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Hello Story-seeker,


We are the Willoughby sisters and we have a story to share with you. It’s a story about one of the most important things in the whole world – friendship.


Our story begins on the first day of term at L’Etoile, School for Stars, with two of our heroines, twins Molly and Maria Fitzfoster, arriving at their new school, L’Etoile. L’Etoile is an exclusive stage school, and takes girls from age ten through to sixteen. With only twenty pupils in each year group, it is considered the best school in the world for producing superstars and has educated some of the most famous names in the history of music and film. To make sure that every student who attends is determined to achieve their life’s dream of becoming a star, the enrolment process is not for the faint-hearted.


So sit tight, get ready for laughter and tears, and enjoy this wonderful journey of friendship. We did!


Love from,
Holly and Kelly Willoughby x
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New Beginnings
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Molly and Maria Fitzfoster could barely breathe for nervous excitement as they clutched each other on the back seat of their dad’s old Bentley. As the car bounced along the enormous, sweeping drive, they craned their necks out of the window trying to catch a glimpse of their new school. The September sun streaming through the rows of poplar trees completely blinded them.


‘Oh, Eddie, are we nearly there yet?’ a very exasperated Maria asked their dad’s driver. ‘We can’t see a thing back here!’


‘I know, Miss Maria,’ Eddie responded. ‘The sun is in the wrong spot and making driving a little bit tricky. I don’t think it can be too much further though.’


‘Don’t worry, Eddie – Maria just hates not being in control. It’s not as if we’re going to be late or anything. She factored in enough extra journey time to cater for anything,’ Molly gently mocked her sister.


Maria checked her watch and threw her sister a sarcastic smile.


[image: Image] You see, Maria was extremely well organised. Molly on the other hand was totally the opposite, but more about the twins later …


After hitting a few potholes and dodging some wild rabbits, Eddie veered right as the driveway turned sharply, leaving the sun trailing behind and a crystal-clear view ahead. Molly thought to herself that if the sun had been a theatre spotlight, someone had just hollered ‘Curtain up!’ There stood the school, in all its splendour, nestled against the backdrop of a luscious hillside.


Both girls gasped. The chalk-white building rose majestically out of the green countryside. L’Etoile was everything they had dreamed of – or at least everything Molly had dreamed of. Maria, in all honesty, would have preferred to attend a more academic school, but she knew that she would flourish anywhere, and rather than be separated from Molly, with her dreams of stage and screen, she had gone along with her sister’s choice.


[image: Image] After all, Story-seeker, you can make more of any situation, when you have a little bit of genius!


‘Wow!’ exclaimed Molly. ‘Mum was right. Quick, Eddie – don’t worry about parking, just drop us. We’ll work the rest out for ourselves.’


‘Now who’s Little Miss Impatient?’ retorted Maria, with a glint in her eye.


The ever-obliging Eddie, as the girls had heard their father call his faithful driver, did as he was instructed and pulled up alongside the grand double-fronted entrance. Fortunately for Eddie and the girls, they had arrived so early that there weren’t too many other families around checking their girls in. Almost before the car had come to a stop, Molly and Maria had leapt out and were staring up at the towering black front door. They were transfixed by the enormous gold star door-knocker glistening in the sunlight. It had the words ‘Reach for the Stars’ inscribed round the edge.


Maria watched that dreamy look she had come to know and love spread across Molly’s face as she read the inscription.


The gold star knocker seemed to be throwing off its own beam of light, warming and mesmerising everything in its path – and the twins were no exception.


‘L’E-twa-le …’ came a frightfully posh and clipped voice through the dark entrance. ‘L … apostrophe … E-T-O-I-L-E.’


As the voice spelled the name of the school, a tall, painfully thin but nonetheless striking figure emerged from the shadows. Suddenly the warmth from the gold star had been eclipsed by a lady with a face caked in make-up, and Molly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.


‘Young ladies – or “L’Etoilettes” as you shall now be known. Welcome to L’Etoile, School for the Performing Arts, where only the most gifted of students are accepted. Which of you can tell me what “L’Etoile” means?’


Molly gulped and shot Maria a glance. It was the as-the-oldest-sister-by-seven-minutes-and-forty-seven-seconds-you’re-in-charge look.


“L’Etoile” quite simply means “the star” in French,’ Maria said, without even the slightest hint of doubt in her voice.


[image: Image] Oh, to have that confidence, Story-seeker.


A smile crossed the lady’s face. ‘Correct, L’Etoilette. And may I have the pleasure of learning your name so I know more about the little star in the making I am addressing?’


‘My name is Maria Fitzfoster – and this is my sister, Molly. What’s yours?’ asked Maria, semi-innocently.


‘But of course you are,’ the lady replied knowingly, her smile turning into a sickly grin. ’The Fitzfoster Diamond Dynasty twins. How are your dear parents, Brian and Linda? It goes without saying that we know each other well – mixing in the same circles as we do.’ She looked both girls up and down, with some approval, it appeared.


‘Molly and Maria, I am your new headmistress, Madame Ruby, and you are to think of me as your queen, your mentor and most of all, your inspiration and aspiration. Everything you achieve here at the school, my L’Etoilettes, will set you on the path to superstardom. I, and only I, can make your dreams come true, so let this be the start of something fabulous for us all …’


And with that she swooshed round on her stiletto heels and disappeared into the shadows.


‘Well!’ exclaimed Molly.


‘It’s OK, Molly,’ Maria said, sensing that her sister was still reeling from the make-up.


‘My goodness, Maria – did you see her face? How much make-up can one face take?’


‘I know – she’s a walking blusher brush – but an important one!’ said Maria and both girls exploded into a fit of giggles.


Thud … thud … crash … bang … wallop!


‘What on earth …?’


The twins swung round to see the ever-obliging Eddie struggling to drag their matching, designer luggage from the car boot, and immediately ran over to give him a hand. By now more and more cars were beginning to pull up and the chatter and general noise of fearful children and clucking parents swirled about.


Staff members had started to emerge from the main house, equipped with clip-boards stuffed with lists; new student attendance lists; dormitory share lists; dietary requirement lists. In the thirty or so minutes since the Fitzfoster twins had arrived, chaos had engulfed L’Etoile.


Unsure of who they were supposed to register with, Molly decided she’d had enough of headmistresses for one afternoon and opted for the prettiest teacher on the drive – who happened to be the very lovely Miss Helen Hart.


Miss Hart had been teaching at L’Etoile for seven years. She and her family had always had very close links with the school and her father, a man with green fingers, managed its grounds and lovely gardens. Now in her mid-thirties, Helen Hart was a woman of amazing musical talent and had chosen to use her accomplishments to inspire the next generation of potential superstars. When Helen was younger, she’d narrowly missed out on her dream of becoming a world-famous singer/songwriter, having sacrificed her career to look after someone who was ill.


[image: Image] It is from that fact alone, Story-seeker, that you can tell the kind, selfless character of the lovely Miss Hart.


This was her first year as deputy headmistress at L’Etoile – a position she was determined would really make a difference to the students.


‘Come on, Maria!’ Molly grabbed her sister by the arm and, together, they hurtled towards Miss Hart who was trying to give dorm directions to three chattering girls, who were all asking questions at once.


‘One at a time ladies, please …’ she had a soft lyrical voice. ‘It’s important that you take this in as there are two houses at L’Etoile and you need to follow instructions for where to go.’


‘Autumn Costello – you are in Monroe House. Follow the yellow flags down past the lake to the West Wing and take this certificate confirming registration to your new housemistress, Mrs Sophie Bell. She’ll take it from there.’


‘Thank you, Miss Hart,’ said Autumn, pretty much courtseying as she backed away towards her parents.


‘Actually, Autumn …’ Miss Hart called after her as she looked down her list. ‘Would you mind taking Betsy Harris with you to Monroe – you’ll be able to keep each other company. Betsy’s majoring in piano too so you’ll have plenty to talk about.’


‘Absolutely,’ said Autumn, trotting back to collect Betsy. ‘Hello Betsy – soooo good to meet you. Let’s get there early and see if we can share a room, shall we? Come on.’ And off they skipped, following the yellow flag road to Monroe.


When Miss Hart had called Autumn back to meet her new companion, the twins had been struck by how young and petrified Betsy had looked. ‘She must be quite some pianist!’ whispered Maria to Molly, none too quietly. ‘She looks about seven!’


‘For goodness sake, Maria – when are you going to learn never to judge a book by its cover? Don’t you remember that timid little nanny Daddy hired to look after us last summer? You said the same thing about her and look where that got us. She soon found her strength, didn’t she?’ Molly reminded her sister.


Maria rolled her eyes. Molly always looked for the best in everyone and everything. For twin sisters they really were like chalk and cheese. It’s not that Maria was mean, she was just a bit more suspicious of everyone and everything. But that’s exactly what balanced the two sisters. Molly’s soft, faithful side tempered Maria’s cynical outlook – and they loved each other dearly.


The twins hardly noticed the time whizzing by. All around them was a mass of teachers, girls and parents pointing in different directions and talking over each other, not to mention the piles of luggage strewn everywhere. If just one of those bags ended up where it was supposed to be by the end of the day it would be a miracle!


‘Now, who’s next? asked Miss Hart, looking at the twins.


‘Maria and Molly Fitzfoster,’ they answered in unison. ‘I’m Molly,’ said the blonde, ‘and I’m Maria,’ said the brunette.


Miss Hart stared in earnest at the two faces in front of her, assessing the differences. It was quite amazing. They had the same faces but with completely different colouring. Molly had blue eyes, long blonde wavy hair and an olive hue to her complexion, while Maria had green eyes, long dark wavy hair and a pale, china-doll complexion.


‘My goodness, so alike, yet so very different. Would we class you as identical or non-identical twins?’ she asked, intrigued.


‘That’s always been a bit of a conundrum.’ Maria took the lead. ‘Officially, we’re identical twins, but physically now we don’t look much alike.’


‘Dad calls us Snow White and Rose Red because we remind him of that fairy tale,’ Molly piped up. It was so typical of her to get all romantic at a time like this, thought Maria.


‘Well, here at L’Etoile, you are all individuals,’ continued Miss Hart. ‘You’ve come to this school to be yourselves and find yourselves and you are both very welcome – as starlets in the making. Now let’s see which houses you’re in …’ She flipped through the lists on her bulging clipboard.


The twins gulped and shot each other a look of panic. Houses … plural … not one house together? Even with all this talk about individuality and finding themselves, neither was ready to be without the other just yet!


‘Ah yes, here we are … Molly, you’re in Garland House.’ Molly’s eyes started to prickle with tears. ‘And Maria, let’s see now … won’t that be nice for you both – you’re in Garland House too.’


The relief! Maria flung her arm around her sister’s shoulder and grabbed the two registration certificates Miss Hart was holding out for them.


‘Garland House is a separate building behind the main school towards the theatre. It’s a grand white building with pillars at the entrance. Follow the blue flags along the path. Your new housemistress, Miss Mary Coates, will meet you in the entrance hall and show you to your room. Good luck, girls, and be sure to work hard.’


Molly and Maria nodded, again in unison, and bounded over to the ever-obliging Eddie, twittering about Garland House. ‘Come on, Eddie! I’m desperate to see our new room and to meet the other girls!’


Eddie lolloped after them dragging two huge suitcases while the girls pranced in front trailing their coats, certificates and school bags.


‘Watch out, Molly!’ shrieked Maria, leaping on her sister just in time, knocking them both backwards over a low hedge onto the lawn.


At that very moment, an enormous, sleek, black car came careering round the turning circle and screeched to a halt halfway across the lavender-lined footpath the twins had been walking along.


There was a stunned silence as everyone who was still on the gravel watched as the car doors were flung open and three rather hideous but extremely famous faces stepped out (and one rather pudgy face who no one recognised). Molly and Maria were still catching their breath and Eddie scrabbling for strewn clothing when they heard an American accent say, ‘Oh for heaven’s sake, Blue, darling, I told you not to drive yourself any more … that’s why we have chauffeurs. You never were much good at knowing when to stop.’ There was a muffled gasp as the very beautiful Mrs Serafina Marciano stood straightening her very expensive haute-couture suit.


‘Lucinda honey, ignore your mommy,’ a baritone American voice drawled back. ‘Go find out where we need to drop your stuff so I can get outta here. I’ve got a meeting with Universal Pictures in London Town in an hour and I’m already running crazy late.’


‘Pop, Mommy, I already know which house we’re in. Mommy requested Garland House when she spoke with Madame Ruby in the summer. It’s where all the big stars graduate from.’ Then Lucinda turned to her mother and said in the snobbiest tone she could muster, ‘We should sooo have come in the private Garland entrance to avoid the others.’


‘Darling, remember what I told you. It’s all about making an entrance. What you do with that entrance is up to you.’ And Mrs Marciano replaced her Hollywood-dark sunglasses back on the immaculately powdered bridge of her cosmetically altered little nose.


[image: Image] And there begins the nightmare, Story-seeker, with the arrival of Lucinda Marciano, daughter to Hollywood’s very own royalty, Blue and Serafina Marciano.


Every single person recognised them from numerous Hollywood blockbuster movies and red-carpet events, which Blue directed and Serafina starred in. Most recently they’d filmed a documentary from their home in Los Angeles called At Home With The Marcianos, where the whole world had got to know the family – including the young Lucinda in all her horrendous glory.


Even the Fitzfosters had tuned in to watch it. Molly had been shocked to see how unhappy and obnoxious Lucinda Marciano had appeared on the show. It was evident that she had everything she could possibly wish for, just like the Fitzfosters, yet Molly and Maria weren’t spoiled and mean like Lucinda. Their mum had explained that it was unfair to blame Lucinda. She said the fault lay with the lack of time and effort that the Marcianos invested in their daughter. She was an only child so had no brothers or sisters to turn to and her parents evidently had little or no time in their busy schedules to guide and discipline her. Mrs Fitzfoster went on to explain how Molly and Maria had always had each other to lean on and that she and their father made sure they knew the value of having everything and nothing in equal measure.


Maria, having dusted herself down, was fuming at the Marcianos’ blatant disregard for the rest of the human race and was marching up to Lucinda, one arm gesticulating in anger as she got ready to tell her exactly what she thought about her big entrance. But before she had time to even open her mouth, Lucinda promptly threw her coat over Maria’s outstretched arm.


‘Oh thank goodness. There are staff!’ Lucinda snapped. ‘Take that to my room, will you?’ And she turned her back on Maria, whose jaw had hit the floor in shock.


[image: Image] (And it is not very often that our Maria is speechless, Story-seeker.)


Maria silently counted to ten, threw the coat on the ground and strode back to Molly and Eddie, her eyes wide with fury as she plotted exactly what to do with her anger. She vowed to dedicate herself to upholding the student balance and to never let Lucinda – or Lucifette as she would now be known – tip the scales of the entire school in her favour. Maybe the way she behaved wasn’t all her fault but, even so, Maria wasn’t going to let her get away with that sort of performance.


[image: Image]


‘Who’s in charge around here?’ stormed Blue Marciano, glaring at every single member of staff in turn.


Helen Hart suddenly realised that in her new capacity as Deputy Head, she out-ranked everyone else on the gravel.


‘Mr Marciano …’ she ventured. ‘Welcome to L’Etoile, School for …’ but she was rudely interrupted.


‘FOR STARS …’ There it was again, the clipped voice from the shadows that had greeted the twins when they’d arrived.


‘Dearest Mr Marciano, Mrs Marciano … I am Madame Ruby, Headmistress – we spoke on the phone in June.’ She held out an immaculately manicured hand for Blue to shake (or kiss!). ‘Please, do follow me. You are, of course, our most esteemed guests and I would like to escort you and your lovely daughter personally to Garland House. We have held our very best room for Lucinda and her L’Etoile companion.’


With that all eyes swivelled to the fourth person to emerge from the car – the one nobody had recognised. Madame Ruby beckoned to her, but could hardly hide her surprise as the slightly plump, awkward girl approached.


‘And you are?’ she enquired in an intimidating tone.


‘S … S … S … Sally Sudbury, Madame,’ the girl stammered.


‘Sally Sidekick more like,’ whispered Maria to Eddie and Molly, who grinned in agreement.


For the audience on the driveway, the whole scene was as ridiculous as it was spectacular and heads bobbed from one direction of conversation to the other, as though they were watching a mixed doubles final at Wimbledon.


‘Welcome, Miss Sudbury, to our school of excellence.’


Sally shrank at the mention of the word ‘excellence’. She’d never been particularly excellent at anything. Sally was the daughter of Maggie Sudbury, the Marcianos’ housekeeper. Maggie had come to work for the family as a struggling, single mother, with baby Sally, who the family were kind enough to accommodate as part of her domestic arrangement. As the years went by, Sally had become a sort of playmate for Lucinda. Now she was burdened with the role of ‘companion’ and had spent her entire life in Lucinda’s shadow. Blinded by the privileged life that she thought Sally was experiencing alongside Lucinda, Maggie was unable to see the damage that this was doing.


‘Erm, thank you, Madame …’ she mumbled. But no sooner had she finished speaking than Lucinda yanked her by the arm.


‘Move it, Sally – since when did this become about you? You’ve got my unpacking to do!’


And with that, the whole Marciano clan, plus poor Sally, were marched off through the main L’Etoile entrance by Madame Ruby, brushing past the gold star knocker as they went, obviously getting a private tour before being shown to the ‘best’ Garland accommodation.


Only Maria, who had regained her calm, broke the stunned silence. ‘Come on, Molly … let’s check out our room – I’m sure it’s just as fabulous. Who does that little Lucifette think she is? She’ll keep – she’d best hope we don’t run into each other too often!’


[image: Image] But you know, and I know, Story-seeker, that that would be just too easy!
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And Then There Were Three
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‘I know we haven’t seen Monroe House yet, but isn’t Garland beautiful?’ exclaimed Molly dreamily as she sat at her new dressing-table brushing her long, blonde hair.


The girls counted themselves very lucky so far. Their new housemistress, Miss Coates, had greeted them in the entrance hall and had been really sweet – a real ‘mummy’ type who Molly had instantly felt she could turn to if she was homesick – and who Maria knew she could run rings around! The only thing they hadn’t foreseen was that there was a third bed in their room.


‘Who do you think we’ll get?’ asked Molly thoughtfully.


‘Whoever it is, she’ll be hard pushed to beat Lucifette in the annoying stakes, so I’ll take my chances. Anyway, you love a project, Moll – I’m sure you’ll be able to dress her up and do her hair just how you’d love to still do mine!’ Maria answered triumphantly from under the bed.


‘Maria – what are you doing under there?’ asked Molly, chuckling at how her sister still had the price tags stuck to the bottom of her shoes. Some people have no idea, she thought quietly to herself.


‘Huh?’ Maria wriggled out onto the bedroom floor, looking as if she’d been dragged through a hedge backwards. ‘I wish I’d spotted how few plug sockets there were before Eddie left. How am I going to run a business from here? I’ll have to email Dad and ask him to post me a multi-socket tonight.’ She began picking balls of dust and who knows what else from her cardigan.


‘You are funny, the way you talk. You’re hardly running a business … it’s more of a hobby,’ Molly said, looking in disbelief at Maria’s cardigan. How could she get so messy, so quickly?


‘But,’ said Maria, ignoring Molly’s look, ‘someone’s got a responsibility to dig out the truth and keep the rest of the school informed, haven’t they? I think that running an online blog here under the radar is a great idea – and as far as I’m concerned it is a business – everyone’s business is my business – so, ha!’ And they both laughed.


Maria’s life-long dream was to become one of the world’s hottest, finger-on-the-pulse journalists, and in her eyes she wasn’t too young to start gaining some work experience. At the beginning of the summer holidays, she’d convinced her dad to set her up with a basic website that she could update by herself. She’d sold the idea to him as an online community website to keep their village up-to-date with what was going on.


Her dad – perhaps somewhat naïve about his daughter – had considered it a good way for her to learn about people in her community and keep them abreast of village events such as the Summer Fête, the St Mary’s Charity Fun Run, and to help promote local businesses by raising awareness of their services. That summer Maria had made sure she accompanied her mum to various village meetings and experimented with her talents by interviewing community members, such as the farmer during lambing season, the butcher about his award-winning pear-and-pork sausages, the florist working on a local celebrity wedding, to name but a few. She wrote articles about her findings, with a little bit of community gossip thrown in for good measure, and by the time she left Little Hampton, she had managed to acquire quite a name for herself.


Her village website had been called See it Like Maria, but now that she no longer considered herself an amateur blogger, and was about to enter a new school community, she decided it would be much more fun to run an anonymous blog called ‘Yours, L’Etoilette’ – a report written by a mystery student, for the students. She’d have to spread the word about the site somehow – under the radar, of course, to avoid unwanted teacher attention – so that the girls would know where to go to get their fix of genuinely useful info about school events but (more importantly) a good bit of gossip as well. An additional feature she’d been toying with was to find a way for students to contact the mysterious ‘Yours, L’Etoilette’ with their comments or needs so the site could have an agony-aunt element to it, or an ‘advertise for help’ service. But she’d have the whole term to perfect that.


[image: Image] To put it bluntly, Story-seeker, Maria was more excited about this little project than any musical feats she might achieve at L’Etoile!


While Maria busied herself setting up her ‘home office’, Molly unpacked for both of them, filling every available drawer with clothes and toiletries and laying out their new school uniforms ready for the first day of term tomorrow.


‘What do you think of these school skirts, Mimi?’ she asked, using her favourite pet name for Maria.


‘A skirt’s a skirt, isn’t it?’ answered Maria, who was busy untangling about a thousand charger wires from Molly’s hairdryer. She’d labelled them all clearly but couldn’t account for Molly’s erratic ‘stuffing into a bag’ method of packing.


‘Are you kidding? Look how long these skirts are. Do you think we’ll get away with rolling them up a bit? These are soooooo long and gross!’ Molly said in despair, already dreaming up ten different ways she could make these blue and grey uniforms look cool. The girls had worn what they liked at their junior school, so this was a new experience for both of them. Molly was even more fashion-conscious than she was beauty-conscious – if that was possible – and it was fair to say that she had a natural flair for what was hot and what was definitely not!


‘Oh well – at least I won’t have to hold you up in the mornings now deciding what to wear,’ said Molly, half-regretfully, as she stared down at the grey pleated skirt, grey tights, pale blue-and-white check shirt and navy blue V-neck jumper.


There was a knock on the bedroom door and Miss Coates appeared.


‘Molly … Maria …’ She looked from left to right, commanding the girls’ attention. ‘I’d like you to meet your new roommate for the year, Pippa Burrows.’


Pippa peered at them from behind Miss Coates and smiled shyly at the girls.


‘Hi,’ she whispered.


Molly jumped up from her suitcase which, despite her best efforts, still looked as if it had just thrown up on the floor by her bed. ‘Hello Pippa. Really pleased to meet you. This is my sister Maria. We’ve been wondering who might be sharing with us. We’re so happy it’s you.’


Maria stifled the desire to roll her eyes at Molly’s immediate tendency to love at first sight and managed a genuine smile of acceptance. Pointing over to the bed under the window she said, ‘Molly and I left you the nicest bed as we already know each other, obviously, and don’t mind being quite close together.’


It wasn’t a huge bedroom so Miss Coates was delighted to see that the twins had been generous and thoughtful to their new roommate.


‘Thank you very much,’ said Pippa and started dragging her beaten-up old suitcase over to her bed.


‘We’ll help you,’ said Molly. ‘Probably best if we put it straight on the bed. We’ve got ourselves in a bit of a mess already in here.’


‘OK, girls. I’ll leave you three to get to know each other. It’s a picnic supper of jam sandwiches in your rooms tonight while you settle in.’ And Miss Coates handed Molly a large paper bag filled with squidgy packages. ‘Bedtime is at eight o’clock sharp. You’ll all be exhausted after the excitement of this afternoon and ready for a good night’s sleep. You’ll hear the bell chime five minutes before lights out. I’m in the room at the end of the corridor if you need anything. My name is on the door.’ And with that she left the girls alone, clicking the door shut behind her.


Molly, Maria and Pippa stood and looked at each other for a moment. They could hear other students in their rooms laughing and shouting at the top of their voices; things like, ‘Has anyone got a spare toothbrush?’ and ‘Oh no, I’ve forgotten my school tights. Does anyone have a spare pair?’


Maria was the first to break the awkward silence. ‘Molly, if you even think about rushing down the corridor with our toothbrushes so we have to use our fingers – or share poor Pippa’s – I’ll kill you!’


Without hesitation, Pippa shot Maria a look of understanding and dived on her suitcase as if to protect her toiletries and underwear with her life. After unpacking, all three girls joked and shared sandwiches until lights out.


[image: Image] So there you have it, Story-seeker. If only they knew on that first night that they would become the three corners of a triangle of friendship which would last for a lifetime.
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Learning the Ropes


[image: Image]


The school bell rang at the end of the first day at L’Etoile. And what a day it had been. All the first-years had been running around the school like headless chickens working out the quickest route to this class and that.


The twins had quickly realised that Lucinda had been right about one thing – there were loads of really talented people in Garland House. It was easy to tell one house student from another as the Monroe L’Etoilettes were in the exact same grey skirts and tights but wore yellow check shirts and V-neck jumpers. Molly, needless to say, was delighted when it dawned on her in assembly that morning how close her blonde locks had actually come to clashing with a luminous canary-coloured sweater.


Assembly had been held in the school theatre – aptly named the ‘Kodak Hall’ for obvious Oscar reasons. Indeed, the school had ridiculously over-inflated, celebrity-league names for most of its rooms. The music rooms were called the ‘Royal Albert Rooms’; the sports hall was called the ‘Athenae Olympic Quadrant’; the science and maths block, the ‘Einstein Quarter’; the dance studio the ‘Bolshoi Suite’; the English and foreign language rooms the ‘Shakespeare and Latin Quarter’ – the dining room was even called the ‘Ivy Room’, for goodness sake. Maria’s eye-rolling was even beginning to get on her own nerves, but Molly and Pippa were in awe of everything – appreciating every not-so-subtle reference to the great and good. Maria took pleasure, though, in seeing her sister happy and, to be perfectly honest, their new-found friend Pippa as well. At least with her there, she didn’t have to join in with Molly’s every dreamy whim. Thank goodness for Pippa Burrows.


The whole school, approximately a hundred students at any one time, had all filed into the hall, split according to Garland and Monroe houses. Madame Ruby was joined on the stage by all the teachers. For Maria – who was desperately trying to remember every single face to write her first blog of the year – it was the perfect line-up to start off the proceedings.


Miss Hart sat to Madame Ruby’s right – although set slightly back so as not to be seen to be ‘on the same level’ as Madame.


The girls’ Garland housemistress, Miss Coates, and Mrs Bell, the housemistress for Monroe, sat to her left. The other teachers sat in rows behind. Beyond their striking appearance as a somewhat eccentric collection, they remained a bit of a mystery to the first-year students. Maria had made a mental note to start filtering through past years’ student magazines to check what the teachers were really like.


‘My L’Etoilettes,’ Madame Ruby addressed her audience, ‘On this, the first day of the new school year, there are those among you for whom this is the beginning of the rest of your star-seeking lives, and there are those who are already in that star-seeking process, but you have one crucial thing in common. You are in the world’s very best establishment to mould your careers as superstars.’ She drew a short breath.


‘May I share with you a piece of advice passed on to me as a starlet by my great grandmother and founder of L’Etoile, the great Lola Rose D’Arcy … Be true to yourselves and your talent and in doing so you will achieve your potential. Reach for the stars, L’Etoilettes, reach for the stars!’


A round of applause erupted. Only Maria sat manically scribbling away on the notepad she’d smuggled in between the band of her rolled-up skirt and her hideous grey tights.


‘From this moment on,’ Madame Ruby continued, ‘we, the loyal, talented teaching staff at L’Etoile, promise to guide and develop your individual artistic talents to their utmost potential. And in return we ask that you are receptive to every criticism and note. So go forth, L’Etoilettes, and become the stars your namesake school can be proud of for years to come.’


Another enraptured round of applause followed. For all the dodgy make-up, even Maria couldn’t deny the excitement and zeal Madame Ruby made her pupils feel.


After assembly, the girls made their way to the classroom numbers they had been given that morning by their housemistresses.


Thankfully, Molly, Maria and Pippa had once again been banded together in Form 1 Alpha under the tutelage of the slightly alarmingly named Mrs Rene Spittleforth.


Mrs Spittleforth had horn-rimmed spectacles and was wearing what could only be described as a violet and daffodil print tabard! She was, to all intents and purposes, a very nice lady – the girls thought she was about forty years old – but then, to them, anyone over twenty-one seemed about forty years old.


Their first hour in the classroom began with Miss Spittleforth standing in front of a large whiteboard, explaining their timetable.


A school day at L’Etoile was divided into two sections. Morning classes were sciences, languages, history and geography. Then each afternoon would focus on the special L’Etoile arts of music, dance and drama. During the enrolment process, every student had had to demonstrate a particular skill to an exceedingly high level before they could be awarded one of the ‘gold-dust’ places at the school. These skills could take the form of being a budding concert musician, an exquisite classical or modern dancer, a talented actress of stage and screen or an incredible vocalist. Or, like Lucinda, you had to have a face that fitted and parents with bulging bank accounts and friends in high places who could benefit the school’s standing.


Next there was class registration – students had to report to their assigned class tutors at nine o’clock every morning. Each member of the class was given a number between one and ten, according to where their names fell alphabetically, to call out as proof that they were in the room. Maria had thought how easy it would be for Molly to answer twice while she was up to mischief elsewhere.


Molly and Maria were numbers four and five. Just for that morning’s registration, every girl was asked to stand up when they called their number, and give their name and their artistic talent by way of an introduction to their fellow pupils.


Form 1 Alpha was a mixture of Garland and Monroe students:
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	Lydia Ambrose

	Monroe Cellist & Double Bassist
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