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         Praise for First Term at Fernside


         ‘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 Mannerings2

         
             

         

         ‘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 Dublin3

         
             

         

         ‘A fine boarding-school story … with two chalk-and-cheese cousins as its twin protagonists. Robin, an avid hockey player, thrilled to be returning to Fernside and her shy cousin Linnet, leaving home for the first time … There are animals to be rescued, misunderstood new students … games to be won and of course the odd rotten apple. Fresh and contemporary.’

         The Irish Times

         
             

         

         Secret missions, daring adventures, hidden retreats … and true friendships made for life! A genuine, old-style, boarding school story … but more enjoyable for the contemporary reader … Delightful, compelling, thoroughly entertaining and a book that gives pause for thought.

         Fallen Star Stories
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            Dedication

         

         
            To Claire Davis, a True Friend for many years, with much love
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            Chapter 1

            Back to Fernside

         

         ‘Wait for me!’

         Robin grinned as her cousin Linnet hurtled down the drive towards her and Mother, plaits flying, buttons done up wrongly, cheeks flushed. ‘I’d hardly leave you behind,’ she said.

         ‘It’s kind of Fran’s father to take you back to school in his car,’ Mother said.

         Linnet came to a ragged stop by the gates and looked round in alarm. ‘My suitcase! I left it in the hall.’

         Mother indicated two cases, one new, one rather battered. The newer one was Linnet’s. ‘I brought it down for you,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t quite trust you to remember.’

         Linnet pushed wisps of hair out of her eyes. ‘Sorry, Auntie Elsie,’ she said, ‘but I had to say goodbye to the hens.’

         Mother smiled and said, ‘You were a great help. Still, there’s no need to take half their bedding back to school.’ She picked a strand of straw from one of Linnet’s plaits. 10

         ‘A car!’ Linnet said. Sure enough, the distant hum of an engine grew to a rumble, and round the corner chugged a scruffy Ford, with a serious-looking man at the wheel and, beside him, waving wildly, their classmate Fran.

         ‘I remembered the way!’ Fran shouted as the car drew up out­side the gateway, and she and her father got out. ‘Didn’t I, Daddy?’

         Her father smiled. ‘We’re here, anyway.’

         ‘It’s very kind of you, Mr Elliott,’ Mother said.

         ‘Not at all.’ Mr Elliott shook hands with Mother. Like Fran, he had red hair. ‘You’ve been very kind to Fran – letting her spend so much time here.’

         ‘It was a pleasure,’ Mother said. Fran had spent several after­noons at Robin’s house, riding over on her pony, Nutmeg – an extremely dashing way to get about the country, Robin thought.

         ‘I intended to take time off,’ Mr Elliott said, ‘but my assistant was laid up after a kick from a cow – occupational hazard, I’m afraid, and animals don’t stop needing the vet at half term.’

         ‘You should let me help more,’ Fran said. ‘You know I’m going to be a vet.’

         ‘We’ll get plenty of experience at Rowanbank,’ Linnet said.

         ‘Oh, Rowanbank.’ Mother shook her head in an adult-to-adult way. ‘I’ve heard nothing but Rowanbank all holidays. Now remember, Robin – I’m very happy for you to help out there, if you’re really sure this Dr Flynn person wants you – but not at the expense of your schoolwork.’

         ‘Don’t worry. Miss Rea said exactly the same,’ Robin said. Miss 11Rea was the headmistress, whom both Robin and Linnet rather liked.

         Rowanbank was the house next door to Fernside. It had been empty for years, but now Dr Anne Flynn and her brother lived there, looking after abused and abandoned animals. They were going to allow some Fernside girls to help, and Robin, Linnet and Fran couldn’t wait.

         Mr Elliott checked his watch. ‘I’m afraid we must hit the road,’ he said. ‘I’ll see to the luggage, Mrs Grey.’

         Linnet gave Mother a quick hug and scrambled into the back seat. Mr Elliott spent a long time strapping the cases to the lug­gage rack, checking and double-checking the buckles. It was as if, Robin thought, both he and Linnet wanted to give her and Mother privacy to say goodbye properly.

         Mother held Robin tightly, but not long enough to embarrass her. ‘Have a good end to the term,’ she said. ‘I’ll miss you, but I’m very proud of you.’

         Robin’s chest tightened. She loved school, but it was always hard to leave Mother alone. She suspected Fran felt the same way about her widowed father, but Fran was very closed-up. Most of lower fourth didn’t know that her mother was dead and even Linnet and Robin had never asked about her.

         ‘See you in three weeks, darling,’ Mother said, and Robin remembered, with a jolt of joy, that it would soon be lower fourth’s Special Saturday, when their families could take them out for the day. 12

         ‘It’s a long way for you,’ she said, thinking of Mother taking the train to Belfast alone. ‘And dark going home.’

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ Mother said. ‘As if I’d miss it!’ She put Robin from her with a little shake and bent down to look through the car window. ‘Especially now I have two girls to visit,’ she said, and Linnet smiled.

         ‘I can’t imagine Fernside without Linnet now,’ Robin said, slightly to her own surprise. The first half of Linnet’s first term had not been without drama, most of which Robin had been dragged into, but she was fond of her cousin now and had even enjoyed sharing her home with her over half term. ‘And will you promise to think about a dog?’ Robin asked before she got into the car. Their old dog, Lucky, had died in June, and the house still didn’t feel the same without her.

         ‘We’ll see,’ Mother said. ‘I’m the one with all the bother while you’re at school.’

         ‘But you’d have the company too,’ Robin argued. ‘And I’ll help when I’m here.’

         ‘And me,’ Linnet said.

         ‘We’ll see,’ Mother repeated. ‘Now, off you go!’

         And now there were no more goodbyes. Robin took her place beside Linnet on the back seat and looked back as her home, the shabby little white house so familiar and loved, grew smaller and smaller, and Mother waving at the gate became first child-sized and then doll-sized, and then the size of the tiny people on the toy farm Robin and Linnet used to play with when they were 13younger, and finally, as the car slowed for the bad bend before the river, a tiny speck.

         Robin sat back with a sigh and watched the drab November fields slide past as Linnet and Fran chattered about Rowanbank, and starting proper science classes, and how nice lower fourth would be without Gillian Moffatt, who had been suspended for a week for bullying. She looked forward to playing netball and to seeing Babs. She was fond of Linnet and another new girl, Sadie, and she liked Fran, but Babs was still her best friend. Though, apart from Gillian, there was nobody she disliked in the lower fourth. She tried to remember if anyone had a birthday coming up. And the end of term would be lovely: they always had a show at Christmas, with carols and songs and sketches. Of course there would be examinations, too, but Robin had worked steadily and should not have anything to worry about.

         A weak sun broke through the grey sky as they reached the main road and started to motor along towards Belfast, the roadside fields giving way to more and more cottages, and then factories and streets. Soon they would turn left and head around the edge of the city and down towards the River Lagan, where Fernside House nestled at the end of a quiet road, waiting for eighty girls to disturb its holiday peace.
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            Chapter 2

            The Anti-Bullying League

         

         It was so lovely not to feel new! Linnet followed Fran and Robin up to Lilac dormitory, remembering how scared she had been only two months ago, when everything was so strange. She still found school noisy and busy, but the girls thronging the hallways and the stairs were no longer strangers, and many greeted her. Mim, the school cat, watching fatly from the windowsill, her tucked-in paws invisible under her soft tortoiseshell fur, opened her pink mouth in a silent mew of welcome.

         ‘Hello, Linnet,’ said a small girl with a shock of pure white hair and a bright face. She was hand-in-hand with her pal. ‘Did you have a nice holiday?’

         ‘Hello, Alice. Hello Margery. Yes, I stayed with Robin.’ Robin, ahead with Fran, turned and grinned before disappearing into the dormitory, leaving Linnet with the second formers.

         Alice looked disappointed. ‘I thought you’d have gone to America.’15

         ‘You can’t get to America and back in a week!’

         ‘So you didn’t get any more of that yummy chocolate?’ Alice asked.

         Margery yanked her hand, looking shocked.

         ‘Stop it, Margery, I only asked!’

         Linnet laughed. ‘As it happens, there was a parcel for me at Robin’s house,’ she said. ‘I’ve got some sweets – what they call candies. I’ll come and find you later.’

         Alice went off looking pleased and important, swinging hands with Margery. Linnet smiled after them. Before the holiday she had reported Gillian Moffatt to a mistress for teasing Alice about her albino colouring. Now Alice regarded Linnet as a heroine, which made her feel odd. But in a nice way.

         There was a familiar thud-thud-thud on the stairs and Linnet paused to wait for Sadie, who was swinging herself up on her crutches. ‘You look pleased with yourself,’ Sadie said.

         ‘I love not feeling so new.’

         ‘I know. We’re positively part of the furniture now,’ said Sadie with an elderly sigh.

         They went together to Lilac, where Babs and Evangeline were putting their things away, already bickering gently. Linnet flung her suitcase down beside her bed and went straight to the open window. She was almost holding her breath as she leaned out and looked to the right, over trees that were barer than they had been before half term.

         It was all right. Rowanbank was still there. Of course she knew 16that it would be, but she had spent so much time thinking about it over the holiday that it was almost a shock to see it there, beyond the Fernside fence, peaceful and green and familiar. There were the tall trees whose rustling was so calming; there was the over­grown paddock, with William the goat and Silver the pony graz­ing peacefully. Linnet caught her breath. In a corner of the garden, stock-still and alert, as if it had spotted her looking down, was a hare, its long ears red-veined in the late-afternoon sun. For a moment the bustle behind Linnet faded away and there was just her and the hare caught in a moment of mutual awareness. And then the hare’s ears twitched and it zigzagged across the garden so fast that Linnet wondered if she had dreamed it.

         Sadie joined her at the window, her short curls tickling Linnet’s cheek as they looked out.

         ‘I can’t believe we’re actually allowed to go there now,’ Sadie said. ‘It was fun sneaking in when it was out of bounds’ – Sadie was of an adventurous disposition – ‘but it will be nice not to worry about getting into trouble.’

         ‘I wonder how those dogs are,’ Linnet said. ‘The poor things were so badly hurt.’ She didn’t mention the hare. It had seemed almost too magical to be real, especially as you usually only saw hares at dawn, and you could have so few secrets at school. Well, she might tell Fran.

         ‘If anyone can help them, Dr Anne can,’ Sadie said confidently. ‘I bet those kittens have grown. I wonder how soon we’ll be allowed to go?’ 17

         ‘We’d better remember to call her Dr Flynn when she’s teach­ing us,’ Linnet reminded her.

         They found out about Rowanbank after tea, when Miss Rea, the headmistress, stood up to deliver her announcements. It had been a delicious tea, mostly owing to people having come back with goodies to share. The lower fourth felt very sophisticated when Giulia, their Italian classmate, handed round a box of soft almondy ricciarelli. 

         First, Miss Rea said that the thirds and fourths were to start science classes with Dr Flynn, and then she spoke about Rowan­bank in general, explaining that it was being used as a sanctuary for animals in need.

         ‘As you know, Rowanbank has been out of bounds since Dr Flynn bought it,’ she said. ‘But I am pleased to announce that she is prepared to allow a small number of girls – those with an interest in animal husbandry – to help out. This is a great honour, girls.’ She looked round them all severely over her spectacles. ‘Dr Flynn is a most accomplished person, and I expect every one of you to give her the respect she deserves.’

         Most of the girls looked interested, but none more so than the lower fourth.

         ‘I wonder how they decide who gets to go,’ Linnet said as they made their way to the common room for recreation.

         ‘We ought to have preferential treatment,’ Sadie said. ‘After all, it was our detective work and then our daring dawn raid which solved the mystery of what was going on.’ She was grappling with 18an armful of storybooks and trying to get along with one crutch.

         ‘And we actually know how to look after animals,’ Fran said.

         ‘Yes, but it won’t work like that,’ Robin, often the voice of reason, pointed out. ‘People wouldn’t think it was fair. Sadie – you’ll drop those books. Why didn’t you put them in your bag? For goodness’ sake, let someone help.’

         ‘I got so many new ones at half term,’ Sadie said. ‘They don’t all fit in my bag!’ Sure enough, one of the books slipped from her grasp and then, as she tried to retrieve it, all the others tumbled out of her arms and crashed to the floor, one of them just missing Linnet’s toe.

         Robin was too kind to say I told you so, but they all bent and took a book each before proceeding along the corridor with Sadie safely back on two crutches. Linnet’s was called The School at the Chalet and Sadie said it was brand new, and ‘utterly fab!’ ‘You can borrow it after me,’ she offered. Linnet would rather have read the street directory than a school story, but she said that would be lovely. Half a term had taught her that it didn’t always do to say exactly what came into your head, however true it might be.

         Fran, who never willingly gave up on a grievance, had not stopped muttering about Rowanbank, saying what wouldn’t be fair would be if sensible people who wanted to become vets weren’t given the same opportunities as silly people who only wanted to cuddle fluffy kittens.

         ‘Honestly, Fran,’ Robin said. ‘It’ll be fine – not everyone will 19want to help. Some people don’t like animals. And the seniors are generally too busy.’

         ‘And the little ones are too young,’ Sadie said.

         ‘How could anyone not like animals?’ asked Linnet, who often found animals easier to understand than people.

         ‘Gillian Moffatt doesn’t,’ Robin said.

         ‘Oh, never mind her.’ Fran pushed open the common-room door. ‘We won’t see her for a whole week. Let’s not even mention her beastly name.’

         Alice wasn’t the only girl Gillian had bullied; she had been unkind to quite a few of her classmates too, so everyone was happy to agree.

         And next morning, as lower fourth filed into their form room under the watchful eye of Miss West, Linnet couldn’t help smiling at Gillian’s empty chair. A whole Gillian-free week! Nobody to call Linnet a baby; nobody to pretend to fall over Sadie’s crutches or call Enid ‘Bessie Bunter’. Lower fourth without Gillian would be bliss!

         Miss West, who missed nothing, saw Linnet’s expression. ‘You all know,’ she said, ‘that Gillian is suspended. We will welcome her back next week’ – a few girls made faces at the word ‘welcome’ – ‘and I shall rely on you all to give her the chance to make amends. She has been severely punished and that should be the end of the matter.’ She looked round them all sternly. ‘The end of the matter,’ she repeated when Babs opened her mouth.

         At breaktime, most of the lower fourth grabbed buns and 20drinks and made for their form garden. It was a bright, cold day, and prefects were patrolling the grounds, making sure everyone had a blazer on and was not sitting on the damp ground.

         ‘Honestly, do the prefects think we deliberately want wet bot­toms?’ Babs said, and Evangeline blushed. ‘We aren’t daft.’

         ‘They think we’re stupid, just because we’re young,’ Mabel, the form captain, said.

         Sadie’s dark eyes danced with mischief. ‘We should have an anti-prefect league – or a strike, like in this book I read in the holidays. The juniors—’

         ‘No,’ Robin said firmly. ‘No strikes, no leagues, no trouble. The first half of term was full of drama. Let’s have a peaceful second half. Work hard and play hard and not draw attention to ourselves.’

         ‘How dull,’ Sadie complained

         ‘We could draw attention to ourselves by winning the Form Shield,’ Mabel suggested.

         ‘Oh, Mabel – you know that’s impossible for a junior form,’ Robin said.

         ‘The Form Shield.’ Babs managed to inject the three words with a great deal of scorn. She picked a raisin from her fruit bun and ate it.

         ‘I know what we could have,’ Sadie said. ‘An anti-Gillian league.’

         Everyone perked up, but Evangeline, who prided herself on being the form conscience, protested. ‘You can’t have a league against someone. That’s unchristian.’ 21

         ‘What about the League Against Cruel Sports?’ demanded Fran. ‘That’s against foxhunting and rabbit-coursing and it couldn’t be more Christian if it tried.’

         ‘I suppose,’ Robin said slowly, ‘we couldn’t have a league against Gillian, but we could certainly have a league against bullying.’

         ‘It’s not like we’ve ever been for bullying,’ Babs said.

         ‘No, but we haven’t gone out of our way to stamp it out,’ Robin said. ‘We’ve done our best to stand up for ourselves, but that’s about it.’

         ‘I reported her,’ Linnet reminded them. When she had been so new and so overwhelmed, Gillian’s jibes had made her feel much too crushed to dream of standing up for herself. It wasn’t until Linnet had witnessed Gillian bullying Alice that she had felt able to report her, which had been terrifying, but wonderful.

         Enid spoke up. ‘I’m fed up with her calling me fatty,’ she said. ‘I’ve always been this shape; I take after Daddy. I don’t need her pretending there’s no room to get past me or calling me Bessie Bunter.’

         ‘She was worse with the younger ones,’ Linnet said. ‘You should have heard some of the things Alice told me.’

         Alice was a great favourite with everyone, and they all looked indignant. But some of them also looked uncomfortable. Linnet guessed they were thinking of times when they might have noticed what was going on and hadn’t spoken up. That was the thing about school – you could get very wrapped up in your­self and your own friends and not bother enough about others. 22As long as you were all right … And that, she supposed, was how bullies got away with it.

         ‘Well, that’s what we’ll do,’ Robin said. ‘We can’t be anti-Gillian, but we’ll be anti-bullying. And that means keeping an eye out for anyone who’s a bit – er, what’s the word? We did it in Latin just before the break.’

         ‘Vulnerable,’ Linnet supplied.

         ‘That’s right. Anyone who’s lonely, or hasn’t made friends, or who’s a bit different in any way.’

         ‘We can be ministering angels to the needy,’ Evangeline said, her brown eyes shining.

         ‘I’m not being a ministering angel to anyone,’ Babs said. ‘You spend your time helping lame ducks over stiles if you insist.’

         Sadie gave her a little dig.

         ‘I didn’t mean you,’ Babs said. ‘I meant’ – she gestured vaguely – ‘you know, hopeless sort of wet people.’

         ‘Like me?’ Linnet suggested, having been accused of both of these things.

         ‘No!’ Babs looked round in confusion, clearly sensing hostility and not sure what she had done to encourage it.

         The bell rang, sending them off to French, but Linnet noticed that Robin kept talking to Babs in a low, urgent voice as they sped along the corridor, as though she was trying hard to make her understand.
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            Chapter 3

            The New Science Mistress

         

         Lower fourth were to have their first science class on Wednesday morning, in place of botany, which had mostly involved copying and labelling diagrams of the parts of flowers, and which Robin had always found dull, especially as she couldn’t draw.

         ‘Once a week,’ Fran grumbled, as Miss West handed out new blue notebooks before Prayers. ‘Hardly enough for someone who’s going to be a vet.’

         Before half term that would have been the cue for Gillian to pour scorn on Fran’s ambition, and there would have been an argument. Now Miss West said briskly, ‘It’s once a week more than you’ve ever had before, Frances, and many girls never learn science at all, so don’t be so ungrateful.’ To the whole class, she said, ‘Remember this is a trial. It’s up to you to prove to Dr Flynn – and Miss Rea – that you’re worth teaching. There may be more provision after Christmas for girls with an aptitude for the subject.’24

         ‘You heard what Miss West said,’ Mabel said as they trooped off to the brand-new science building. ‘Let’s make sure she gets wonderful reports of the lower fourth.’

         Robin did not have any particular interest in science, but nevertheless she felt quite excited as they lined up outside Laboratory 1. Would Dr Flynn remember her from their encounter at Rowanbank? She would recognise Sadie, whose crutches made her conspicuous, and she was bound to remember Fran who had helped her to treat an injured dog, but Robin never felt especially memorable. So she couldn’t help blushing with pleasure and self-consciousness when, as they all trooped into the laboratory, Dr Flynn, impressive in a white coat, said, ‘Good morning, Robin.’

         Dr Flynn was not a teacher by profession; she was a medical doctor, though she had turned her attention to animals, but it was soon obvious she would have no trouble keeping order.

         ‘I spent most the war in a military hospital in London,’ she said by way of introduction, ‘so don’t worry if I treat you like sol­diers. Now, for the rest of this term we’re going to concentrate on chemistry, with some biology. Physics we’ll see about next term.’

         Linnet and Fran were looking rapt, some others less so, but most of lower fourth were charmed by the novelty, and curious about the laboratory, which was brand new and smelled enticingly different from the cabbage-feet-and-chalk aroma of the rest of school. Polished wood and fresh paint, and something strange that tickled Robin’s nose – chemicals, she supposed, looking round at the glass-fronted cupboards containing large jars of 25brightly-coloured liquid, and rows and rows of little glass tubes. Instead of ordinary desks, they sat at large tables with gas burners in the middle, and the first thing Dr Flynn did was demonstrate how to light these.

         Fran’s hand shot up. ‘I can light a Bunsen burner,’ she said grandly. ‘Daddy uses one for sterilising equipment.’

         ‘Very good, Fran. But watch carefully all the same,’ Dr Flynn said. ‘Safety comes first in a lab.’

         Fran subsided and Robin suppressed a grin. She was fond of Fran, but Fran and a science lab might be quite an irritating com­bination. She imagined briefly what it would be like when Gillian came back, full of cutting remarks. Oh well, no need to worry about her until Monday. She gave her full attention to Dr Flynn.

         ‘Now,’ Dr Flynn said, once she had given a few girls the chance to try lighting the Bunsen burner, ‘time for our first experiment.’

         Fran wriggled with anticipation. The experiment involved sep­arating salt from water using a process called simple distillation.

         ‘Isn’t this dangerous?’ whispered Linnet, drawing back as the Bunsen burner sent out a whoosh of blue flame.

         ‘Turn it down, Fran,’ Dr Flynn said sternly. ‘Remember: it’s very important to control your flame.’

         ‘Control your flame, Fran,’ Babs said, with a swooning gesture. Dr Flynn gave her a withering look and Robin wished, not for the first time, that Babs didn’t always have to make a joke of everything.

         The lesson demanded a lot of attention, and it was quite a surprise when the bell went.26

         ‘I’m going to ask her when we can go to Rowanbank,’ Fran said, stuffing her books into her bag. ‘Come on, Linnet.’ Robin would rather have waited until Dr Flynn had finished tidying up, but Fran and Linnet marched straight up to her desk, followed by Sadie, so she joined them, partly to make sure they didn’t say anything too outrageous. She had a feeling Dr Flynn might not be the most patient person in the world.

         ‘We just wondered when we could come and help,’ Fran asked.

         ‘And how the little dogs are,’ Linnet put in.

         Dr Flynn’s face softened. ‘Rudy’s doing well,’ she said. ‘He’s completely used to having three legs.’ Rudy belonged to Enid; he had been knocked over by a car after escaping from her garden, and Dr Flynn had had to amputate his leg. Robin realised that Enid had not enquired about the puppy; in fact she had kept her head down all through the class and had scuttled out as quickly as possible, which wasn’t like Enid at all.

         ‘What about the other dog?’ asked Sadie. ‘The one you rescued from those awful boys?’ Robin remembered the horribly injured little dog and shivered.

         Dr Flynn’s face grew serious once more. ‘Pip’s healing physi­cally,’ she said. ‘But he’s terribly nervous. I don’t know how we’ll ever get him to trust people. He reminds me of a shell-shocked soldier.’

         Robin hated people talking about the war, because of Daddy being killed, but for some reason when Dr Flynn did it she didn’t mind so much. ‘Did you save his other eye?’ she asked.27

         Dr Flynn nodded. ‘Just as well. A confident dog who knows his way about might adjust to blindness, but a terrified scrap like that, in a strange place …’

         ‘Please can we visit him soon?’ Fran begged. ‘And the other animals too – I miss my pony; I’d love to help with yours.’

         ‘And I’m unexpectedly good at cleaning out hens,’ Linnet put in.

         Dr Flynn smiled. ‘I’ll speak to Miss Rea,’ she promised, ‘and we’ll work out the details. But you understand Rowanbank is a sanctuary? I can’t have legions of girls rampaging over the place.’

         ‘You could tell Miss Rea you only want us,’ Fran suggested.

         ‘No, she couldn’t,’ Robin said. ‘Miss Rea would never allow it.’ Sometimes Fran and Linnet seemed to have no idea how school worked, and Sadie’s ideas mostly came from the stories she was so addicted to. Really, Robin thought, it’s as well they’ve got me to keep everyone’s feet on the ground.

         ‘Leave it to me,’ Dr Flynn said. ‘And now, I assume you girls are supposed to be somewhere? Go on – quick march!’
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            Chapter 4

            Dr Flynn’s Announcement

         

         ‘Last school day without Gillian,’ Linnet said mournfully on Friday morning as lower fourth waited for Miss West.

         ‘We’ve still got the weekend.’ Sadie placed her crutches on the floor by her chair. ‘Thank goodness she’s a daygirl.’

         ‘Yes – let’s not worry until we have to,’ said Evangeline. ‘Suffi­cient unto the day is the evil thereof.’

         ‘Always ready with a bible verse,’ Babs said. ‘How would we manage without you to oversee our spiritual well-being?’

         Mabel finished cleaning the board – she got very cross if the mistress arrived to find yesterday’s sums or Latin verbs – and said, ‘Babs, remember what we said about anti-bullying?’ She took up a piece of chalk and wrote Friday, 6th November 1925 in her neat handwriting.

         ‘Evangeline knows I’m only teasing,’ Babs said, but Linnet noticed that Evangeline’s cheeks had reddened, and she was chewing her lip.29

         ‘I think,’ Robin said, speaking for the first time and looking unusually serious, ‘that anti-bullying isn’t just about being against Gillian and that kind of – of obvious unkindness. We have to start thinking about how we speak to people, and how we treat them.’

         ‘What about sticks and stones may break my bones, but words can never hurt me?’ Babs asked.

         There was an immediate outcry.

         ‘That’s nonsense!’

         ‘Words can hurt much more than sticks and stones.’

         ‘And big unkindnesses start small.’ This was from Phoebe, a daygirl. ‘We need to nip them in the bud before they grow into bullying.’

         ‘Quite right, Phoebe.’ Miss West had come in without anyone noticing. She set her books down on the mistress’s desk, nodded her thanks to Mabel, and surveyed her form with interest. ‘I’m sorry I was delayed,’ she said. ‘I was discussing Gillian’s return with Miss Rea.’

         ‘Oh!’ Linnet spoke without thinking. ‘It’s been so gorgeous without her.’

         ‘Linnet! That’s not very kind,’ Miss West said.

         Linnet struggled to explain. ‘I just meant – she’s never really seemed part of the form, the way everyone else is – even me.’

         Miss West looked at her with an expression Linnet couldn’t read. It might have been furious; on the other hand, it might have been thoughtful. But she said only, ‘We are meeting Gillian’s par­ents shortly and I promise you shall be told all you need to know 30in due course. One more thing – Miss Doyle is still absent, so you have extra science instead of music.’ Linnet and Fran exchanged delighted glances at the subject change, while Rose and Sadie, who preferred music, looked disappointed. ‘In the meantime, let us get to Prayers.’

         Prayers seemed endless to Linnet that morning. In Miss Doyle’s absence, Sylvia Shaw, the music prefect, was playing the piano for the hymn, and she seemed to be treating it as a concert performance, with fancy bits in between each verse. And even when they were delivered from that, the announcements seemed to go on for hours.

         Some people might care that Ellis House had invited the netball teams back for a return match on Saturday week, but Linnet was not one of them. Nor could she get very excited about Miss Rea’s pronouncement that school scarves might be hand-knitted but only in the correct shades of blue, red and green. She wriggled; her bottom did not enjoy sitting for so long on the floor, but only upper fifth and above had chairs.

         Miss Rea was wittering on now about talking after lights out. ‘It’s the height of selfishness,’ she said seriously. ‘You all need your sleep and if any girl is reported to me more than once she shall find herself moved to another dormitory where she will not find the inhabitants so keen to join in.’ One or two chatterboxes looked anxious.

         ‘And now,’ Miss Rea said finally, ‘on a much pleasanter subject, our new junior science mistress, Dr Flynn, would like a word.’31

         At last! Dr Flynn came to the front of the stage. For someone unused to addressing large numbers of girls, she looked very much at home.

         ‘You haven’t all met me,’ she began, her voice carrying easily, ‘but I live next door with my brother. We have quite a menagerie, as some of you know.’

         The girls exchanged glances: everyone had heard the rumours about the eccentric, reclusive doctor. Rumours which had turned out to be very far from the truth.

         ‘We look after animals that have been hurt or abandoned, and I understand that some of you might like to help.’

         It was clear from the fustling and nodding that many of them did, though enthusiasm waned when Dr Flynn explained that the work would mostly be mucking out.

         There was a lot of chattering on the way to morning lessons.

         ‘She didn’t make it sound much fun,’ Sadie complained.

         ‘But that’s perfect!’ Fran was delighted. ‘If she’d mentioned playing with kittens or grooming the pony, she’d be besieged by silly girls who would be no use at all. This way, she’ll only get sensible ones. Like us.’

         ‘She clearly wants cheap labour,’ said an upper-fourth girl Linnet didn’t know. ‘My parents didn’t send me to school to do the sort of menial work our garden boy does at home.’ She tossed her shining blonde bob with a perfectly manicured hand.

         ‘Don’t be such a snob, Millicent,’ said Fran. ‘Nobody’s asking you to go.’32

         ‘Come on,’ Evangeline said. ‘We’ll be late for class and then nobody will be allowed to go to Rowanbank. Oh.’ She stopped. ‘Look,’ she said.

         Linnet and her friends stopped. Looked. Grimaced. Waiting outside Miss Rea’s study, her uniform extra-neat, stood a tall, brown-haired girl flanked by a man and woman, clearly her par­ents. She had her back to the girls and didn’t see them, but just the sight of her was enough to make Linnet’s stomach squeeze in a way it hadn’t for ages.

         You told on her, she thought. Does she know it was you? What will she do? 

         ‘Our own dear sweet Gillian,’ Babs said, once they were safely past. ‘How we have missed her winning ways. Her kind remarks. Her delightful—’

         ‘All right, Babs,’ Robin said.

         ‘Maybe she’ll have reformed,’ Evangeline suggested. ‘It must be horrible to be suspended.’

         ‘Let’s hope she has a perfectly beastly time with Miss Rea,’ said Sadie.

         ‘Perfectly beastly! Are you trying to sound like someone out of a school story?’ Babs asked.

         ‘We should have a meeting of the Anti-Bullying League and plan our strategy,’ Sadie said. ‘I wonder if we should have badges. Or a secret sign …’

         ‘I refer you to my previous question,’ Babs said.

         ‘Don’t let Gillian make us squabble when she’s not even back 33yet,’ Robin said sensibly. ‘It’s Friday morning – we don’t actually have to see her scowling face until Monday. That’s ages away. Let’s put her out of mind till then.’

         Linnet knew she was right. All the same, that squeezed feeling in her stomach came back every time she thought about Gillian, and Monday didn’t seem very far away at all.
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