the way to where a nun was standing ticking off names on a list. Her long black habit reached all the way to the ground. Beneath her black veil and white wimple she had a motherly face.

         ‘Hello, Sister. This is Clare O’Neill,’ Dad told her.

         ‘You’re very welcome, Clare,’ the nun said with a friendly smile. ‘I’m Sister Frances. Let me see – you’re on the first bus just beside 25us here. Now, why don’t you say your goodbyes, and then you can go ahead and find a seat on the bus. We’ll be leaving shortly.’

         She turned to talk to the next set of parents, and Clare looked up at Dad, who gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Well, looks like this is it, pet. Have a safe trip and write as soon as you can! Your mother will be looking forward to hearing all about it.’

         ‘I will,’ Clare said, swallowing down the lump in her throat. She gave Dad a quick hug then turned away, not wanting to linger over the goodbyes.

         On the bus, Clare once again scanned the sea of girls, but there was no sign of Rose’s bright blonde curls. She made her way down the aisle and slid into the first empty seat she found, glad to be able to sit by the window.

         ‘Is this seat taken?’ A freckle-faced, brown-haired girl was standing smiling at her.

         ‘No, go ahead,’ Clare said.

         ‘Oh, good.’ The girl swung her bag under the seat in front of Clare and flopped into the seat beside her. ‘Are you in first year too? I was going to sit with one of my sisters but they told me I should go and find someone else new.’

         ‘Oh, you have sisters in the school?’ Clare asked.

         ‘Yes, Sorcha is in fifth year and Siobhan is in third year. I’m Sinead,’ the girl added.

         ‘I’m Clare,’ Clare said. ‘Nice to meet you.’

         She immediately felt silly for using such a grown-up phrase, 26but Sinead didn’t seem to take any notice. She launched into a stream of talk.

         ‘I’ve been to Sycamore Hill loads of times already, of course. Prize-giving, Christmas concerts, summer sports days. And sometimes Daddy drives Sorcha and Siobhan to school instead of them getting the bus, and I go with them in the car, but I said I really wanted to get the bus this time, because it’s my first time, and it’s part of the whole experience, you know?’

         ‘I know what you mean,’ Clare said. ‘It’s–’

         ‘You get to meet people on the bus, you know? Siobhan sat beside this girl Geraldine on her first trip to Sycamore Hill, and they’ve been best friends ever since.’

         ‘Oh, that’s–’

         ‘Of course, some people have further to go. One bus comes from Galway, and one comes all the way from Dublin. They stop here so they can collect the Donegal girls.’

         Clare wondered if they’d be leaving soon. She craned her neck to see what the bus driver was doing, but he was reading the paper as if he was in no hurry, while the last few girls continued to get on the bus. There was still no sign of Rose.

         Across the aisle, a small red-haired girl sat alone, her eyes red as if she had been crying. Clare’s heart ached with sympathy for her, and she wondered if she should say something. But Sinead was talking again.

         ‘I bet the ones who’ve come from Dublin are glad to stretch 27their legs. It’s a long drive! I wonder if any of the first years have made friends already. Sorcha says some of the Dublin girls just hang out together and ignore everyone else. Can you believe it?’

         Another girl sat down beside the redhead and greeted Sinead. ‘Hello again!’

         ‘Hi, Christine! Great to see you! Can you believe it’s our turn at last?’ Sinead turned back to Clare. ‘Christine’s sister is in Sorcha’s year so we’ve been meeting each other at these school things for years.’

         Christine was introducing herself to the girl beside her. The girl spoke so softly that Clare didn’t catch her name.

         At last Sister Frances boarded the bus and the driver closed the door. Sinead and Christine cheered.

         ‘All right, girls, settle down,’ Sister Frances said mildly.

         ‘That’s Sister Frances,’ Sinead told Clare. ‘My sisters say she’s one of the good ones. Sister Columba now, you wouldn’t want to mess about near her, she’d eat the face off you. And Sister Hilda is meant to be a demon. But Sister Frances is a big softie.’

         Sinead continued to talk about everything her sisters had told her. Clare’s head was beginning to ache a little with the effort of keeping up with the endless flow of talk. Luckily, Sinead didn’t seem to need any answers, apart from an occasional, ‘Really?’ or ‘Oh, I see.’

         She glanced across the aisle. Christine was talking to the girl in front of her, who had twisted around in her seat. The redhead 28was just staring out the window, ignoring them all.

         Sinead turned to join in the conversation with Christine, and Clare was glad of the chance to gaze out the window. She didn’t know this part of Donegal very well, but she thought it had a beautiful wild feel to it as it went rolling by. The landscape was only interrupted by stone walls that seemed to creep up hillsides – for what, she couldn’t imagine. For miles she saw no sign of life except sheep.

         A sign ahead told her they were coming in to Whitecastle. Clare sat up straighter. This was the town near to the school, she knew, where they were allowed to go on occasional outings. She was glad to see it had a library beside the post office. She hoped they’d be able to go there, as well as to the library in the school.

         ‘Oh, this is Whitecastle,’ Sinead said. ‘We get to come in here sometimes to buy sweets and things.’

         ‘Yes, I know,’ Clare told her. ‘I read it in the brochure.’ She was getting tired of Sinead acting like she was the expert. She might have sisters in Sycamore Hill, but she was a new girl just like the rest of them.

         The town was one long street, with shops and pubs. A parish hall stood beside the church, its pretty window boxes spilling over with flowers. Clare spotted a café too, and hoped they might be allowed to go there sometimes.

         Soon the town was left behind, and they were out in the open countryside once more. Surely it couldn’t be much further. 29

         Then the bus rounded a corner, and the vast grey building of Sycamore Hill seemed to rise above them, towering over the valley below. From this angle it looked as if it was perched right on the edge of the cliff, a sheer fall to the waves crashing below.
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            Chapter Four

         

         Clare couldn’t take her eyes off it.

         All around her the other first years had suddenly fallen silent, just as taken aback as she was by the magnificent sight before them. It looked more like a castle than a school, standing three storeys high with towers reaching into the grey sky. One tower stood taller than the others, a narrow slit of a window looking over the school grounds.

         ‘Not bad, is it?’ Sinead said complacently. ‘It used to be a castle, you know. In medieval times it was filled with lords and ladies and there were hunting parties and balls. Then it was donated to the nuns.’

         ‘And all the fun came to an end,’ Christine finished for her.

         The two girls laughed, but Clare didn’t join in, still captivated by the vision before her. It felt like stepping back in time.

         The bus wound its way up the steep driveway to the school, then came to a halt.

         ‘All right, girls, here we are,’ said Sister Frances. ‘Make sure you don’t forget anything!’

         There was a flurry of activity as the girls gathered up their 31belongings. Hats were retrieved from the racks overhead, coats were found and put on, and Clare saw one girl scrambling under her seat to find a lemonade bottle that had rolled away. One by one, the girls got off the bus and waited to be told what to do next.

         Clare spotted a familiar blonde head getting off the bus in front.

         ‘Rose! Hey, Rose!’ Clare didn’t give herself a chance to feel shy, or wonder if it was a good idea. She ran up to where Rose was fumbling with her travel bag. ‘Do you need a hand?’

         Rose looked up with a smile. ‘Oh, it’s you, Clare! I was wondering where you were, I didn’t see you on the bus.’

         Clare felt a warm fuzzy glow. Rose had been looking for her too! ‘I was on the one behind yours.’

         ‘We’re supposed to stay in our groups, Clare,’ Sinead said loudly, marching past with Christine and the red-haired girl following behind her.

         Rose stared. ‘Who’s she? She seems to think she’s in charge but she’s far too young to be a prefect!’

         Clare lowered her voice. ‘She’s a first year just like us! I was sitting beside her on the bus. She was acting like she knows everything there is to know about Sycamore Hill just because she has two big sisters who are here already.’

         ‘Huh. So what? I bet she doesn’t know half as much as she’s making out. Anyway, I’d rather find out for myself,’ Rose said. 32

         ‘Me too,’ Clare agreed.

         ‘First years, line up here please!’ It was Sister Frances again, walking briskly along to make sure all the girls were getting into line. ‘Thank you! Now, if you follow me into the main hall, you will be shown to your dormitories, and then I’m sure you are more than ready for a hot meal!’

         There was murmured agreement along the line, and Sister Frances laughed.

         ‘I hope we’re together,’ Rose whispered to Clare. ‘I don’t know anyone else!’
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