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CHAPTER ONE


AS THE waiting train blasted out a cloud of steam Darrell Rivers raced along the station platform. The platform was packed with people, and so was the train. Girls in the same orange and brown uniform as Darrell were hanging out of the windows, calling goodbye to their families.


Darrell headed towards the far end of the train where she could see a teacher standing beside the end carriage.


‘Last call for Malory Towers!’ the teacher shouted.


‘I’m here!’ Darrell panted. ‘Darrell Rivers.’


The woman smiled. ‘You’re just in time! I’m Miss Potts, your form mistress.’


Mr Rivers arrived next, wheeling Darrell’s trunk. Mrs Rivers and Darrell’s younger sister Felicity followed more slowly, Mrs Rivers leaning on Felicity’s arm. Felicity was wearing Darrell’s straw boater with its orange and brown ribbon.


‘Darling!’ Mrs Rivers swept Darrell into a loving embrace. ‘You’ll get such a lot out of this new school.’


Mr Rivers placed a hand on Darrell’s shoulder. ‘Make sure you put a lot back.’


Darrell hugged her father, then turned to Felicity. ‘Don’t forget to write,’ she reminded her as a porter hauled the trunk on to the train.


‘As if I would!’ Felicity replied, desperately wishing she was old enough to go to Malory Towers herself.


The guard blew his whistle, and Miss Potts ushered Darrell aboard the train. It was crammed with Malory Towers girls, and the noise was tremendous.


‘Hello, Lottie!’


‘Mary, WHAT have you done to your hair?!’


‘Hilda, you never wrote to me, you meanie!’


Miss Potts led Darrell, who felt very much the new girl, to another compartment and opened the door to reveal a crowd of first-formers. Darrell blushed under their curious scrutiny.


‘Another one for you,’ Miss Potts said to the bright-faced girl nearest the door. ‘Alicia will show you the ropes, Darrell.’


‘Hello!’ Alicia grinned at Darrell. ‘Budge up, you lot.’


They all shuffled sideways, and Darrell squeezed in.


‘Sally’s a new girl too,’ Alicia told Darrell, indicating the girl opposite them. Darrell smiled eagerly at Sally, but all she received in return was a tight little nod. ‘There’s a third one somewhere,’ Alicia continued, peering through the window. ‘Look! There!’


A girl in Malory Towers uniform, a sheet of pale blonde hair rippling down her back, stood on the platform, clinging to her mother. They were both sobbing dramatically.


‘Poor thing,’ murmured a small, slight girl in the window seat.


Another girl snorted in disgust. ‘Bet you half my tuck she’s faking it!’ she said in a broad Scottish accent.


‘Potty will sort them out,’ replied a girl with a mass of untidy hair.


Miss Potts was already kindly but firmly separating the two and leading the girl away.


‘Introductions!’ Alicia announced. She pointed at the Scottish girl. ‘Jean. Good egg.’ Alicia nodded at the girl with messy hair. ‘Irene. Genius at maths and music—’


‘Hopeless at everything else,’ Irene broke in.


‘Girl in the window seat,’ Alicia continued, ‘Mary-Lou. Too nice for her own good!’


Mary-Lou smiled timidly at Darrell as the door to the compartment opened. ‘Are you terribly squashed? Would you like this window seat?’


Alicia stifled a giggle as Miss Potts looked in, accompanied by the girl with blonde hair. ‘Girls, this is Gwendoline Lacey.’


‘Gwendoline MARY Lacey,’ Gwendoline said reprovingly. ‘And I’m afraid I’ll need the window seat. I get awfully travel sick.’


She sniffed dramatically, and Miss Potts shot her a keen look before leaving. Mary-Lou kindly made space for Gwendoline, who didn’t even say thank you as she sat down.


‘Is that someone’s sister on the platform?’ Sally asked. Darrell looked out and saw Felicity waving madly at her. She was holding Darrell’s straw boater.


‘Your HAT!’ Felicity shrieked. Then a fierce gust of wind ripped it from her hands. Darrell leapt up and headed for the door. Alicia followed, and they both jumped down from the train.


‘I’m sorry!’ Felicity gasped, pointing upwards.


The hat was wedged in a planter of flowers above them. The porters had piled a stack of trunks underneath, and Darrell made an instant decision. She swung herself on to the bottom trunk and quickly climbed up the others one by one. Standing on the top trunk, Darrell could just reach the hat with her fingertips.


‘Hurry!’ Felicity pleaded as the train’s whistle sounded.


‘The ten-thirty to Penzance will be leaving in one minute,’ the station master announced.


Darrell launched herself down to the platform from halfway up the stack of trunks. Unfortunately her dress caught on one of them, and there was a loud ripping sound.


‘Oh, no!’ Felicity groaned when she saw the tear in Darrell’s new dress.


Darrell grinned ruefully and dashed back to the train, Alicia at her heels. ‘Don’t forget to write!’ Darrell yelled, ruffling her sister’s hair as she flew past.


The two girls charged back to the compartment and collapsed panting into their seats. The others were wide-eyed with admiration, except Gwendoline. She looked extremely disapproving.


‘We’re going to be great friends, Darrell!’ Alicia said, and Darrell beamed at her.


‘Darrell’s JUST the sort of girl Mother warned me about,’ Gwendoline muttered to Sally. ‘A tomboy. And look how short her hair is.’


Sally said nothing and just smiled to herself.


The whistle screamed once more. The train belched out a cloud of steam as it pulled away from the station, the girls cheered and Darrell could hardly contain her excitement. We’re off! she thought. Malory Towers, here I come!










CHAPTER TWO


AS THE train sped towards Cornwall the girls passed the time gossiping and singing songs. Darrell joined in enthusiastically. Sally said nothing. Neither did Gwendoline; she simply sat there looking superior.


‘How come you’re all changing schools?’ Alicia asked, when they’d finished a rousing rendition of ‘I Do Like to Be Beside the Seaside’.


‘Mother says I need to be stretched,’ Gwendoline replied solemnly.


Alicia blinked, then looked at Sally.


‘I wanted to board,’ Sally said shortly. Conversation over.


Alicia’s eyebrows almost flew off the top of her head. ‘Darrell?’


‘Oh, I wanted to go to a school with a pool,’ Darrell explained. ‘I love swimming, and there wasn’t a pool at my old school, St Hilda’s—’


‘St Hilda’s?’ Gwendoline’s ears pricked up. ‘My cousin’s there. Apparently they asked a girl to leave last year. Did you know her?’


A thrill of horror ran down Darrell’s spine. She was saved from replying when an older girl stuck her head inside the compartment.


‘The cliff corner’s coming up!’ she announced.


There was a cheer and a mad dash to the window.


‘Who’s that?’ Darrell asked.


‘Pamela.’ Alicia grinned. ‘Head girl. She’s marvellous.’


I can see that, Darrell thought. The head girl looked smart, friendly and confident. Everything Darrell herself wanted to be.


‘Look.’ Alicia pulled her over to the window.


Darrell craned her neck to catch her first glimpse of her new school. She saw a castle-like building of grey stone with four towers, one at each corner, perched high up on a cliff above the glittering sea. The school looked serene and welcoming.


When the coach pulled up outside the imposing entrance Darrell, Sally and Gwendoline gasped in unison.


‘It’s HUGE!’ Darrell said. ‘I’ll never know my way about.’


Alicia laughed. ‘I’ll teach you. Come on!’


Darrell, Sally and Gwendoline followed Alicia off the coach and towards the wide stone steps that led up to the entrance. They were surrounded by a sea of girls flooding in the same direction.


Darrell gazed up at the tall towers. ‘It is just like a castle!’


‘I shall feel a proper lady going up these steps—’ Gwendoline said, shaking back her hair.


‘You wouldn’t say that if you knew what happened to the real Lady of Malory Towers,’ Alicia interrupted wickedly. ‘There’s a painting of her hanging in the main corridor.’


‘So what happened to her?’ Sally asked.


‘No one told you?’ Alicia raised her eyebrows. ‘We’ve got a GHOST here!’


Gwendoline let out a little shriek as Alicia darted away, laughing. Darrell and the others hurried after her and found themselves in a corridor bustling with girls, but Alicia was nowhere to be seen.


‘Are we lost?’ Gwendoline asked, peering at the throng of unfamiliar faces around them.


Darrell took charge. ‘Alicia said to go to the san first, remember?’


Gwendoline looked blank.


‘The sanatorium,’ Darrell explained. ‘The school hospital.’ She pointed along the corridor. ‘Let’s try that way.’


The three girls hurried along, checking the rooms. Darrell opened a door and shook her head. ‘Science lab,’ she said.


Gwendoline was horrified. ‘We have to do science?’


Darrell nodded. ‘I like science. Daddy took me to visit his old medical school once. I’d love to be a doctor too.’


‘You mean a nurse,’ Gwendoline said sharply.


‘Girls can be doctors,’ Darrell said. ‘Why not?’


Gwendoline sighed loudly. ‘Why would you want to work anyway?’


‘Mother says a woman needs a room and money of her own to be truly happy,’ Sally added.


‘My mother says girls only need jobs if they’re too plain to catch a husband,’ Gwendoline retorted as Darrell opened another door.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’


The girls spun round guiltily. A large woman with a cross face was striding towards them.


‘We’re looking for Matron,’ Darrell replied.


‘I’m Matron.’ She eyed Darrell up and down with narrowed eyes. ‘What in all that’s holy happened here?’ she demanded, pointing at the rip in Darrell’s dress.


‘It was an accident—’ Darrell began.


‘An order mark for you.’ Matron said, lips pursed. ‘Follow me, all of you.’ She marched off down the corridor.


Darrell was aghast as they fell in behind Matron. An order mark on her first day? How horribly embarrassing.


‘Thank you so much for taking us to our dormitory, Matron,’ Gwendoline said sweetly.


‘We’re not going to the dorm,’ Matron snapped. ‘I’m taking you straight to the headmistress!’


Darrell couldn’t believe her ears. Her first day at Malory Towers was turning into a disaster . . .


‘It’s not fair!’ Gwendoline whined as the three girls stood nervously in Miss Grayling’s study. ‘I didn’t do anything.’ She directed a bitter look at Darrell. ‘It was all her—’


‘Gwendoline, you’re not here because you’re in trouble,’ Miss Grayling said calmly. The headmistress was a slender, graceful woman with neat grey hair, a warm personality and a natural authority. ‘I see all the new girls on their first night.’


‘You do?’ Darrell exclaimed, relieved. She had liked Miss Grayling and her comfortable study with its air of faded grandeur immediately. Thank goodness they weren’t in trouble after all.


The headmistress nodded. ‘It’s one of my favourite moments, meeting you all on your first day, imagining what you might achieve.’ She gazed enquiringly at them. ‘What would you like that to be?’


Silence. Darrell glanced at Sally, but she had a frozen rabbit-in-the-headlights look on her face. Gwendoline too was silent.


‘Passing our School Certificate?’ Darrell blurted out, unable to think of anything else.


Miss Grayling smiled. ‘Exams aren’t our only measure of success, Darrell. A Malory Towers success is someone who is good-hearted and kind. Loyal and trustable.’


The headmistress caught Gwendoline’s eye. Gwendoline squirmed uncomfortably.


‘We hope that when you leave here you will be good sound women the world can lean on,’ Miss Grayling continued. ‘You will all gain tremendously from your time with us. See that you give a lot back.’


Darrell’s face lit up. ‘That’s exactly what my father said!’


‘Perhaps one day he and Malory Towers will be equally proud of you,’ Miss Grayling replied.


Darrell’s heart swelled with emotion. Silently she promised herself she would do her absolute best at Malory Towers. But she didn’t notice the look of bitter jealousy on Gwendoline’s face.










CHAPTER THREE


THAT EVENING, as the sun set over Malory Towers, Darrell was unpacking in her new dormitory in the North Tower. The dorm was bright and cheerful with rows of beds lined up opposite each other.


Darrell was thrilled to be in the same dorm as Alicia. She knew all the others too – Irene, Mary-Lou, Jean, Gwendoline and Sally. The only two students Darrell hadn’t met before were Emily, a quiet, reserved girl, and Katherine, head of the first form.


Darrell stood a photo of her family on her bedside locker and stared fondly at her father, mother and Felicity. She’d have a chance to write to them soon and tell them all about her first day at school.


Sally had just finished unpacking. She also had a family photo in her hands, but to Darrell’s intense surprise Sally shoved the photo inside the drawer and closed it.


How odd! Darrell thought, climbing into bed.


Everyone else was in bed now too, except Gwendoline. She was brushing her long blonde hair, counting the strokes.


‘Fifty-four, fifty-five, fifty-six—’


‘Lights out!’ Katherine called.


Gwendoline carried on brushing.


‘Hey, new girl!’ Katherine said impatiently. ‘What’s your name – Gwendoline?’


Gwendoline sniffed. ‘Gwendoline Mary actually.’


‘Get into bed, please,’ Katherine ordered.


‘I promised Mother I’d do a hundred strokes a night,’ Gwendoline protested.


‘Katherine’s head of form,’ Jean said. ‘You have to do what she says.’


‘Now I’ve forgotten what number I got to!’ Gwendoline wailed.


‘Fifty-six,’ Irene said helpfully.


‘Bed. NOW,’ Katherine said, and turned out the lights. The dorm was plunged into darkness, except for pale moonlight shining through the curtains. Gwendoline squealed and jumped underneath the covers.


Darrell snuggled down comfortably as silence fell. Her eyes were just closing when Alicia whispered, ‘A long time ago, when this was a private mansion, Lady Jane Malory lived here.’


Darrell’s eyes immediately snapped open again.


‘Oh, not the ghost story!’ Mary-Lou groaned.


‘One day, when Lady Jane was out riding, she met and fell in love with a highwayman,’ Alicia continued.


Darrell was hanging on Alicia’s every word when her attention was distracted by a strange noise. Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.


‘What’s that?’ Darrell asked.


‘It’s Lady Jane’s ghost,’ Alicia replied, thoroughly enjoying herself. ‘She wants to come in.’


Scratch. Scratch. Scratch.


Gwendoline screamed hysterically. ‘It’s inside the dorm!’


‘It can’t be her.’ Darrell thrust back the blankets. ‘Ghosts aren’t real, Gwen.’


Katherine switched the lights on, and Darrell quickly identified the source of the scratching. It was coming from the cupboard at the far end of the dorm. The other girls were giggling, except Gwendoline and Mary-Lou who were terrified.


‘Stop it, Alicia!’ Irene wheezed, snorting with laughter.


‘Look, it’s not me,’ Alicia insisted.


Bravely Darrell grasped the door handle and pulled the cupboard open. All she could see inside were piles of clean bed linen.


Then they heard the scratching again, coming from the top shelf of the cupboard. Mary-Lou dived beneath her blankets in terror while Gwendoline scrambled out of bed and fled the dorm.


Grasping the top shelf firmly, Darrell climbed upwards, using the other shelves as precarious footholds. The others watched as she began to fumble through the sheets and pillowcases stacked on the top shelf. To her bemusement she uncovered a small wicker cage behind the piles of bed linen. The door of the cage was ajar, and Darrell came face to face with a little grey mouse.


‘It’s not a ghost,’ Darrell chuckled. ‘It’s a mouse!’


Footsteps sounded in the corridor, and Gwendoline reappeared, with Matron behind her.


‘What’s going on?’ Matron asked frostily. Her jaw dropped when she saw Darrell clinging to the top shelf of the open cupboard. ‘Darrell Rivers!’ she roared angrily, striding towards the cupboard.


The mouse didn’t like the sound of Matron’s voice. It jumped out of the cupboard down to the floor. Unhurt, it scuttled away, right near to Matron’s and Gwendoline’s feet.


‘Help!’ Gwendoline squealed, leaping on to her bed. Shrieking, Matron lifted her long skirt, hopping around in terror. The girls burst into helpless laughter as the frightened mouse vanished down a tiny hole in the floor.


Humiliated and red-faced, Matron turned her iciest glare on the giggling girls as Darrell climbed down from the cupboard. The laughter died away immediately until all that was left was a tense silence ‘You, Darrell Rivers, are a troublemaker,’ Matron announced furiously. ‘I know your type.’


Darrell was stung. ‘But, Matron—’


‘No pudding for a week.’ Matron stalked over to the door. ‘Now, everyone, go to sleep.’


A downcast Darrell climbed into bed. She’d really got on the wrong side of Matron, and it was only her first day.


Matron paused in the doorway to nod approvingly at Gwendoline. ‘Thank you, Gwendoline. You did the right thing in coming to me.’


Darrell cast a hurt look at Gwendoline. That had been a really sneaky thing to do.


Satisfied, Matron clicked off the lights, leaving the dorm in darkness.










CHAPTER FOUR


IT WAS still early, and the dawn was just coming up, flooding the dorm with sunlight, when Darrell woke up. Turning over, she saw Alicia, fully dressed, retrieving the wicker cage from the linen cupboard.


‘The mouse was yours!’ Darrell said.


Alicia grinned. ‘He’s probably happier roaming free anyway. You were a brick not telling Matron about the cage.’ She stuffed it out of sight underneath her bed. ‘I’ll make it up to you. Come on!’


Darrell was intrigued. ‘Where?’


Alicia shook her head, putting her finger to her lips. Darrell jumped eagerly out of bed, and Alicia ushered her over to the door, not even giving her time to dress. They were about to leave when Gwendoline came out of the bathroom. She was brushing her long hair.


‘You’re going to have to tie that back,’ Alicia warned her.


Gwendoline pouted. ‘Mother says it’s my crowning glory!’


‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ Alicia said. ‘Oh, and it was pretty mean of you to tell on us last night. That’s not the Malory Towers way.’


When Alicia and Darrell left the dorm Gwendoline hesitated, then sneaked out after them. She followed at a distance, curious to find out where they were going.


Alicia led Darrell outside and through the school gardens. ‘Don’t look!’ Alicia was saying, one hand clamped firmly over Darrell’s eyes. ‘All right – NOW!’


Darrell opened her eyes. There, beside the sea, was the famous Malory Towers swimming-pool. It had been carved out of a stretch of rocks and looked part of the natural landscape with seaweed growing at the sides. Every day when the tide came in the sea swept into the pool and filled it up.


Darrell was transfixed. ‘It’s amazing!’


‘Here.’ Alicia pulled a rolled-up swimsuit out of her pocket and tossed it to Darrell. Then she slipped off her dress to reveal her swimming costume underneath. Breathless with anticipation, Darrell quickly wriggled into the swimsuit beneath her nightie.


‘Race you!’ Alicia yelled.


Leaving their clothes on the rocks, the two of them ran down to the blue-green water and dived in. Darrell yelped with shock because it was so cold, but it was exhilarating to swim in the early-morning sunshine. She loved the way the salty sea water lapped over the rocks, creating waves across the pool.


Neither girl spotted Gwendoline watching them from the shadow of the cliff, deeply jealous of the fun they were having . . .


‘I can’t believe we missed breakfast,’ Darrell panted when she and Alicia hurried back into school. Girls and teachers were milling around on their way to the first lesson. ‘I’m starving!’


‘We’ll make up for it tonight.’ Alicia lowered her voice. ‘Midnight feast with the West Tower girls – want to come?’


‘You bet!’ Darrell didn’t need to be asked twice.


Gwendoline came down the stairs as Darrell and Alicia were going up. Her hair was still loose down her back, and Miss Potts, who was hurrying past, put out a hand to stop her.


‘Gwendoline!’ the teacher exclaimed. ‘Your hair!’


Proudly Gwendoline shimmied the blonde waves over her shoulders. ‘I always brush it one hun—’


‘Tie it back before my class, please,’ Miss Potts said sternly.


Gwendoline’s mouth fell open, and, blushing, she scuttled back to the dorm. Darrell followed to change into her uniform.


Within five minutes Darrell was ready. She changed and then towel-dried her short hair quickly. Meanwhile, Gwendoline was standing helplessly in front of the mirror, trying to plait her blonde waves.


‘Quick, or you’ll be late,’ Darrell said.


‘I knew I’d hate it here,’ Gwendoline muttered tearfully. ‘I thought we new girls would stick together, but Sally never speaks, and you’re off with Alicia the whole time. Why are you friends with her?’


‘She’s fun—’ Darrell began.


‘You mean she gets you into trouble,’ Gwendoline broke in tartly.


‘You got me into trouble last night,’ Darrell reminded her.


‘Sorry, I’m just terrified of mice.’ Gwendoline stared hopelessly at herself in the mirror. ‘I can’t plait my hair!’


‘Here, let me help.’ Darrell grabbed the brush and began plaiting Gwendoline’s hair quickly and competently. Gwendoline watched with delight.


‘There, you look lovely,’ Darrell said, tying the ends of the plaits securely with ribbons.


‘Thank you!’ Gwendoline held out her little finger. ‘Make up?’


Darrell hesitated before hooking her little finger round Gwendoline’s. ‘Make up,’ she agreed.


‘Will you be my friend?’ Gwendoline demanded.


Without waiting for a reply she tucked her arm possessively into Darrell’s and led her out of the dorm.










CHAPTER FIVE


BY THE time Darrell and Gwendoline made it to class they were late, but Miss Potts smiled her approval at Gwendoline’s neat plaits.


‘Much better,’ she said. ‘But, Darrell, why are you late?’


‘She was helping me,’ Gwendoline said quickly.


Miss Potts nodded, and Darrell flashed a grateful smile at Gwendoline.


‘See?’ Gwendoline whispered. ‘Best friends.’


Darrell felt uncomfortable as they sat down. She wasn’t sure she really wanted to be best friends with Gwendoline. They didn’t seem to have a lot in common.


Oh, well, maybe I should give her a chance, Darrell decided. Perhaps Gwendoline would enjoy swimming and sports as much as she did . . .


‘I’m cold!’ Gwendoline wailed, shivering at the side of the lacrosse field, waiting her turn. Her class were practising using their lacrosse sticks, long-handled poles with small nets at the end. They were cradling and running with the ball while Gwendoline watched in disgust. What a ridiculous game!


Alicia ran past and overheard Gwendoline complaining. ‘That’s the spot where Lady Jane met her love,’ Alicia yelled, pointing her lacrosse stick at Gwen, ‘the night they DIED!’


Gwendoline squealed with fright and shot Alicia a daggers look. That girl really is the limit, she thought furiously.


Darrell and Alicia raced on, tossing the ball to each other. Secretly Darrell was disappointed that Gwendoline didn’t seem interested in lacrosse. It was so much fun to be racing around outside in the fresh air instead of stuck inside a stuffy old classroom. But then Darrell remembered how Gwendoline had saved her from being in trouble with Miss Potts earlier.


‘Alicia,’ Darrell said hesitantly, ‘could we invite Gwendoline to the midnight feast?’


‘G-whining G-wendoline?’ Alicia scoffed. ‘Not likely!’


Darrell said no more. She didn’t want to annoy Alicia.


For the rest of the day Gwendoline insisted on sitting beside Darrell at every lesson. But after classes were over Darrell slipped away on her own. She wanted to write her very first letter home, knowing her parents and Felicity would be waiting eagerly to hear from her.


Darrell settled herself on the grass beneath one of the spreading oak trees and began to write. She described the train journey to Cornwall, her first glimpse of the school, her dormitory and the swimming-pool.


‘I’ve . . . made . . . a . . . wonderful . . . new . . . friend,’ Darrell said as she wrote. But when she got to friend, she had to stop and think about it. ‘Friend?’ Darrell repeated, her forehead creasing into a frown. She wrote ‘freind’, then continued. ‘She’s called . . .’


Darrell finished the page and turned it over.


It was midnight, and the North Tower first-form dormitory was in darkness. Everyone appeared to be asleep.


Darrell had burrowed down under the covers and was sleeping soundly when suddenly her eyes flew open. What was that strange creaking noise?


Nervously Darrell peered into the darkness, but she could hardly see a thing. There was the creaky sound again! Was someone walking around the dorm?


A hand fell on Darrell’s shoulder. Darrell almost cried out with shock but managed to stifle her scream when she realised it was Alicia.


‘What was that creaking?’ Darrell whispered.


Alicia grinned. ‘Must have been the ghost. Come on, it’s midnight!’


Excited, Darrell tumbled out of bed. She’d read about midnight feasts in stories, and now she was actually going to one herself!


‘Don’t forget your tuck,’ Alicia reminded her.


Darrell retrieved the bag of food she’d stashed underneath her bed. Then the two girls tiptoed over to the door, completely unaware that someone else was awake too.


Gwendoline was peeping over her blankets. Eyes narrowed, she watched Darrell and Alicia leave the dorm . . .


The midnight feast in the attic room was already well under way when Darrell and Alicia arrived. Darrell was surprised to see so many girls there sprawled around on blankets spread out on the dusty floor.


‘At last!’ called Betty Hill, one of the West Tower girls. ‘Come on, you’re missing all the fun!’


Darrell and Alicia quickly added their own tuck to the heaps of cakes, biscuits and sweets. Betty turned on the record player, and some of the girls got up to dance. Darrell beamed and reached for a chocolate biscuit. This was the best fun! Malory Towers was all she’d ever dreamt of and more.


Outside, Gwendoline was peering through the keyhole. A midnight feast? Darrell hadn’t even invited her! And they were supposed to be best friends! Gwendoline burned with rage and jealousy as she spied on Darrell munching biscuits and joking with Alicia. How dare her so-called friend treat her like this?










CHAPTER SIX


DARRELL WOKE UP, stretched and glanced at the clock. She felt bright-eyed and energetic, despite being awake for several hours during the night. The midnight feast had been glorious fun. Darrell hoped there would be another one soon.


Everyone else was still asleep, or so Darrell thought. It was far too early for breakfast. She had time for a swim.


‘Alicia?’ Darrell whispered, rummaging for her swimsuit and towel. ‘Coming swimming?’


Alicia’s eyes remained closed. She waved lazily at Darrell, then snuggled down again.


I suppose that means no! Darrell thought. Slipping her dress over her swimming-costume, she hurried out.


Immediately Gwendoline sat up in bed, checking that none of the other girls were awake. No one stirred. She hopped out of bed and went over to Darrell’s bedside locker to examine the photo of Darrell’s family. Goodness, was that woman Darrell’s mother? Mrs Rivers was pale and thin with grey hair. She looked more like Darrell’s grandmother! Gwendoline thought complacently of her own pretty mother.


She eased open Darrell’s private drawer and saw some untidily written pages on top. I’ve made a wonderful new freind called . . . Gwendoline read. She turned the page eagerly. Alicia . . .


Darrell dived neatly into the pool with barely a splash and swam underwater towards the side. She surfaced, pushing her wet hair off her face, and was surprised to find Gwendoline looming over the edge, clutching some sheets of paper in her hand.


‘I know where you were last night,’ Gwendoline said bitterly. ‘Leaving me out isn’t a very “best friend” thing to do, is it?’


Darrell hauled herself out of the pool. She felt guilty until she noticed her letter in Gwendoline’s hand.


‘What are you doing with my letter?’ she demanded.


‘Oh, it’s not very interesting,’ Gwendoline sneered. ‘Your parents won’t miss it. I expect they’re glad to be rid of you!’


‘Take that back!’ Darrell cried. A red mist of anger descended on her. How dare Gwendoline read her private letter?


‘Poor dowdy Darrell!’ Gwendoline jeered. ‘With your torn dress and your stupid short hair! Still, your mother’s just as bad. I thought the dreary old lady in that photo was your granny!’


Darrell felt rage almost suffocate her. She lunged forward and attempted to pull the letter from Gwen’s grasp. But Gwendoline held on tightly, and the pages ripped in two across the middle.


Enraged, Darrell lashed out. But she shoved Gwendoline just a little too hard. Gwendoline staggered backwards, lost her footing on the slippery edge and toppled into the pool with a squeal and a splash.


Shaken out of her fury, Darrell watched in horror as Gwendoline resurfaced. Spluttering, Gwendoline thrashed her way to the side. Ignoring Darrell’s outstretched hand, she pulled herself out and stalked off, her clothes soaking wet.


Deeply upset, all anger gone, Darrell raced after her. ‘Gwen, I’m really sorry! It’s this rotten temper of mine. I shouldn’t have done that.’


‘No, you shouldn’t!’ Gwendoline spat. ‘Miss Grayling needs to know about this. You’ll be expelled, Darrell Rivers!’


‘I’ve said I’m sorry.’ Darrell was distraught. ‘Please don’t tell, Gwen!’


Gwendoline hesitated, pushing her dripping hair off her face. ‘Well, I do need help with my prep,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘It’ll take me an age otherwise . . .’


‘We could go to the library after tea,’ Darrell suggested.


‘Oh, I don’t mind when you do it.’ Gwendoline smiled sweetly. ‘As long as it gets done.’


Now Darrell understood the price she had to pay for Gwen’s silence. Without saying another word she nodded miserably.


The first lesson of the morning was French with Mam’zelle Rougier. Gwendoline hadn’t done her French prep, so Darrell sat in the classroom, bent over Gwen’s book, scribbling hard. Gwendoline watched with glee.


‘Allez, allez, allez!’ Mam’zelle Rougier snapped as she swept into the classroom, high heels clacking. The girls sat up straight, apart from Darrell, and Sally, who was next to her, gave her a discreet kick under the desk. Startled, Darrell jerked upright, knocking the book to the floor. Quickly Sally retrieved it, noticing the name on the front.


‘Why are you doing Gwen’s prep?’ Sally whispered, handing the book back.


‘I have to do it,’ Darrell muttered uncomfortably.


Sally shook her head. ‘No. You don’t. I thought you were smarter than that, Darrell Rivers.’


Darrell knew Sally was right. She didn’t have to do Gwen’s prep. But if she didn’t, then she’d have to do something much worse – go to Miss Grayling and confess what had happened at the pool.










CHAPTER SEVEN


‘DO YOU think physical violence is ever acceptable, Darrell?’ Miss Grayling asked.


Darrell struggled to contain her emotions. What hurt her most was the disappointment in Miss Grayling’s voice. For the millionth time in her life Darrell wondered miserably why she couldn’t seem to control her temper. ‘No. Never,’ she muttered. ‘Except perhaps in self-defence.’


‘And was pushing another pupil into the pool self-defence?’


Darrell shook her head remorsefully. ‘I – I was defending my mother,’ she murmured. ‘You see, Mother was very ill last year, right at the end of the war. That’s why her hair’s grey. I just –’ Darrell gulped – ‘I just couldn’t bear to hear her called dreary. That’s all.’


Too late, a horrified Darrell remembered that Miss Grayling’s hair was also grey. But the headmistress didn’t seem offended.


‘I think of grey hair as a sign of strength,’ Miss Grayling said quietly. ‘The war brought terrible pain and suffering, even to those of us who survived it.’


Darrell noticed that Miss Grayling was absentmindedly twisting the simple engagement ring on her left hand. There was no gold wedding band alongside it. For the first time Darrell noticed the photograph of a handsome young man on Miss Grayling’s desk. He wore a soldier’s uniform, and there was a black ribbon round the photo-frame.


‘Would you like to tell me who the other girl is?’ the headmistress asked.


Darrell shook her head. ‘Please don’t ask me to leave,’ she begged.


Miss Grayling considered her gravely. ‘A temper isn’t only a negative trait, Darrell. It shows spirit and fire. But you must learn to harness it for good. Are you willing to attempt that?’


‘Oh, yes!’ Darrell replied honestly.


‘Then let’s put this behind us.’


Darrell blinked back tears of relief. ‘Thank you, Miss Grayling,’ she said with heartfelt gratitude. She left the study, encouraged by the headmistress’s belief in her. She’d strive not to let Miss Grayling down again.


Darrell avoided Gwendoline for the rest of the morning. She didn’t intend to do another word of Gwen’s prep for her. Let her do her own work!


At lunchtime some of the first-form girls were playing stuck-in-the-mud on the lacrosse field. Darrell joined in enthusiastically while Gwendoline stood on the sidelines.


Alicia, who was ‘it’, managed to tag Darrell. ‘Got you!’ she yelled. ‘You’re stuck-in-the-mud!’


Darrell froze, legs planted apart. ‘Quick, someone rescue me!’ she hollered. ‘Gwen?’


‘I’m not playing, and you shouldn’t be either!’ Gwendoline hissed. ‘My prep’s late! I’m going to Miss Grayling.’


‘I’ve already been.’ Darrell stared Gwendoline straight in the eye. ‘You can’t threaten me now, Gwen.’


Gwendoline glared at her as Sally raced over to Darrell and dived through her legs.


‘SAVED!’ Sally called.


‘Hurrah!’ Darrell yelled. ‘I’m free!’ Away she ran, confident in the knowledge that Gwendoline couldn’t blackmail her any more.


Later that evening, after fuming all day, Gwendoline caught up with Darrell outside the common room.


‘I don’t want to be friends with you after all,’ Gwendoline said spitefully. ‘Miss Grayling will see what you’re really like soon enough, Darrell Rivers. I bet your last school was glad to be rid of you!’


Darrell couldn’t help flinching. Gwendoline noticed this and pounced eagerly.


‘Your last school was St Hilda’s, wasn’t it?’ Gwendoline’s eyes gleamed with suspicious malice. ‘Are you the girl who was asked to leave?’ She smirked. ‘I bet you are! I’m going to write to my cousin and ask.’


‘W-why would you do that?’ Darrell stammered.


‘Because I think everyone should hear what sort of a girl you really are,’ Gwendoline replied triumphantly. ‘Don’t you?’










CHAPTER EIGHT


ONE MORNING, a week later, Darrell and Alicia were washing at the bathroom sinks. Steam rose from the hot water, misting up the mirrors.


‘Team trials today!’ Alicia said. ‘Nervous?’


‘A bit!’ Darrell sighed. ‘I wish there was more than one place up for grabs.’


Gwendoline watched grumpily from the basins opposite. She hated seeing the other two girls so friendly.


‘You’re good,’ Alicia said. ‘It’d be cracking to be on the team together.’


Turning back to her mirror, Gwendoline immediately let out a piercing scream. A message had mysteriously appeared on the glass. I’M WATCHING YOU!


‘Who’s watching me?’ Gwendoline wailed.


‘It’s a message from Lady Jane herself, Gwen,’ Alicia replied solemnly. ‘Beware!’ Smiling, she walked out.


‘Aren’t you scared?’ Gwendoline asked Darrell shakily.


Darrell shrugged. ‘I don’t believe in ghosts.’


‘Is this a trick?’ Gwendoline scowled. ‘Did you do this?’


‘Honestly, Gwen, it wasn’t me.’


‘You know, it’s been a while since I wrote to my cousin,’ Gwendoline snapped. ‘She’ll write back any day now. Maybe even today.’


Darrell’s face fell.


‘So if it was you who was asked to leave St Hilda’s,’ Gwendoline continued, ‘I’ll soon know why.’


The bell sounded, and Darrell went down for breakfast, but she was too anxious about Gwen’s threats to eat much.


‘So how hard is this English assessment going to be?’ Sally asked.


‘Brutal,’ Jean said. ‘Potty likes to put new girls through their paces.’


Darrell gulped. She’d forgotten about the test with Miss Potts this morning. Something else to worry about . . .


‘Darrell Rivers!’ Matron marched over to the table, noting that Darrell was wearing her lacrosse kit. ‘Is your dress mended? No team trials if it isn’t!’


‘Do you think I’d be sitting here if it was still torn, Matron?’ Darrell asked brightly.


‘I’ll inspect it later then,’ Matron said, looking slightly disappointed.


Darrell nodded, but pulled a face after Matron had left.


‘Not fixed it?’ Alicia enquired.


Darrell sighed. ‘No.’


‘I can do it,’ said Emily, much to Darrell’s surprise. Usually she hardly said a word. ‘I’m not trialling, and I love to sew.’


‘I’d be really grateful.’ Darrell beamed at her, wondering why Emily looked so tired. She kept yawning, and her eyes were pink-rimmed.


‘Ooh, here’s the mail!’ Alicia announced as Katherine arrived with the post.


Gwendoline smiled sweetly at Darrell. ‘Is there one for me, Katherine?’


Katherine flicked through the letters. ‘Yes, Gwen.’


Darrell couldn’t eat another mouthful of porridge. She watched with dread as Gwendoline took the letter, smiling expectantly. But when Gwendoline studied the envelope, her face fell. ‘But this is MY letter to my cousin!’ she complained. ‘Surely I didn’t get the address wrong?’


Darrell saw that the envelope had been addressed to Joan Lacey, St Hilda’s School, Cromley, Glos. Someone had crossed out the address and written Return to Sender in red pen. Darrell breathed a sigh of relief. She was off the hook – for now.
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