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A Bob and a Weave

by Patrice Lawrence




 

 

 

 

Dada parked the car. ‘Are you ready to go in, sweetheart?’

Marietta couldn’t reply. It felt like the wind blowing off the sea was juggling her words into nonsense. She imagined the Mighty Miss Hummingbird from Dada’s circus swooping down on the trapeze to pick the words back up again. Then maybe Marietta would be able to reply.

Dada put his arm round her. ‘It’s not for ever, Marietta. Please promise you’ll give it a try.’

Marietta couldn’t make a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep. She opened the car door. ‘Shall we go in?’

‘I need you to promise, Marietta.’ Dada raised his eyebrows. ‘Please?’

She sighed. ‘OK, Dada. I’ll try.’

Marietta already knew that this was going to be hard. When the car had turned the corner and she’d seen Malory Towers perched on the cliff, she was supposed to be impressed. Dada said that the school had its own theatre, gardens and a swimming pool that was filled up by seawater. She was supposed to be impressed by that too. But how could she be? She’d seen the Eiffel Tower in Paris and Buckingham Palace in London.

Malory Towers looked like a castle, and that made her want to go there even less. Those towers at each of the four corners reminded her of the girls held captive in fairy tales, like Beauty in ‘Beauty and the Beast’ or Rapunzel, who had to let down her long hair for the witch to climb up. Marietta tweaked the car mirror to check her own hair. Her rows of neat plaits framed her face, just touching her shoulders.

Dad smiled. ‘Your hair looks perfect.’

‘Do you think it will stay like this?’

‘Miss Potts has given you special permission to use the staff bathroom if you need to. But don’t you think it’s easier if you just tell everyone?’

She shook her head. Her plaits swung from side to side, as if they were saying no too. She already had her plan. She would keep herself to herself and just get on with it.

Dada said, ‘Let’s go. Miss Grayling’s already waiting for us.’

Marietta knew that Miss Grayling was the headmistress. She had always imagined her as a cross-looking woman with deep frown marks and a mouth pressed into a tight line when it wasn’t telling you off. The woman walking towards them did look like she could be strict, but she had eyes as blue as the jewels on the Mighty Miss Hummingbird’s leotard. The sunlight on Miss Grayling’s hair turned it from grey to bright silver.

Marietta was so busy studying the headmistress that at first she didn’t notice the girl who’d come out with her. She was taller than Marietta with shoulder-length curly hair and a kind face. Marietta felt herself starting to warm towards her, but she had to be strong. She wasn’t here to make friends. She didn’t intend to stay any longer than she had to.

Miss Grayling offered her hand to Dada. They shook hands and she smiled at Marietta. ‘I hope you had a good journey,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry about your trunk. We’ll arrange for it to be collected and taken up to the dorm.’

Marietta wanted to say that if Momma was here, she’d be able to lift out the trunk and carry it up by herself. Well, she used to be able to.

The girl was smiling too. She said, ‘Hallo! I’m Darrell Rivers. Miss Grayling asked me to show you around.’

Dada nudged Marietta forward. ‘Go on, sweetheart. I’ll see you later.’

Marietta followed Darrell through the great doors into a big hall. There were doors along one side and a stairway curved up to the floor above.

‘Don’t worry if you get lost,’ Darrell said. ‘We all do at first. Most of the girls are pretty friendly, though, and they’ll help you if you ask.’

Darrell was chatting away about the girls she’d be sharing a dormy with. One was called Alicia, who seemed to like playing tricks on people. Another one whose name Marietta didn’t catch was really musical.

‘And then there’s Gwendoline Mary,’ Darrell sighed. ‘I won’t tell you much about her. I’ll leave you to make up your own mind. Anyway, here’s where we have assembly, and you see those doors over there? We’ve got a gym and art rooms and even a lab! Do you like needlework?’

Marietta nodded. How many hours had she spent sewing sequins on to the performers’ costumes?

‘You and Emily should be friends then,’ Darrell said. ‘The only thing she likes is needlework. I’m not that good at it. I’m better at sport. I bet you can’t wait to see the pool. It’s amazing.’

Marietta looked at her feet. There was a little silence.

‘That’s all right. Not everyone enjoys swimming,’ Darrell said. ‘But there’s tennis and lacrosse. I really hope I get in the team this year. Miss Remington says that I’ve got a good chance. What things do you like?’

‘I don’t know.’ How could she say that she loved playing chase with Sid the Strongman’s twin daughters between shows? Or how she used to love sneaking in to watch Momma in the ring?

‘Malory Towers is a great place to find out what you like.’ Darrell headed across the hall. ‘Were you at day school before?’

Marietta shook her head. That was a mistake. Now there were going to be more questions.

‘Did you have a governess?’ Darrell asked.

‘Yes.’ She wasn’t going to tell Darrell that she’d learnt everything she knew from Professor Cerebrum, the astounding memory man.

‘There are a few girls like you here,’ Darrell said. ‘This is the first time they’ve been in a school, but they get to like it. Well, they usually do. Come on. I’ll show you the Court.’

Malory Towers really was like a castle. It was built in a square shape with the Court in the middle and the towers on each corner. In the middle of the Court was a sunken arena surrounded by grass and flowerbeds. Rows of stone seats rose up from the open space. If she closed her eyes, Marietta could imagine Ballet Belle, the horse acrobat, thundering around on the back of her beloved palomino, performing her impossible balancing tricks. Marietta had to hold her breath to keep a little sob from bubbling up.

‘I suppose you don’t want to see the swimming pool, do you?’ Darrell sounded a little sad.

‘No, thank you.’

‘I’ll take you back to Miss Grayling.’

It was hard saying goodbye to Dada. He promised to write whenever he could and when he was too busy he’d ask some of the other performers to send her postcards.

‘And when your momma’s feeling strong of course she’ll write to you too.’

Dada gave her a big hug and she watched him drive away until he was out of sight.

 

Marietta was staying in North Tower. The matron came to show her where to put her belongings. When Momma had to go into hospital to have Pearl, Marietta’s baby sister, the matron there hadn’t been very friendly. Dada had said that some people didn’t like circus folk outside the circus. This matron looked different. She was wearing a flowery dress partly covered by a bright white starched apron. The apron ribbons only just met round her back, tied in a tiny bow. She seemed to sense Marietta’s sadness.

‘Lots of our girls are homesick at first,’ Matron said. ‘If you don’t feel better after a few days, come and see me and I’ll see what I can do.’

Marietta nodded and tried to smile. Matron really did seem to mean it, but she would probably change her mind when she found out that Marietta was from a circus family. Nobody needed to know that.

The dormitory was a long narrow room. Marietta counted the beds. There were ten of them. She’d never slept in a room so big before, or with so many other people. The little white curtains between the beds couldn’t hide many secrets. She would have to be very careful. Her trunk was already waiting for her. She hung up her spare uniform and the new skirt that Dada had bought her. She checked her hair in the small mirror on the cabinet. She was worried that the wind had blown it about, but it still looked neat and tidy.

Marietta reached in to the bottom of her trunk and took out a parcel swathed in red fabric. She slowly unwrapped it. Dada said she shouldn’t bring any of her circus clothes, but this wasn’t really a costume. She held the red fabric to her face. Momma had used this material to make her favourite turban hat and she’d taught Marietta how to wrap it perfectly. Marietta slipped it under her pillow. Inside the parcel were Momma’s boxing gloves. She cradled them in her hands. They were always heavier than she remembered them to be. She slipped her hand into one of the gloves and clenched. Momma would only ever trust Dada to lace them up for her. When Momma had entered the ring that last time Dada had been busy sorting out an argument by the ticket booth. It was Marietta who’d helped Momma into the gloves and pulled the laces tight.

She hid the gloves in her cabinet and sat down on her bed. She could see the sea through the dormy windows. She wished she was on a boat, sailing far away.

Not long after, a gong sounded. For a moment Marietta thought she was back at Randolph’s Impossible Spectacular as it sounded just like the gong Sid the Strongman bashed when the show was about to start.

Darrell appeared at the entrance to the dormy. ‘It’s suppertime,’ she said. ‘I’ll take you down.’

The dining-hall was on the ground floor of North Tower. Marietta noticed the girls looking at her curiously, especially a girl with long blonde hair who was staring so long and hard it was rude. Darrell introduced her to the girls on the table, but it was hard to remember everybody’s name. Professor Cerebrum had taught her tricks to help her remember dates and names and places, but her brain was too tired now. The girls tried to be friendly to Marietta, but when she didn’t say much they carried on talking to each other. Marietta didn’t mind. She sipped her cocoa and let the conversations wash over her. She had to make sure that she made it through to lights out without any big mistakes.

A thin, sharp-faced girl nudged the tiny girl next to her. ‘Look, they must be telling each other secrets.’

Matron and another mistress were talking quietly over by the door.

‘That’s Miss Potts,’ Darrell explained to Marietta. ‘Our house mistress.’

Ah, that must be the Miss Potts who’d given permission for Marietta to use the staff bathroom. She was coming over. What if she told Marietta’s secret? She was looking at Marietta! That’s what she was going to do! She was going to make a big announcement about it! No! Please, Miss Potts! Marietta hunched over her plate and waited for it.

Miss Potts stopped by their table. ‘You seem tired, Marietta. You must have had a long journey. Would you like to go up to bed now?’

‘Yes, please.’

The table went quiet and she saw a couple of the girls glance at each other, as she pushed her plate away and made her wobbly legs stand up. She ran up the stairs, brushed her teeth and drew the curtains either side of the bed. She buried herself beneath the quilt. Soon she heard voices and laughter as the other girls trooped up. She didn’t move.

‘Ssssh.’ Marietta recognised Darrell’s voice. ‘She’s asleep.’

‘She’s a bit stuck up, isn’t she?’ That voice was sharper. She was the one who’d noticed Matron and Miss Potts talking. Alicia?

‘I don’t think so.’ Marietta didn’t recognise that voice. It was loud and a little bit whiny. ‘I think you’re just jealous that she had a governess.’

Marietta clamped her teeth together. Darrell had already told everybody that? Marietta should have stuck to her plan and not said anything to anyone. This proved that they’d only share her secrets.

‘And I bet you’re jealous of her hair,’ the sharp voice said. ‘It’s much more interesting than yours, Gwendoline Mary.’

Marietta lay absolutely still. She couldn’t even breathe. They might work out that she wasn’t really sleeping and try to ask her more questions. She was saved, though. A voice called for all the girls to get into their beds. Soon there were just whispered ‘goodnight’s and then slow, regular breathing.

Marietta waited, then when she was sure everyone was asleep, she wriggled her head to free her hair. She gave her head a good scratch. That was better. She was used to getting up early. Hopefully tomorrow wouldn’t be any different. She closed her eyes and imagined herself back in the bunk in her wagon. The shutter would be open and she’d lie there looking up at the stars.

 

Marietta was up before the wake-up bell. She checked her hair. Momma said that Marietta hardly moved at all in her sleep. That was going to be so helpful here. She made sure she was dressed and tidy while the other girls were still stirring. She took out her writing pad and a pen. Now would be a good time to write home.

‘Hallo!’ A sleepy face peered round the curtain. It was the girl with the long blonde hair. She was also the one with the whiny voice. Marietta remembered what Darrell had said about her. Gwendoline Mary … I’ll leave you to make up your own mind. Marietta gave her the smallest of smiles, but Gwendoline still came and sat down next to her.

‘I’m Gwendoline. You’re the new girl, Marietta, aren’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘Some of the other girls are a bit sniffy about people like us, but I think having your own governess is better than stupid old school. Don’t you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well, I’m telling you it is. I’ve had a governess and I’ve been to school. A governess is much better.’ She glanced sideways along the dormitory. ‘It’s just the two of you so you don’t have to put up with rude people.’

Marietta looked down at her pen and her blank paper, but Gwendoline was determined to carry on talking. She flicked back her blonde hair and leant towards Marietta.

‘I’m supposed to brush my hair a hundred times before bed.’ She tossed her head about. The sunlight made her hair shine. ‘It usually looks even better than this. Do you have to take your plaits out every night?’

‘No, I don’t.’

Gwendoline looked disappointed. ‘Oh. I thought we could brush our hair together.’ She brightened. ‘Maybe you could show me how to do my hair like yours. My governess can do big plaits, but not ones like this.’

Gwendoline’s fingers darted forward. They were just a grasp away from a plait. Marietta couldn’t jerk backwards in case Gwendoline was holding on to her hair. That would be a disaster. All she could do was give Gwendoline a little push. And it was a little push, but Gwendoline fell backwards as if she’d been struck by lightning. She howled, clutching her shoulder.

‘You hurt me! You hurt me!’

‘No, she didn’t.’ Alicia was standing there, toothbrush in her hand. ‘That push wouldn’t have knocked over a house of cards.’

‘You didn’t see!’ Gwendoline shrieked. ‘I’m telling Miss Potts.’

‘And I’ll tell Miss Potts that you’re making a fuss over nothing,’ Alicia said. ‘Who do you think she’ll believe?’

Gwendoline rubbed her shoulder and glared from Alicia to Marietta. She unhooked her towel, stuck her nose in the air and stalked off towards the wash basin.

Marietta gave Alicia a little smile and Alicia nodded back.

 

In some ways school was similar to the circus. You had to do certain tasks at certain times and do them as best you could. Normally Marietta would be getting up at first light to feed the horses or preparing to set up the tents and booths when they reached a new town or village. Everybody had to work together. Even the little children helped, sorting out nails and handing over hammers. When the last rope was tied and the last panel touched up with new paint, everyone cheered.

At Malory Towers Marietta had to remember what lessons she was going to, where they were and the work she had to prepare for them. It seemed that Professor Cerebrum hadn’t been a bad tutor. Marietta was good on history dates and her mental calculations impressed the maths teacher, even if her algebra didn’t. The mam’zelles praised her French accent but both agreed that she needed to work on her vocabulary. The needlework room was her favourite place. Her quick, neat work made her one of Miss Donnelly’s favourites, alongside Emily. Marietta even asked the mistress to save scraps of material so she could make a quilt for Pearl.

Gym, though, was the hardest. She could only stand at the sides and watch as Alicia and the other girls shinned up the ropes and vaulted the horse. She’d love to show them how she could hang upside down on a rope or vault over the horse and somersault before she landed but she couldn’t take the risk. She just had to make do with stretches and climbing the lower ladders.

The girls mostly left her alone. In the circus there was always someone to chat to. Just before breakfast she’d sit by the strongman counting his press-ups while his little daughters perched on his back. Around lunchtime she’d try to find Miss Hummingbird or Flatfoot Freddie or one of his clown gang to catch up on any gossip about the other circuses. In the afternoon she’d be with Momma and Pearl and help make supper for later.

Dada had kept his promise and Marietta was receiving letters nearly every day. Miss Hummingbird had sketched out a design for a new costume and wanted Marietta’s advice. Ballet Belle had sent a hoofprint from Dragon, her palomino. Dada’s big scrawling handwriting told her that Flatfoot Freddie’s sister was coming to stay. He was also worried that one of Dante’s magical rabbits had stopped eating and nobody knew why. Momma sent lots of kisses and handprints from Pearl. Marietta stored all of these precious letters under the boxing gloves in her cabinet. She only read them once as they made her want to cry. She had never been alone like this before.

Three weeks after she started, Marietta was heading out across the Court when she was stopped by Miss Remington.

‘Have you thought about trying out for the lacrosse team?’

Marietta almost laughed, but that would have been very rude. She had never heard of lacrosse until she came to Malory Towers. The first time she’d picked up the lacrosse stick, the smell of the linseed oil had instantly taken her back to when she was younger and Dada’s circus was much bigger. They used to keep elephants and Marietta would help rub oil into the giant creatures’ skin to stop them from drying out. As she had held the stick she imagined her hands were as steady as a knife thrower’s and as strong as Sid’s. She’d been allowed to tie a band round her head to keep her plaits in place and – oh, it had been wonderful to run until she was breathless. She’d almost managed to score twice, but Marietta knew that the Malory Towers lacrosse team took itself very seriously. How could she ever be part of something like that?

‘I’ve been watching you,’ Miss Remington said. ‘I think you’ve got great potential. Why don’t you come to a practice after lessons later?’

‘Oh, please do!’ Darrell Rivers had coming puffing up to join them. ‘You really might enjoy it.’

Marietta would enjoy it. That was the problem. She might end up getting too friendly with the other girls. Or, even worse, what if one of the other players raised her stick too high and it went too close to Marietta’s head? Or if she ran too fast and the wind was too strong … She could already feel the ball of worry bouncing around her stomach.

‘I’ll think about it, Miss,’ Marietta said.

Darrell seemed determined to make Marietta go, though. She caught Marietta after the maths lesson and almost marched her over to the changing rooms.

‘I know what it’s like to be new and not really know anyone,’ Darrell said. ‘The lacrosse girls are a good lot. Even if you don’t make the team, it will be fun.’

The changing room was full of the girls’ chatter. It was all about lacrosse. Maybe it wasn’t too bad. Marietta relaxed. No one was interested in whether she’d had a governess or what her father did. They just wanted to know if she could play. Could she?

Darrell even walked her on to the field as if she thought that Marietta would turn and run away. The closer Marietta got, the less she wanted to run away. She couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been running or climbing or jumping. She could almost feel the energy buzzing through her body. It wasn’t too windy today either, so she didn’t have to worry about her hair.

Miss Remington made them all warm up first, then they worked together to practise throwing and catching the ball in the stick’s net pocket. The teacher walked up and down watching them closely. She nodded with approval as Darrell swung her stick and Marietta neatly caught the ball – backwards and forwards. She and Marietta made a good team.

In the last twenty minutes Miss Remington set up a game. There was a little smile on her face as she placed Darrell and Marietta in opposing teams. The captain of Marietta’s team, a tall third-former called Joy, gave them all a pep talk about strategy. Marietta found it hard to follow. All she knew was that it was her job to run around as much as possible and stop the other side scoring. All the other girls were so good that by the time she shot towards any dangerous attackers, another defender had got there first. It was still fun, though.

‘Marietta! Look out!’

An attacker was running towards her. A defender appeared behind the attacker and raised her stick. Marietta saw the attacker’s stick sweep into the air and the ball hurtle forward. Another stick swiped the ball into the pocket and raced towards goal. It was Darrell. She had a look on her face that meant she didn’t intend to be stopped. Joy ran towards Darrell, her stick swinging down on Darrell’s. Marietta heard the thwack, but Darrell still had the ball, cradling it side to side as she sped on.

Marietta was a defender. This was her task and she had to do it as well as she could. She barrelled towards Darrell, stick raised. Darrell saw her and started to dodge to the left round her. Marietta knew a false dodge when she saw one. She’d spent years watching the clowns practise their comedy fights. Marietta dodged right at the same time as Darrell did. She caught the surprised look on Darrell’s face as Marietta checked her stick and the ball dropped out of the pocket. Before it reached the grass, Marietta scooped it into her pocket and, with all her strength, sent it soaring back towards her team’s attackers. One pass, two passes and, yes! They scored!
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