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            ‘I loved the Malory Towers books when I was a child, and was excited to read First Term at Fernside. It’s like reading Enid Blyton – except with more warmth and kindness.’

            Judi Curtin, author of the Lily and Alice novel series

            ‘With everything from buttery toast, cute pets and team sports, to daring escapades, forging friendships and boarding-school rules that are made to be broken. Top marks for a terrific boarding-school adventure about friendship, empathy and bravery.’

            Eve McDonnell, author of Elsetime and The Chestnut Roaster

            ‘A joy, with all the best-loved features of Blyton’s school stories – dorm japes and fearsome matrons – but a refreshingly modern sensibility and diverse cast. An instant classic.’

            Joanna Nadin, author of A Calamity of Mannerings

            ‘Full of quirky, fun characters struggling with everything from fitting in and making the school netball team to a mysterious animal-napper. Perfect for fans of Murder Most Unladylike.’

            Alison Weatherby, author of The Secrets Act

            ‘The loneliness as well as the fun of being at boarding school is so realistic, and the way the girls pull together is heart-warming.’

            Leila Rasheed, author of At Somerton: Secrets and Sapphires

            ‘A homage to the classic school story, full of debates about freedom and opening up to the wider world.’

            Pádraic Whyte, Associate Professor in Children’s Literature, Trinity College Dublin
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            For Elaine Fenton, with much love and thanks for many years of friendship.

From Kingscote to Fernside, and everything in between.
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            Chapter 1

            Back to School

         

         At least Linnet would not be on the train to embarrass Robin in front of her friends. Uncle Linus was driving her all the way to Belfast in his motor car. His precious Linnet couldn’t take the train! He had offered to take Robin too, and for a grim moment Robin thought Mother would insist on her travelling with her cousin, but luckily she understood.

         ‘The train’s more fun,’ Robin told her. ‘We meet at the station and then an omnibus takes us all the way through Belfast to Fernside House. You should hear the noise when we all see each other again!’

         ‘I can imagine.’ Mother shuddered. ‘Your poor teachers.’ And then, as though there could be no doubt about it, ‘I’m sure you and Linnet will be the best of friends before the term’s out. And of course she’ll be coming here for half term.’

         ‘Not best friends.’ Even if Linnet hadn’t been – well, weird, Robin already had Babs as her best friend. Besides, Linnet was 8only twelve, and had never been to school. Robin had been thirteen for ages; they wouldn’t be in the same form.

         Hopefully.

         As for half term – that was two months away. No point in worrying about it yet.

         ‘Maybe you should know …’ Mother began, and then shook her head. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Go and have a lovely term.’

         Now, as the train squealed into the station at Queen’s Quay, Robin pulled her case and her precious hockey stick down from the luggage rack and grinned at Babs and the others in her carriage.

         A new girl, who’d spent the whole journey staring out the window, back very straight, face very still, gathered her things with a listless air.

         ‘Bags the front seat in the omnibus,’ Babs said.

         Third formers can’t bags,’ said Nell McGreavy, the prefect in charge. ‘Only upper fifth and above.’

         ‘We’re lower fourth now, actually,’ stated Babs. ‘Anyway, I always sit in the front. Last year I told the Teapot I’d be sick if I didn’t.’

         ‘You shouldn’t call her the Teapot,’ said Evangeline McBride. Her father was a minister so she was always searching for the good in people. ‘It’s unkind.’

         ‘Well, she shouldn’t go round looking exactly like a teapot, then, should she?’ Babs shook her short fair hair. ‘I’m only being – that thing Miss Rea’s always saying. Observant.’ She pushed her spectacles up her nose. 9

         The new girl sighed.

         The train came to a screeching stop and Robin flung open the door and blinked out into the steam and smoke, which cleared to reveal Miss Taylor, round and beady-eyed, waiting on the platform with a list and a frown.

         ‘You’re late,’ she said, as though Robin personally had been driving the train. ‘The Bangor train’s been in for ages.’

         Nell stepped forward with a detailed account of a delay at Ballygowan owing to some sheep straying onto the line.

         ‘That will do, Nell,’ Miss Taylor said. ‘Take the girls outside – two by two please and quietly! The omnibus is waiting. Now, who’s this?’ She turned to the new girl and glanced down her list. ‘Frances Elliott?’

         ‘Fran.’

         ‘Chum with Evangeline.’

         Evangeline gave Fran a broad welcoming smile, and they all trooped through the station and on to the waiting omnibus which had a cardboard sign in the front window: Fernside House.

         They climbed in to a welcoming roar which subsided as Miss Taylor hauled herself aboard. ‘Settle down,’ she said. ‘You know Fernside House girls are supposed to be young ladies. Barbara Wylie – sit down at once!’

         Babs looked at the two upper fifths in possession of the front seat, glanced at Miss Taylor to gauge if it was worth arguing, but 10Nell McGreavy gave her a not-too-gentle shove and said, ‘For goodness sake, sit. You lower fourths get worse every term,’ and Babs and Robin slid into the nearest free seat.

         Since Miss Taylor was one of the strictest mistresses, the roar diminished to quiet chatter as the bus rattled along. This was Robin’s second year, and as she looked out at the narrow streets, full of carts and people rushing about – women in shawls chatting in doorways, girls swinging round lamp posts, boys trundling soapbox gliders – she thought how different this Belfast was from the area round Fernside House. Here was noise and crowds and redbricked terraced houses, and grubby corner shops, and newspaper boys leaning against walls shouting, ‘Tele!’, their big sacks of the Belfast Telegraph slung over their shoulders.

         But soon the omnibus ran along by the river, past grand houses in leafy grounds, some even with their own gate lodges. Out and out they went, to the southern edge of the city, where, especially at night after the trams stopped running, you felt you were in the countryside.

         Robin gave a contented wriggle at the prospect of a brand new school year.

         ‘Hockey this term,’ she said to Babs, who was frowning at the backs of the girls in front, talking in their earnest upper-fifth way about the new science laboratory which had been put up in the holidays. Imagine talking about lessons when you didn’t have to! ‘We must beat Ellis House!’ 11

         ‘Hmm.’ Babs didn’t even pretend to like games. But Robin was almost sure to be in the junior eleven this year: lower fourths were often included, and she was one of the best players. Lucy, the games captain, had told her so last year, a moment Robin revisited again and again when she needed to cheer herself up.

         Miss Taylor read out the dorm lists – Robin was in Lilac, with Babs, Fran and Evangeline, as well as another new girl and – as she had feared – Linnet.

         ‘What’s your cousin like?’ Babs asked. Robin was about to say ghastly, the most awful cry-baby and terribly weird, but stopped herself. It was unfair when Linnet wasn’t here to defend herself. Anyway, they would all find out soon enough, and maybe Linnet would become friends with Evangeline. Or Fran. And the more she chummed with them, the less likely she was to blight Robin’s life. So it wasn’t only kindness that made her say, ‘I don’t know her very well.’

         And now the journey was nearly over! The omnibus was turning off the main road into Fernside Road, past the short terrace of whitewashed cottages, past Miss Larkin’s shop which was out of bounds except for prefects, past the three brand-new villas opposite. Soon they would pass the house which used to be a farm and still had red gates, and then the three or four big houses similar to Fernside House.

         Suddenly Fran leapt up with a yell. ‘Stop the bus!’ She started to squeeze out past a very confused Evangeline. 12

         ‘Frances Elliott!’ Miss Taylor sounded furious. ‘Are you ill?’

         ‘No!’ Fran pointed out the window, where a scruffy grey horse in the shafts of a cart laden with boxes and sacks was standing outside Larkin’s shop, head down, resting a hoof. ‘That poor horse! We must do something!’

         The bus slowed, but Miss Taylor cried out, ‘Drive on please!’

         ‘No!’ Fran sounded fierce. ‘That horse needs help. We can’t just drive by.’

         Robin knew what she meant: the horse certainly looked pathetic, thin and scabby, but no more so than lots of the horses you saw in the city. ‘It’s Mr Herron’s horse,’ she explained. ‘He delivers fruit and vegetables from his market garden.’

         ‘It’s not fit to pull that big cart!’ Fran was white with indignation, freckles standing out on her cheeks. Her blue school hat had flown off when she had jumped up, showing red hair, freshly bobbed for school like Robin’s own. ‘Look at the whip marks on its poor sides!’

         Robin picked up the hat and handed it to her. ‘It’s very sad,’ she said, ‘but there’s nothing we can do.’

         ‘I give half of my pocket money to Our Dumb Friends’ League,’ said Evangeline. ‘You could do that if you want to help animals.’

         ‘That’s a good idea.’ For once Robin felt grateful for Evangeline. ‘Honestly, Fran, you can’t leap about and shout in school – you’ll get into trouble. And look – here we are!’

         The bus was slowing. 13

         Fernside House was the second-last house on the road. The very last one was Rowanbank, and as the road led only to some fields and then the river, and Rowanbank had been empty for years, the school was very secluded. Miss Rea was always telling parents how healthy and wholesome it was, and yet how close to the cultural advantages of the city. Which meant that sometimes you were taken by tram to the Municipal Museum, which was never quite as interesting as Miss Rea believed. More importantly, Robin thought, there were other girls’ schools nearby to play hockey matches against. And you had green space around too; the garden of course, and the hockey pitch and the tennis courts and – not strictly allowed, but not expressly forbidden – the neglected, glorious wilderness of Rowanbank next door.

         As he approached the gateway, the driver said, ‘This here gateway’s too narrow for my bus.’

         ‘Never mind, we’ll walk,’ Miss Taylor said. ‘All the better to view the improvements. The exercise will do everyone good.’ She patted her own stout sides. Babs raised her eyebrows and Robin tried not to giggle.

         In fact, Miss Taylor set a brisk pace, striding down the shrub-lined driveway as if marching into battle.

         ‘Why’s the driveway so long?’ Babs complained. ‘It’s all right for the Teapot; she hasn’t got a suitcase and a silly old hockey stick.’ 14

         ‘Look, girls,’ Miss Taylor gestured ahead. ‘Our new science lab!’

         And there, at right angles to the old, ivy-clad Fernside House, stood a brand-new building. Robin hadn’t thought much about the science laboratory; if she had imagined anything it was a small hut, but this was a long, red-brick building with a row of six windows and freshly painted double doors. The date 1925 was carved neatly on a stone over the doorway. Mim, the school cat, a tortoiseshell of huge proportions and disdainful expression, was licking her paws in a patch of sunlight on its doorstep and did not look up. It would take more than the arrival of an omnibus’s worth of girls to distract Mim.

         The upper fifths oohed and aahed. Babs said, ‘Well, it’s nice to have something shiny and modern around this old dump.’ Only Robin seemed to see that the building took up half the hockey pitch, and the half that had not been built over was all rubbly and rough, cordoned off with a rope and warning, with a big red-painted sign: Out of Bounds.

         The hockey pitch, her very favourite bit of Fernside House, had disappeared.
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            Chapter 2

            You Can’t Cry

         

         Linnet had expected school to be scary. But not this scary.

         From the moment Daddy said goodbye at the steps of the forbidding grey, ivy-covered house that she was somehow expected to live in with dozens of other girls, it was nothing but bustle and noise and orders, and scampering, scampering, scampering to keep up – and all the time a painful refrain throbbed in her heart.

         You can’t cry. You can’t cry. You can’t cry, it beat out as she scurried to unpack her things into the top two drawers of the scuffed chest beside her bed – her cousin Robin was to have the neighbouring bed and the bottom two drawers.

         You can’t cry, it warned when Matron, all starch and disapproval, said that she had never met a girl so clumsy and to pick up her underclothes from the floor this instant.

         You can’t cry, it reminded her when an older girl called Lucy helped her to carry her trunk out to the door of the dormitory to be picked up and taken to the trunk room. Lucy was obviously 16being kind when she said how exciting for Linnet’s parents to be going abroad; she couldn’t have known how the words would stab and gouge. Only a year, Daddy said. Not long, Mummy had added.

         A year was forever. She had been at Fernside House for – she checked her new wristwatch – forty-seven minutes, and already she longed to leave with an ache so fierce that she couldn’t even think the word home without tears pushing at the backs of her eyes.

         Home! The quiet house with everything familiar and cosy, where she knew how to be without even thinking. Lessons with kind Miss Devlin, and her own books and best of all, her garden. She couldn’t bear to think of what would happen to it without her – her roses unloved, her strawberries uneaten – well, the birds would enjoy them, that wasn’t so bad. You can’t cry. You can’t cry. She looked round the bedroom – dormitory, she must remember to say – and wondered if it would feel friendlier or scarier when full of girls. She counted the beds: six. How could she sleep with five other girls? The only one she knew was Robin, but she hadn’t seen her for ages.

         ‘What on earth are you doing still in the dormitory?’ Matron filled the doorway, arms full of towels, apron crackling. ‘Did I or did I not tell you to go to the junior common room to wait for the train girls?’

         ‘You did, but I couldn’t remember …’ 17

         ‘Bottom of the stairs, third door on the left. Opposite the portrait of Miss Burn. You can’t possibly miss it.’

         Linnet wasn’t so sure, but she trailed out of the room and tried to remember how to get to the stairs. She frowned. Right, she thought, past some doors, and then …

         ‘Back stairs!’ called Matron, as if she had eyes in the back of her head, and Linnet turned and scuttled on – anywhere, just to escape. Maybe there would be a bathroom she could hide in until she calmed down. Oh, all these doors! They all looked the same! She flung one open at random, but it was only another dormitory, empty and silent, lace curtains fluttering in the open window. Little whines were starting at the back of her throat; she despised herself, but she was powerless against them, and her cheeks were already damp. Another second and she’d be properly sobbing, and in what Mummy called one of Linnet’s states.

         A commotion somewhere below. A stern shout: ‘Girls! I know you’re excited to be back, but there’s no need to sound like harridans. Up to the dorms straight away. You all know where to go. Evangeline, look after Fran.’

         ‘Of course, Miss Taylor.’

         ‘Back stairs, Barbara Wylie.’

         All the names! All the noise! And now a ferocious clatter of shoes and giggles and the corridor gushed with girls – not the trickle who, like her, had arrived in ones and twos by car, but 18dozens, more girls than she had seen in her whole life, all chattering at the tops of their voices.

         ‘Bags the bed by the window!’

         ‘We’re in Rose again! Bags not the bed with the saggy mattress.’

         Linnet pressed herself against the wall and let them stream past. Most of them glanced at her, some smiled, but all were too excited to stop for a tear-stained new girl. And then, into the sea of bright unknown faces, the brown and red and fair bobbed heads, swam a face she knew, a face surrounded by the same straight mousey hair as her own, and with the same green-flecked eyes.

         ‘Robin!’ She flung grateful, drowning arms round her cousin.

         Robin stiffened and did not hug her back, and behind her she heard a scornful giggle.

         ‘I assume this is your cousin,’ said a cool, amused voice. ‘You didn’t say she was so – exuberant.’

         Linnet gulped. ‘Oh – I’m not,’ she tried to explain. She had been so close to crying that her voice came out strangled and high. She took a deep, calming breath. ‘I’m usually very quiet. I was just relieved to see Robin.’

         ‘Clearly.’ A fair-haired girl with glasses, the owner of that cool voice, emerged from the crowd and looked Linnet up and down. ‘We don’t go in for that kind of thing at Fernside House.’ 19

         ‘Babs!’ A girl with long brown plaits shook her head. ‘Don’t be horrible.’ She smiled at Linnet. ‘I’m Evangeline,’ she said. ‘This is Fran – she’s new too.’ Fran had red hair and a distracted air.

         ‘Let’s go, before Matron lectures us on loitering.’ Robin extricated herself from Linnet’s embrace and stalked off to Lilac dorm.

         Linnet hovered. What should she do? Matron had sent her to the junior common room, but now that the others had arrived, was she meant to stay with them instead? Evangeline looked back and said, ‘Come with us, Linnet. Meet everyone properly.’ She took this as her cue and, dashing at her eyes to rub away those treacherous tears, scurried after the others.

         So this was how the dorm felt with all the girls! Noisy and bouncing. Like living in an ant colony. Except ants were more businesslike. Also, if you lived in an ant colony you would be the same as everyone else; you would all be ants. Linnet looked from girl to girl as they unpacked, firing open drawers, banging wardrobe doors, all the time chattering, chattering, chattering, and she didn’t feel like one of them at all. Fran was unpacking with glum competence, not dropping anything. Robin was saying she would die without hockey, and Evangeline was saying it would be all right, and Robin was saying she didn’t see how, and Babs was saying good riddance to hockey as far as she was concerned.

         It was a foreign language. 20

         Linnet dared not think about her silent room at home, the window seat where she would sit for hours listening for birdsong and watching the bees and butterflies in the buddleia beneath.

         It felt as if all the rush and chatter was inside her, and if she didn’t escape she would burst. But outside the dorm was even scarier. Swallowing panic, she dashed to the open window and yanked it up further so at least she could breathe fresh air. For a moment she only breathed, and then she looked.

         The back garden: flowerbeds, a small shrubbery, vegetable patches, a tennis court. Then a high wooden fence and beyond it …

         Green, green, green – a little wood of gnarled old trees, and thick shrubs and wildflowers, nothing but foliage sloping down to a dark line that she knew must be the River Lagan. And beyond that, the far bank was lined with hedgerows and then thickly wooded slopes.

         Linnet closed her eyes, and when she opened them again the view was still there.

         ‘Oh!’ she couldn’t help crying out. ‘It’s wonderful!’

         Robin joined her at the window. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s one of the best things about school.’

         ‘But that’s not all Fernside House, is it? There’s a fence and a hedge …’

         ‘It’s not the school grounds, no,’ Robin explained, ‘but it’s right next door. It’s called Rowanbank. There’s a house – you can’t see 21it through the trees – and lots of old sheds and stables. Nobody lives there – it’s been empty for ages.’

         ‘And are we allowed to go there?’ Linnet hardly dared ask the question.

         ‘Not exactly allowed. But we do – there’s a gap in the fence. I’ll show you if you like.’

         ‘It looks like an enchanted wilderness,’ said Linnet.

         ‘I don’t know about enchanted wilderness,’ Robin said, ‘but it’s brilliant for hide-and-seek. Some of those trees are just begging to be climbed.’

         ‘There must be rowans. I always think they’re magical.’

         ‘I suppose so. I never thought about the name, actually,’ Robin said, which Linnet found very odd.

         Babs joined them at the window and gave a low whistle when she saw the view. ‘Gosh!’ she said. ‘Mabel slept in Lilac last term. She said it had the best view, but I thought that was just Mabel showing off.’

         ‘And it’s one of the bigger dorms,’ Robin said.

         ‘I think it’s quite small,’ Linnet said, ‘for six people. If you calculated how much space each girl has, it’s probably only about—’

         ‘Why don’t you measure it?’ Babs suggested.

         Evangeline said, looking up from her packing, ‘There aren’t six. Only five.’

         Robin went to the empty bed on the other side of Linnet’s and read out the little card on the pillow. ‘Sadie Hayes. Do we know Sadie Hayes?’ 22

         ‘She must be new,’ Evangeline said. ‘Miss Taylor did say we’d another new girl with us. Isn’t that nice?’ She beamed. ‘You’ll soon get used to everything,’ she said to Fran and Linnet.

         Fran shrugged.

         ‘I don’t think I will,’ Linnet said.

         Robin gave her a little frown. ‘Of course you will,’ she said. It sounded less a reassurance than a warning. Linnet felt a shiver, and then a spark of hope when she remembered what she had seen from the window. That wonderland beyond the fence! She couldn’t wait to explore.
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            Chapter 3

            Strictly Out of Bounds

         

         Evangeline lingered after dinner, taking her time to load her tray and take it to the trolley, glancing at Robin as if waiting to be noticed.

         Finally, Robin gave in. ‘Hurry up,’ she said. ‘You’re holding us all back and if we’re late for Prayers we’ll be in trouble.’

         Evangeline breathed hard through her nose. ‘That’s the thing,’ she said. ‘I’m taking Fran with me; I could take Linnet too only …’

         ‘Only what?’

         ‘Well, I thought you might want to. She’s your cousin.’

         ‘I know she’s my cousin, thank you.’

         Evangeline looked pointedly down to the far end of the table, where Linnet, slowly and clumsily, was stacking her dishes. Robin could see that she had barely touched her dinner, even though first-night fare was always delicious – fat sausages, fried potatoes and cabbage, followed by tinned peaches and cream. Robin took 24it as a personal insult against Fernside House that Linnet had scorned hers. And did she need to look so – Robin searched for the right word – droopy? Her hair hung in ratty tails over her face, and her blue tunic, instead of stopping at her knees like most people’s, was streeling around her thin calves.

         ‘She looks lonely,’ Evangeline said. ‘I’d ask her to chum with Fran and me only I don’t want to get in your way. If you’re looking after her.’

         Robin was about to say that she wasn’t looking after Linnet, and that Evangeline could chum with her until she was ninety for all she cared, but then Linnet met her eyes with an uncertain smile, and started to walk towards the trolley, balancing her tray very carefully, her tongue held between her teeth with concentration, and Robin remembered, with an unwelcome stab, what it had felt like a year ago, being new. How grateful she had been that the other new girl, Babs, had been keen to make friends. She made herself smile at Evangeline. ‘I’ll take her.’

         ‘You should have kept her a place at dinner.’

         Robin’s teeth started to ache. That was the thing with Evangeline: she always went that bit too far along the path of righteousness. But though annoying she was also right.

         ‘I know. I was talking about hockey with Giulia and Mabel. Everyone’s shattered about the pitch. We don’t know what we’re going to do.’

         ‘But the new building looks lovely,’ Evangeline said. 25

         ‘Not as lovely as the hockey pitch.’

         Robin retrieved Linnet, who looked relieved, as did Josie, the kitchen maid who couldn’t wipe the table while Linnet was faffing about. ‘Sorry I forgot to keep you a place,’ Robin said. ‘I got distracted.’

         ‘That’s all right.’ Linnet looked happier. ‘I get distracted too. Mummy says I’m like a butterfly. But I don’t think I am really. It’s more that I have a lot of interests, and sometimes I don’t know which one I want to think about. I don’t think it can really be like that for butterflies. I mean’ – she sounded very serious – ‘I don’t think they have interests, as such. They just fly about and pollinate things. Though I suppose that might be quite absorbing if you’re a butterfly. What do you think?’

         ‘I’ve never thought about it,’ Robin said honestly. What she did think, quite strongly, was that she hoped Linnet wouldn’t come out with too much of this kind of nonsense, and certainly not in front of people.

         On the way to the hall she showed Linnet the places she would need to know. Linnet screwed up her face at every one, as if trying to commit it to memory.

         ‘Junior common room – where we live when we’re not in lessons or games or bed.’ Robin flung open the door to show a big, shabby room with bay windows, well-worn sofas and, on either side of the fireplace, shelves stuffed with games and books. ‘It won’t be so tidy in a day or so. We share it with the thirds and 26the upper fourths. The babies – first and second formers – have the room next door, but they always have a mistress or prefect with them.’

         ‘What about the big girls?’

         ‘Senior common room’s at the back. It’s supposed to be quieter for them to study, but I think it’s because it has French doors out to the garden, and they can be trusted not to sneak out.’

         ‘You mean we aren’t allowed in the garden?’ Linnet’s browny-green eyes widened in alarm. ‘But—’

         ‘Of course we are. We have gardening lessons – so dull. Babs says it’s just so Miss Rea can save on paying a full-time gardener. And we can go out at break, and for half an hour after lunch and an hour after afternoon lessons. And in the evenings after prep, but only in the summer term and September. And not on Mondays because of Activities.’

         Linnet was looking more and more horrified, so Robin changed the subject. ‘Look,’ she said, pointing at a big oil painting. ‘That’s Miss Burn.’

         ‘Is she the headmistress?’

         ‘The founder. She was headmistress for donkeys’ years. She’s ancient now – sixtyish. Fernside House was just an ordinary house before. She was left it by her aunt and she decided to start a school.’

         ‘Like Jo March!’ Linnet clapped her hands childishly.

         ‘Who’s she?’ 27

         ‘From Little Women? Well, she gets left the house in Good Wives, doesn’t she, but she doesn’t start the school until—’

         Robin was not fond of reading, especially not books with soppy titles like Good Wives, so she hurried on. ‘Miss Burn retired a few years ago. The seniors remember her. Lucy says she was keen on hockey. Lucy’s the games captain.’

         ‘Oh, I know her,’ Linnet said with surprising confidence.

         ‘How could you know Lucy?’

         ‘She helped me with my trunk.’

         ‘I don’t know what she’s going to say about the state of the hockey pitch.’

         Linnet looked at her blankly, and Robin said, ‘Never mind, we’ll hear all about it in Prayers I suppose,’ and as she steered Linnet left at the end of the passage, to the big hall they used for assemblies and entertainments, her tummy flipped. Were they to lose their hockey pitch, and therefore their hockey, forever? Miss Rea, the headmistress, had only been at the school for a couple of years, and was known not to care as much for games as Miss Burn.

         It was always called Prayers, but they didn’t do much praying. A brisk thank you – ‘for bringing us safely back together after refreshing holidays’; a request for heavenly guidance ‘in all our work and play’; a quick ‘Our Father’ and then on to the serious business of the first night of term. Miss Rea was a tall, dark woman, her hair bobbed like a girl’s, wearing a university gown over her heathery wool frock. She blah-blahed about examination 28results – one of last year’s leavers was going to Queen’s College, one to Trinity College Dublin, and one, Margaret Stewart – Miss Rea’s voice became very impressive – had won an entrance scholarship to Newnham, in Cambridge. (Margaret’s younger sister Mabel tried and failed to look nonchalant.)

         ‘Modest results, girls,’ Miss Rea said, ‘but a start. As you know, Fernside House has always had an excellent reputation for games and deportment, but less so for academic achievement. We have been too content to let other schools – the Victoria Colleges and Methodist Colleges of this world – take the honours. But those days are gone.’ She sounded fierce.

         Robin, who had perked up at the word ‘games’, drooped again as Miss Rea went on about qualifications and taking their places as modern young women in a new world. I don’t want a new world, Robin thought, I just want the old one with the hockey pitch in it.

         ‘Talking of new worlds,’ Miss Rea said, ‘I have both good and bad news about our new laboratory building.’

         Babs pretended to expire from boredom which made Robin stifle a giggle, and Nell McGreavy, sitting at the end of their row, give them both stern looks.

         ‘As you can see, the building itself is finished, and I’m sure you’ll agree it’s splendid.’

         The girls murmured politely.

         ‘However, we did encroach more than planned on the area formerly used as a hockey pitch.’ 29

         Robin didn’t like the sound of that ‘formerly’. ‘This was because of drainage – I won’t bore you with the technical details. The area will be filled in and landscaped and when it is finished it will look jolly well. Yes – Lucy?’

         Lucy, looking very mindful of her position, stood up. ‘Please, Miss Rea, does that mean the hockey pitch will be – er, reinstated?’

         All over the assembly hall, the sports-minded girls sat up and paid attention, none more so than Robin. Giulia and Mabel, the other lower-fourth boarders hoping to make the team, clasped hands and gave Robin meaningful looks. Surely Miss Rea would say that the pitch would be back to normal soon – by the following week at the latest?

         ‘I’m afraid not.’ There was a rumble of dismay; Giulia gasped, and Miss Rea put up a warning hand. ‘Girls! Show some self-control and allow me to continue. Giulia Caprini, if you interrupt Prayers again, you will have the distinction of being awarded the first bad conduct mark of the year.’

         ‘I beg your pardon, Miss Rea. I am so’ – Giulia searched for the right word – ‘devastata.’ Her dark eyes glittered and she clutched her chest.

         ‘There is no need for histrionics, Giulia. And the English word is almost identical so I’m sure you could have used it. Though I think disappointed would be a more appropriate alternative.’ 30

         But Robin thought Giulia’s Italian word devastata summed it up pretty well.

         ‘I will be looking for a new hockey pitch,’ Miss Rea went on, as if a hockey pitch were something you could pick up in Arnott’s department store. ‘In the meantime, you must keep fit with drill, and walking and gardening – the form gardens are looking rather sorry for themselves. And Miss Taylor has something which might cheer you up.’

         Miss Taylor stood up. ‘Indeed. For those who crave team sports, I have something new.’ Most of the girls tried to hide their scepticism, because Miss Taylor, as broad as she was tall, did not look like a sporting pioneer. ‘Netball,’ she went on. ‘I stayed in a holiday camp this summer with some chums’ – Robin blinked at the idea of the Teapot having chums and going to a holiday camp – ‘and it became quite a craze. It’s a jolly good game, and it can be played indoors. Miss Rea has given me permission to order some posts, and Mr Connor is going to mark out a court in the gym. In the meantime, you can all learn passing and catching.’

         She sat down, and the girls exchanged looks. It didn’t sound too bad, Robin thought – better than gardening. But oh, an indoor game couldn’t be a patch on hockey! Running like the wind down the pitch, the chill air stinging your burning cheeks, your lungs bursting with effort, the wonderful feeling of control when you dribbled the ball, the stick an extension of your arm, the excitement of tackling, the thrill of scoring, or even of helping to 31set up a goal, and the euphoria when you won! Even when you lost, you lost together. She had taken to hockey ‘like a duck to water’, Miss Curran, the games mistress had told her. What if she was no good at netball?

         Miss Rea had moved on from games and was giving her usual start of term lecture about avoiding bad conduct marks. ‘Remember they count against not just the individual but her form – with obvious consequences for the Form Shield.’ She looked very stern as she surveyed them all. ‘I see several girls who still bear rather a holiday air. Plaits tomorrow, please, anyone who isn’t bobbed or shingled.’

         Giulia tossed her long dark curls and sighed as if she were being asked to shave her head.

         Well, that would sort out Linnet: she would have to plait all that straggly hair now.

         Miss West, the senior mistress, stepped forward and whispered something in Miss Rea’s ear.

         ‘Ah yes. One last thing,’ Miss Rea said. ‘Rowanbank, the house next door, has been sold at last.’ There were some mutterings. ‘I haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting the new owner – a Doctor Flynn I believe, but we must ensure that he never has cause to regret living beside a girls’ school. I know that some of you have been in the habit of treating Rowanbank’s grounds rather as an extension of our own, and I have never troubled to forbid it. But now of course that must change. Rowanbank is out of bounds.’ 32

         Robin looked at Babs in horror. Giulia screwed up her face. Even Linnet, too new to understand, looked shocked.

         ‘Strictly out of bounds,’ Miss Rea stressed. ‘And now, you must all be tired after your journeys. You may go to your common rooms until bedtime. I wish you all a most successful term. Good night, girls.’ She swept off the platform, followed by the rest of the mistresses, while the girls stood up and chorused, ‘Good night, Miss Rea.’

         All except one. One girl scrambled halfway to her feet, then seemed to fall over them. ‘Ow!’ she cried out. ‘My feet have died.’ Miss Kavanagh, the third-form mistress, stopped beside her and said kindly, ‘I imagine they have gone numb from sitting.’ But Matron gave Robin a look that said, Please look after your cousin better.

         Robin was already tired of that look, and it was only the first night.
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