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Back to school

‘Not long now and we’ll be back at St Clare’s,’ said Isabel O’Sullivan, glancing out of the car window.

‘Yes. It feels as though we’ve been away for months, not just a few weeks,’ said her twin, Pat.

‘Anyone would think the two of you positively disliked coming home for the holidays!’ said their mother from the driving seat.

‘Oh, Mum, of course we love being at home!’ cried Pat. ‘It’s just …’ Then, in the mirror, she caught the twinkle in her mother’s eye and laughed.

‘I wonder who will be head of the form this term?’ mused Isabel.

‘One of you two, perhaps?’ suggested their friend, Carlotta Brown. She lived several miles away from the twins and had been delighted when Mrs O’Sullivan had telephoned to offer her a ride back to school. Her father was away, and the girl hadn’t been looking forward to making the journey in the company of her rather strict, disapproving grandmother. ‘It certainly won’t be me,’ she went on now with a laugh. ‘Miss Theobald thinks that I’m still too wild and irresponsible.’

‘Perhaps she will choose you for that very reason,’ suggested Mrs O’Sullivan. ‘A little responsibility might do you good and calm you down a bit.’

Carlotta looked doubtful. She wasn’t at all sure that she wanted to be calmed down!

‘I hope it’s not you or me, Pat,’ said Isabel. ‘I’d be just green with envy if you were head girl. Yet I’d feel dreadful about you being left out if I was chosen!’

Pat laughed. ‘Yes, that’s exactly how I feel.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised if it’s Hilary again,’ said Carlotta. ‘She’s certainly had plenty of experience and she’s always done a marvellous job.’

‘In that case, perhaps it’s time someone else had a chance,’ put in the twins’ mother. ‘Hilary’s already proved that she can lead and accept responsibility.’

‘Mm. Janet, perhaps?’ said Isabel. ‘Certainly not Bobby! When it comes to being wild and irresponsible, there’s not much to choose between her and you, Carlotta!’

Carlotta grinned broadly at this then, suddenly, she gave a gasp, her dark eyes widening. ‘Look – over there! Mrs O’Sullivan, would you mind stopping for a moment?’

The twins’ mother pulled in to the grass verge, while Pat and Isabel turned their heads to see what Carlotta was so excited about.

‘Why, someone has bought the Oaks!’ exclaimed Pat. ‘And they’ve turned it into riding stables. Wonderful!’

The Oaks was a large and very beautiful house a short distance from St Clare’s, set in several acres of green fields. It had been standing empty and neglected for some time, but now the front door was freshly painted and the windows gleaming. More importantly as far as the girls were concerned, a series of jumps was set up in the adjoining field, and they could see a girl on a beautiful white horse cantering round.

‘May we stop and take a look, Mum?’ asked Isabel eagerly.

‘Yes, we’ve plenty of time,’ replied Mrs O’Sullivan. ‘I’ll wait in the car and read the newspaper.’

The three girls scrambled out of the car, going straight to the fence that bordered the field. The girl on horseback spotted them and immediately rode across, long brown hair streaming out from beneath her riding hat.

‘Hallo there!’ she called out with a friendly smile. ‘Come to have a look at Snowdrop here?’

‘If you don’t mind,’ answered Carlotta, liking the look of the horse at once. ‘Hey, aren’t you a beauty?’ This last remark was addressed to Snowdrop, whose snow-white neck she at once began to stroke.

‘You wouldn’t be St Clare’s girls, by any chance?’ asked their new acquaintance, dismounting.

‘We most certainly would,’ said Carlotta. ‘And, I can promise you, you’ll be seeing several of us here regularly – me for one!’

The girl laughed. ‘We might be seeing more of one another than you think! My cousin and I are starting in the third form – as day girls! Miss Theobald has agreed to take us at reduced fees. In return, my parents have agreed on special terms for any pupil who wishes to ride here. Oh, I’m Libby Francis, by the way.’

Delighted at this turn of events, the twins and Carlotta introduced themselves, Pat remarking, ‘We’re in the third too!’

‘What a bit of luck!’ exclaimed Libby. ‘I’m afraid we won’t be with you for very long, though. Fern – that’s my cousin – is staying with us for a few months whilst her parents are abroad. And I’m due to go to America on an exchange scheme in the autumn.’

Just then a movement at the other end of the field caught everyone’s eyes and they saw a girl and boy approach the gate there.

‘Fern!’ called out Libby. ‘Over here!’

The girl opened the gate and began to walk across the field, while the boy turned away abruptly and made for the stables.

‘My brother, Will,’ explained Libby. ‘He goes to day school in Lowchester, a few miles away.’ She lowered her voice and went on, ‘Fern absolutely idolizes him and makes a prize nuisance of herself hanging round him all the time. Will can’t bear girls – apart from me – and he thinks that she’s just too silly for words!’

‘I’ll bet he wasn’t too pleased when he found out that she was coming to stay,’ laughed Isabel.

‘That’s putting it mildly!’ said Libby. ‘You see, it all started when we were kids and I pulled the head off Fern’s favourite doll. Will fixed it and, ever since, she’s treated him like some kind of hero.’

Fern looked a little like a doll herself, thought Isabel as the girl approached. A very pretty china doll, with her pink and white complexion, golden hair and wide, blue eyes. Unlike her cousin, who was casually dressed for riding, Fern wore a pretty summer dress and high-heeled sandals, on which she teetered and stumbled over the uneven ground. Really, thought Pat, she looks as if she’s going to a garden party!

‘Fern, come and meet Carlotta, Pat and Isabel, from St Clare’s,’ said her cousin. ‘We’re all going to be in the third together.’

Fern said hallo in a high, pretty voice, and Pat noticed that she kept a cautious distance from Libby’s horse, shying away nervously every time the animal tossed its head.

‘Do you ride, Fern?’ she asked.

‘Oh, no!’ The girl shuddered and shook her golden curls. ‘Horses frighten me to death! I have other interests.’

Libby grinned fondly at her cousin and said impishly, ‘Yes, Fern’s interested in her hair, her nails, her clothes …’

Fern turned red and gave Libby a little push, while the twins exchanged grins. Winking at Carlotta, Isabel said smoothly, ‘Our cousin Alison will be in the third too – and her interests are exactly the same as yours! I just bet the two of you will get on like a house on fire!’

‘Oh, that would be great!’ breathed Fern, her big blue eyes growing even rounder. ‘To have a friend who likes the same things as I do.’

‘Well, you and Alison are welcome to your fashions and fancy hair-dos,’ said Libby bluntly. ‘Give me my horses any day! How about you, twins? Are you interested in riding?’

‘We’ve had a few lessons,’ answered Pat. ‘But we’re not in Carlotta’s league. She used to ride in a circus, you know.’

Libby looked at the dark girl with interest, exclaiming and pressing her to tell all about her life in the circus. Even Fern dropped her sophisticated pose and came out of her cloud of self-absorption to ask Carlotta several interested questions.

Just then the girls heard Mrs O’Sullivan calling and Carlotta, reluctant to leave, pulled a face. ‘Back to school for us!’

‘We don’t start until tomorrow morning,’ said Libby. ‘It must be such fun, all of you being together all the time.’

‘Yes, we have some good times,’ laughed Pat. ‘And we try to fit in a midnight feast each term!’

‘Midnight feasts! How marvellous that sounds,’ sighed Libby wistfully. ‘But Fern and I will be here at home each night, and shan’t be able to join in anything like that.’

Carlotta grinned wickedly. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure. At St Clare’s, anything is possible!’
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Another new girl …

On the short drive from the stables to St Clare’s, the girls chattered non-stop about the two day girls, thrilled that they had been the first to meet them.

‘What a piece of news to tell the others!’ said Pat.

‘Yes, and what a term it’s going to be,’ Carlotta sighed happily. ‘I don’t know that I’ll have time to fit any school work in. I shall be too busy riding!’

The twins laughed and Isabel said, ‘Libby seems a good sort. I don’t know that I’m too keen on Fern, though.’

‘Me neither,’ agreed Carlotta with a grimace. ‘Still, with any luck we should be able to push her off on to Alison.’

‘Oh, yes, Alison will think she’s just too wonderful for words,’ chuckled Pat. ‘No doubt she’ll spend the whole term in Fern’s pocket.’

But the girls were in for a surprise once they reached St Clare’s and had said goodbye to Mrs O’Sullivan. For there in the big hall was the twins’ cousin, already arm in arm with another new girl. This one seemed the complete opposite of Fern, being dark and rather serious looking.

‘Twins! Carlotta!’ called out Alison, pulling her new friend forward. ‘Enjoyed the holidays? Come and meet our new girl, Rachel Denman.’

The three girls introduced themselves and Rachel inclined her head graciously. The reason for her rather haughty manner was made clear when Alison said in hushed tones, ‘Rachel is the daughter of Sir Robert and Lady Helen Denman, the well-known actors. What do you think of that?’

‘Wow!’ exclaimed Pat, very much impressed despite the fact that she hadn’t taken to Rachel at all. ‘Isabel and I saw one of their films at the pictures during the holidays and they were both just marvellous. It must be wonderful to have that kind of talent. Do you mean to follow in their footsteps?’

‘Naturally I intend to become an actress,’ answered the girl sharply, as though surprised that Pat should ask such a foolish question. ‘Until recently I went to drama school in London.’

She had a beautiful speaking voice, low pitched, yet clear as crystal. Due to her drama coaching, no doubt, thought Isabel.

‘What made you decide to leave and come to St Clare’s?’ she asked.

‘My parents feel strongly that one must experience real life to be able to inject true emotion into one’s acting,’ she explained loftily. ‘So for the next year I’m just to be an ordinary schoolgirl, like the rest of you.’

The twins and Carlotta stared at her hard. Her condescending manner really put their backs up. As though sensing that the others didn’t think much of Rachel, and fearing that they might say something cutting, Alison said hastily, ‘I’d better take you to Matron, then we’ll see which dormitory we’re in. I do hope we’re together.’

‘I suppose we “ordinary” mortals ought to pop along to Matron too,’ remarked Carlotta as Alison and Rachel walked away. But before they had a chance, the girls heard their names called and turned to see Janet Robins and Bobby Ellis walking towards them.

‘Hallo! I see you’ve met the actress. What do you think of her?’ asked Janet with a wry grin.

‘So good of her to come down and live among us little people,’ said Bobby, a scornful look on her freckled face. ‘My word, if she puts on her high and mighty airs with me she’ll learn all about true emotion, all right!’

The others laughed. Rachel was the kind of girl who brought out the worst in the forthright Bobby. She just couldn’t bear airs and graces, as she called them.

‘Trust your cousin to latch on to her,’ remarked Janet drily.

Pat gave a chuckle. ‘Don’t be surprised if Alison changes her affections tomorrow, Janet. We’ve two more new girls starting then – and one of them is just Alison’s cup of tea!’

‘Hallo, what’s this?’ The dark, good-looking Hilary Wentworth came up, accompanied by Doris Elward. ‘Who’s Alison’s cup of tea? Tell us!’

‘Hilary!’ cried the girls. ‘And Doris!’

‘Just arrived back?’

‘Good to see you both again!’

Once the girls had greeted each other, Janet nudged Pat and said impatiently, ‘Go on! Let’s hear all about these new girls.’

So Pat, with much eager assistance from Isabel and Carlotta, told the listening girls all about Libby and Fern, extremely gratified at the reaction their news produced.

‘Day girls! How thrilling!’

‘And riding stables right on our doorstep. Brilliant!’

‘Looks as if it’s shaping up to be a fab term!’ remarked Hilary. ‘And we’ve got the glorious summer weather too, which means plenty of tennis and swimming. Come on, let’s hurry along to Matron and give her our things. If we’re quick there might just be time to take a look at the swimming-pool before tea. I know we won’t be able to go in, but just looking at that clear blue water lapping at the sides makes me feel all nice and summery!’

Everyone agreed with this and, picking up their night-cases, they sped along to Matron’s room. But they never did get to visit the swimming-pool, caught up in the first-day bustle of unpacking, finding their dormitories, greeting girls, mistresses – and Miss Theobald, the wise, kindly head mistress, of course. Then the bell sounded for tea, and before the girls knew what had happened, the day was over and it was bedtime.

Alison, to her great disappointment, wasn’t in the same dormitory as Rachel, but had been allocated a bed next to Mirabel Unwin. This didn’t thrill her at all as Mirabel was rumoured to snore loudly! She sought out Mirabel’s best friend, the quiet little Gladys, who was in Rachel’s dormitory, and whispered, ‘Gladys! How about you and I swapping places? Then you can be next to Mirabel.’

‘Why, that’s very kind of you, Alison!’ exclaimed Gladys, quite unaware that Alison had her own reasons for wanting to change places. ‘But aren’t we supposed to ask Matron if we want to move dormitories?’

‘Yes, you are,’ said Hilary, coming up with Janet and overhearing this. ‘What’s up, Gladys? Do you want to go in with Mirabel?’

‘Well, it was Alison’s idea,’ replied Gladys, anxious to give credit where it was due.

‘Really,’ said Hilary drily. ‘I wonder why?’

Alison blushed and said hastily, ‘I was only thinking of Gladys, and how nice it would be for her to be next to Mirabel.’

‘And I suppose this has nothing to do with the fact that your precious Rachel is in the other dormitory?’ put in Janet with a grin.

‘Alison, if you want to change with Gladys, kindly make your request through Matron tomorrow,’ Hilary said with calm authority. ‘Now it’s bedtime, so I suggest you go and get ready – quickly!’

‘Spoken like a true head girl,’ said Janet with a chuckle as Alison, rather sullenly, went into her dormitory.

Hilary laughed. ‘Perhaps, but I’m not head girl.’

‘You will be tomorrow,’ said Janet confidently. ‘Once Miss Adams has made the announcement.’

‘I don’t think so,’ responded Hilary thoughtfully. ‘I overheard Miss Jenks saying last term that she thought it was time someone else had a chance.’

‘Really? Won’t you mind standing down?’ asked Janet curiously.

‘Not at all,’ answered Hilary. ‘I thoroughly enjoyed being head girl and appreciated what an honour it was. But it’s a big responsibility and I’ll be quite happy to sit back and let someone else take it this term.’ She paused and looked thoughtfully at Janet. ‘You, perhaps?’

‘Never!’ Janet dismissed this with a laugh. ‘I’m too fond of jokes and tricks to make a good head girl.’

‘Yes, but you’re also a born leader and a strong character,’ pointed out Hilary. ‘Anyway, we’ll find out tomorrow.’

‘Yes,’ said Janet slowly, Hilary’s words making her think.

The girls, worn out by their long journeys and the excitement of the day, fell asleep quickly. All except two of them. One was Rachel Denman, who lay staring miserably into the dark, aware that she had made a bad start with the girls.

It’s all so very different from my drama school, she thought unhappily. Only Alison seems to like me. Still, I suppose that’s my fault for getting on my high horse. But somehow I just find myself going all defensive and can’t seem to help it. Sighing heavily, the girl turned over in her bed. If only they knew it was my stupid pride making me act like that, she thought. But I can’t bring myself to tell them the truth.

The other girl was Janet, who lay awake for a very different reason – excitement! Until that conversation with Hilary, it had never occurred to her that she might be in the running for head of the form. But now that she came to think about it, why shouldn’t she be? After all, she, Hilary and Doris had been at St Clare’s longer than any of the others. Well, Hilary had had her turn, and as for Doris – Janet grinned to herself – Doris, the duffer, would run a mile if the honour was offered to her. There wasn’t an ounce of conceit in Janet’s nature, but the more she thought about it, the more she saw herself as the obvious choice for head girl. At last she drifted off to sleep, her thoughts pleasant. Tomorrow … she thought drowsily. Tomorrow she would know.



3

 … And a head girl

When the laughing, chattering stream of third formers made their way into the classroom after breakfast next morning, Fern and Libby were already there, looking out of the big window at the gardens. They turned as the girls entered and Pat called out, ‘Hi! You two are keen!’

‘We wanted to make a good impression on our first day,’ said Libby with her ready grin. ‘Fern’s been up since the crack of dawn doing her hair and nails!’

Fern blushed and Alison, looking at the pretty, dainty girl with approval, stepped forward.

‘Fern!’ she said with her charming smile. ‘What a pretty name!’

Fern smiled back, recognizing at once in Alison many of the traits that were in her own character.

‘You must be Alison,’ she said. ‘The twins have told me all about you.’

Alison looked rather doubtful at this, casting a suspicious glance at her cousins, who were introducing Libby to the others. Evidently, though, they hadn’t said anything bad about her to Fern, for the girl seemed only too eager to make friends. Soon she and Alison were in the thick of a discussion on the latest fashions.

‘Two feather-heads together,’ murmured Carlotta with a grin. ‘Rachel isn’t going to be too pleased. Where is she, by the way?’

‘She left her pencil-case in the dormitory and had to go back for it,’ said Bobby. ‘Here she comes now.’

Indeed, Rachel looked extremely put out when she walked in and saw her new friend engrossed in conversation with someone else. Alison spotted her and beckoned her over, wondering how Rachel would feel about making up a threesome with Fern. Alas, there was no time to find out, for Doris, standing guard at the door, hissed, ‘Hush! Miss Adams is coming!’

Immediately the chattering ceased, the girls standing straight, as a short, dark young woman entered. Miss Adams, the third-form mistress, looked plain and rather dour – until she smiled, and then her whole face lit up. She smiled now, saying, ‘Good morning, girls. Find yourselves desks as quickly as possible, please.’

There was the usual scramble for places in the back row, only the three new girls standing aside and waiting – as was the custom – for the others to bag their seats first.

Alison chose a middle-row desk by the window, then both Fern and Rachel made a beeline for the vacant one next to her. They reached it neck and neck, Fern placing her bag on the desk at precisely the same time as Rachel sat down on the chair.

‘I was here first!’ they cried in unison.

Doris nudged Libby and grinned.

‘I put my bag on the desk before you sat down!’ insisted Fern indignantly.

‘Well, I reached the chair first, so it’s mine!’ said Rachel, equally determined, as she glared at her rival.

‘What it is to be popular,’ murmured Bobby, seated directly behind a red-faced Alison.

‘Move your things!’ demanded Rachel arrogantly.

‘I shan’t!’ refused Fern, blue eyes sparkling with anger. ‘You can just move yourself!’

‘Excuse me!’ boomed Miss Adams, stern eyes fixed on the two quarrelling girls. ‘I was under the impression that I was teaching the third form at a senior school, not a kindergarten class. And it’s customary, young lady, to stand when you are being addressed by a mistress!’

Blushing furiously, Rachel shot to her feet, keeping one hand possessively on the back of the chair, as though afraid that Fern would snatch it from her.

‘And you!’ Miss Adams’s sharp eyes switched to Fern, who had been smirking triumphantly. ‘Are you wearing nail polish?’

Quaking, Fern stammered, ‘It – it’s only a clear one, Miss Adams.’

‘Kindly remove it at the earliest opportunity!’ the mistress ordered sternly. ‘And never let me catch you wearing it in class again.’

Humiliated, and aware of the wide grins of the rest of the class – with the exception of Alison, who looked as though she wanted to sink through the floor – Fern pursed her pretty mouth. Even her own cousin thought it was hilarious, she realized, glaring at Libby, who was clinging helplessly to Doris.

‘Now, the two of you have precisely ten seconds to sit down, or you will stand outside!’ barked Miss Adams, looking at her watch. ‘Ten … nine … eight …’

‘Oh, move along, Rachel!’ snapped Alison with unusual impatience. So much for her ideas of a threesome!
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