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      Gail Fernhill, newly appointed of principal of Queen Anne's Girls' School in Dunedin, New Zealand is haunted by her past but befriends new property manager Neil Goodall. Neil pierces her reserve to support and help her when he discovers that as a teenager, she killed her abusive father in self-defence.




      However, the case is reopened after the discovery of her father's rifle. Inspector Peter Carrington attempts, by fair means or foul, to build up a murder case against Gail and directs Tania Brogan, an undercover police officer employed by the school as a teacher, to find evidence. However, after an accident involving a bus load of pupils on a ski trip Tania switches her allegiance to help Gail but unwittingly plays into Carrington's hand.




      Intertwining with Gail and Neil's growing love and the conflicts of school life, the problems deepen when John McKendrick arrives at school and attempts to abduct his daughter Penny. Gail and Neil intervene but Gail is wounded and, with Neil and Penny, abducted.




      Is Gail's successful life as a principal about to be cut short by her past? And what of her abduction? Is Neil's love enough to help the blemished jewel through these trying times?




      *




    


  




  CHAPTER 1




  Except for the classroom block poking out the back, the private girls' high school could have been an upmarket Edwardian home set in spacious grounds. The administration block, a double storied wooden building of 1890s vintage was surrounded by a small flower garden and an expanse of immaculately kept lawn. The grounds surrendered to modern demands by having a car park and a ramp that provided accessed to the veranda. Double glass entry doors also looked an intrusion into the classic style and a complete contrast to the colonial windows that decorated the front facade.




  It was eight fifteen in the morning on the first day of the first term and everywhere girls, most dressed in blue school uniform, wandered around the grounds waiting for the commencement bell. Year 9s gathered in groups and gazed in wonder at the seventeen and eighteen year old young women while Year 10s pranced around, swollen with their own importance. They were, after all, not the youngest at the school any longer and had seventy-five Year 9 s to look down on. The present roll of three hundred girls stretched the facilities to the limit with classes squeezed into buildings designed for two-thirds that number. Numerous temporary buildings dotted the grounds but plans for a new teaching block had, once again been delayed by the Queen Anne's Board of Trustees.




  A white limo swung up the drive, screeched to a stop outside the administration block and a well-dressed woman stepped out and straightened her business skirt. She walked indoors and waited by the glass window while the office assistant dealt with two other people in the short line.




  "Can I be of assistance?" Ellen McIntyre inquired.




  "I know this is frightfully late but I heard there were three vacancies in the Year 9 intake and I'd like to enrol my daughter."




  Ellen frowned. "This is quite irregular," she began. "The enrolments closed in September last year."




  "I realize that," the woman continued. "It's just that I've only arrived in Dunedin from Auckland where I had Penny, that's my daughter, enrolled in a girls' school. Due to a sudden change in circumstances I've transferred here and wish to keep my daughter at home." She spoke in a confident educated voice and handed a business card across the counter. "My name is Mrs Lynn McKendrick. Perhaps I could speak to Mrs Barnsley, Queen Anne's School's principal."




  Ellen swallowed. The woman knew all the facts, that was for sure. They did have three vacancies after last minute cancellations and Mary Barnsley was the principal. "I'm not confident at all," she said. "However, I will ask Mrs Barnsley if the vacancies have been filled." They hadn't been but she was not about to reveal this. "Will you wait a moment, please?"




  She rang through and read the visitor's name to the principal, listened, frowned and glanced up at Mrs McKendrick. The woman had stepped back from the window and was politely examining paintings in the foyer.




  "Excuse me," Ellen said and walked through a connecting door into the principal's office.




  "Shall I send her away?" she asked the dumpy white haired woman who had been at the helm of the school for fifteen years.




  Principal, Mrs Mary Barnsley studied the card Ellen had handed her and held it up. "Do you know who this is?" she queried.




  "Just some pushy woman with plenty of money who thinks she can fling it around to have her own way," Ellen replied.




  "It's Mrs Lynn McKendrick," Mary replied. "The Lynn McKendrick!"




  Ellen shrugged. "So?"




  "One of the top defence lawyers in the country at the moment. She's been in half a dozen high profile criminal cases over the last few years. Earlier this year she was on that Martinwood case. Won it too, I might add."




  "Of course," Ellen replied and raised her eyebrows. "I remember reading she had her own marriage split up and had bought into a practice down here." She hesitated. "But that does not mean …"




  "I'll speak to her," Mary's voice cut the air like a knife. "Kindly tell Mrs Adair I'll be delayed for ten minutes and show Mrs McKendrick straight in."




  "If you wish." Ellen pouted and swished out of the room.




  The next morning the Year 9 class girls hardly noticed Penny McKendrick, a tall blonde girl with a joyful smile and warm eyes who joined their ranks.




  *




  Across in the administration block that same morning, Mary Barnsley had a meeting to discuss several decisions far more important than the enrolment of one extra pupil. She smiled across her office at the immaculately dressed, bearded man opposite her. The chairperson of the Trust Board, Lindsay Irwin, nodded as he read the letter of resignation handed to him.




  "So John finally got through to you, did he, Mary?" he remarked with empathy in his voice. "We'll miss you, you know."




  "Nobody's irreplaceable," answered the principal. "It was only your arm twisting which kept me here the last twelve months." She coughed in embarrassment, something unusual for this dynamic woman. "My successor," she continued. "I know I should have no say but I..." she stopped.




  "Go on," prompted Lindsay. "You know we speak in confidence."




  Mary smiled. "Okay, I'll call a spade a spade."




  "You always did."




  Mary waved her hand in acknowledgement. "I don't want Sharon selected for the position."




  The board chairperson frowned. Everybody expected Sharon Thomas, the deputy principal, to lead the school after Mary's retirement.




  "But why?" he asked.




  "Because she's a ruthless machine," continued Mary in a serious voice. "Sure, she is efficient but does she really consider the girls and their feelings? My seniors are young woman who'll be going to university next year and she treats them like twelve-year-old kids. Worse still, she has the same approach with the staff. Everything has to be her way." She frowned. "During the last half term, I've had to pull rank on her twice. In one case a staff member was about to walk away she was so distressed."




  "Yes," nodded Lindsay. "I heard about that little incident."




  "Did you?" Mary retorted. "It was meant to be confidential."




  It was Lindsay's turn to smile. "My daughter. Very little slips past the senior girls."




  "So it would seem," Mary replied "I know you'll be chairperson of the appointment's committee, Lindsay, so all I ask is that you consider what I said. Okay?"




  "Certainly," replied Lindsay and held out his hand.




  "By the way," Mary interjected as he walked towards the door. "Have you short listed our new property manager applications yet?"




  Lindsay stopped and grinned. The property manager used to be called the caretaker. "There were fifty seven applicants," he said. "We've slimmed it down to twenty. Would you like to see the list or do you want it short listed down to five?"




  "I'll see it, now," replied Mary. "This may be the last major decision I make."




  "Sure," replied her visitor. "I'll get the info from the car. "




  After he left the room Mary sat in her comfortable swivel chair and stared across the courtyard. First period had just concluded and everywhere girls, dressed in the school uniform of blue and white checked summer dresses, walked purposely to their next rooms. Dotted between them were the older seventeen and eighteen-year-old young woman dressed in mufti as the seniors were allowed to do. Mary sighed. She would miss them all.




  *




  The pile of resumes for the caretaker's position, as Mary still called it, varied from a hand written sheet to a marathon effort of fifty odd pages including photos and rambling paragraphs of the owner's self appraisal. Mary sighed and glanced through them again. Half an hour later she extracted one and stuck her head through the door.




  "Can you check on something for me, Ellen?" she asked.




  "Sure, Mary," Ellen answered.




  "This guy applying for the caretaker's job. He's only thirty-five. Could you discretely ring around and check up on why he left his farm."




  Twenty minutes later Ellen was back in Mary's office with a sheet in her hands. "It's all written here," she said.




  "Tell me," replied her principal.




  "The farm manager said the farm's been in the Goodall family for three generations and after his father's death about ten years ago, Neil inherited it."




  "Well, so far, so good. Carry on."




  "Next, I rang the local police. In a small town, they know nearly all the locals." Ellen grimaced. "Apparently his wife; Phillipa died of cancer two years ago. After that, he lost interest in the place, put the manager in and moved to Dunedin." She glanced back at her notes. "The plant shop where he is working now speaks highly of him. 'Very dependable and honest,' the manager said."




  Mary grinned. "Thanks, Ellen," she said. "That ties in with his references. I think I'll ring this Neil Goodall."




  *




  Two weeks later, Neil started as the new property manager at Queen Anne's School. He slipped into the position easily and was well liked by Kevin Winters, the young groundsperson, and the half a dozen part time cleaners under his care. Teaching staff were also pleasantly surprised by his unobtrusive presence around the school. Nothing was too much trouble for him and maintenance problems such as leaky taps or jammed doors were immediately attended to. This was a distinct contrast to his predecessor who managed to grumble about everything.




  "We made a good choice with Neil," commented Sally Kingsley, Trust Board member with property responsibilities, during her usual Wednesday meeting with Mary. "Let's hope we do as well with your replacement."




  "Well, that's up to you," replied Mary. "You're one of the five on the appointments committee. "The job closed yesterday and already there are applications piled up in the office. Have fun." The principal grinned but refrained from mentioning her earlier comment to Lindsay.




  *




  Deputy Principal Sharon Thomas sat at her kitchen table and looked at a clipboard of her duties for the day. She was a large bosomed, immaculately dressed forty-five year old woman who tried to hide the fact that the years were creeping up on her by running a dye rinse to hide creeping grey hair.




  "Well, just don't be over confident, that's all I said," her husband, Gary, muttered as he bit into his morning toast.




  "Don't talk with your mouth full, Gary," she responded. "Who else on the staff has my qualifications anyhow?"




  Gary frowned in annoyance. "I'm not a pupil at your school Sharon," he said, "That is one thing which may go against you; you're too abrupt with adults. You can't go around treating them like your pupils." He purposely took another bite of his toast before continuing to talk. "There could be applications from all over the country."




  "I know, but everyone knows I've carried Mary for years now."




  "It's not me you have to convince but I suggest you take a low profile and listen to the Board before you speak. You must admit you are inclined to dominate meetings."




  Sharon glared at Gary then smiled. "I know you're only trying to help, Dear," she replied, stood up and gave him a brief kiss on the cheek. "Anyhow, I must away. There are three parents I am interviewing before school. Their damned daughters were meeting boys at lunchtime, yesterday. I don't know what's happening to the girls. Five years ago nobody would have dared go into the back pine trees, let alone meet boys there."




  *




  In her office at school fifty minutes later, Sharon nodded grimly at Gavin McLean, a prominent business man in town who had been called in from an important meeting for this interview. His Year 10 daughter sat in the corner with a defiant look in her eyes.




  "When I received a call, Mrs Thomas," he said in a steely tone. "I was led to believe that Valerie was in serious trouble and you tell me she was only found talking to boys yesterday."




  "She was in the back pines, Mr McLean. That area of the school property is out of bounds for the students. Furthermore, her friends and her were talking to boys from the local state high school and cigarette smoke could be smelt on their breath."




  "Not marijuana, I hoped," replied Gavin and winked at his daughter.




  "This is no laughing matter, Mr McLean," retorted Sharon. "Valerie has broken school rules, therefore I shall have to enter it on her record and suspend her from school until the end of the week."




  McLean's face turned dark. "This is the third time in the last year I have been called into the school over frivolous matters, Mrs Thomas and I am telling you now that you will not suspend, Valerie."




  "It is not up to you, I'm afraid," hissed Sharon. "We have our standards to maintain."




  *




  Gavin stared straight into the deputy principal's eyes. "This interview is over," he said and turned to his daughter. "Come on Valerie. We'll go and see Mrs Barnsley."




  Mere minutes later Gavin and Valerie were sitting in Mary's office. After he had explained his reason for being there Mary offered him a seat and looked over at Valerie.




  "Could you wait outside a moment please, Valerie," she said. "I wish to talk to your father alone."




  "Certainly, Mrs Barnsley," replied the girl politely and left the room.




  Gavin had by now simmered down a little but was still annoyed. "Unless something is done about Mrs Thomas and her overbearing manner I shall write to the Board of Trustees and file an official complaint. I tell you, Mary, there is a lot of discontentment amongst the parents."




  Mary nodded. Everything Gavin had said was true and confirmed her earlier discussion with Lindsay Irwin but, diplomatically, she couldn't repeat this.




  "I agree the punishment was somewhat harsh," she said quietly and continued. "Your other comments are noted."




  "I mean it, Mary," he continued. "If that woman is put in charge, the school will suffer."




  Mary's eyes met his but she merely nodded and pressed an intercom button on her desk. "Ellen, could you ask Mrs Thomas and Valerie to step into my office."




  *




  "Tell us, Miss Fernhill." Lindsay fixed his eyes on the next candidate on their shortlist. "Being principal at Queen Anne's School involves working in a different environment from state schools. If you were appointed, what would you see as one of your first duties?"




  He inspected the attractive brunette woman sitting opposite. Dressed in a light brown suit and cream blouse she appeared almost too young for the position. However, her credentials were of the highest quality and there was an air of confidence about her. Whereas the last candidate they interviewed clutched her purse and talked too much, this young woman was very precise in all her replies.




  "Get to know the people here; trustees, staff and the pupils," Gail Fernhill answered.




  The five people on the committee glanced up from their notes and waited.




  "Is that all?" one woman finally asked.




  "No, of course not," Gail continued with a slight smile. "I believe the people in a school are more important than bits of paper. A principal of a school is beyond the classroom, so to speak. Staff morale and loyalty are of the highest importance. One has to know her staff before formulating programs, find out how previous school policies operated and so forth. It would be foolish to rush in with masses of theory that may not suit the school."




  "I see," replied Lindsay in a neutral tone and jotted some notes on a piece of paper. His eyes met Gail's deep blue ones. "I notice that you passed your Masters Degree in Business Administration. Was there any reason for this?"




  "I wanted to broaden my interests," replied Gail. "Taking purely educational or academic subjects can be restricting."




  "I noticed you passed with honours. Congratulations," Sally Kingsley added.




  "Thank you" The woman responded modestly but didn't elaborate.




  The interview continued for another fifty minutes with set questions and several personal queries made. Gail answered with confidence and those present noticed she wasn't afraid to give an opinion if it was called for.




  "That concludes our interview, Gail," Lindsay finally stated. "You will be advised of the outcome within the next two weeks. Thank you for coming. Please feel free to have another look around the school. Janice, one of our seniors on the student council will be your guide. As well, you're welcome to have afternoon tea in the staffroom before you leave."




  "Thank you," Gail said. "I saw some of the school before the interview and I am very impressed. I'd love to see the rest."




  She rose, shook everybody's hands and left the room.




  *




  When Sharon was asked the set interview questions, she was back to being her old blunt self again and seemed to have completely forgotten the encounter with Gavin McLean only a week a earlier.




  "We need to tighten up on our girls," she said. "In the modern environment we must offer something the public schools don't and one of these is tight discipline that leads to high academic results we can be proud of."




  "What about staff morale?" prompted Sally after she'd reread the notes taken when Gail discussed the same question.




  "Of course that's important," Sharon retorted. "With good discipline, this will follow."




  "I see," replied Sally.




  Before the interviewing process, she'd supported Sharon but some of their replies at present coming through made her feel the other woman might be a stronger candidate. She knew, too, there had been rumblings about the D.P. being too forceful in the school. Yet the other woman was so young. Almost absentmindedly she drew a large question mark on the paper in front of her and decided to wait to see what the other members thought.




  *




  "Gail Fernhill presented herself well," Sally commented as the members shuffled through their notes and began to evaluate the candidates.




  "Hell, she looked younger than thirty-two," muttered Bob Smith, a stout bald man in his fifties. "I'd have trouble picking her out from our senior girls. Good looker, too."




  "Trust you to notice that, Bob?" chided Sally.




  "Well," replied Bob, "Her references were excellent. Mind you, it would be a big step here after being a dean at a state school."




  "Yes, I admit she is relatively young," added Sally. "If it wasn't for Sharon, I'd probably recommend her."




  Lindsay coughed. "I would like to oppose Sharon's selection," he said quietly and took out a brown folder. "I believe she has the wrong personality for the position..."




  "Come on," protested Ted Quigley, another Board representative. "Sure she's strict but isn't that what we need?"




  "No," replied Lindsay. "Not when it's at the expense of individual initiative. Senior pupils are treated like Year 10s and staff are stressed out."




  "Okay," interrupted Ted. "I get your point."




  Lindsay opened the folder. "I have here, letters from parents complaining about Sharon's treatment of their girls. In the last term we received at least a dozen addressed to either Mary or myself." He glanced around the table. "Only last week, Gavin McLean phoned me to complain."




  "Okay." Bob sighed. "I see it is not a foregone conclusion to select Sharon. I suggest, therefore, we go back to our job description and rank the candidates as we originally agreed."




  "I agree," answered Lindsay. "Let's begin. Now, part one is…"




  For several hours the discussion continued with three candidates being eliminated for various reasons until it was finally time to make the decision.




  "This seems to be it," Lindsay began. "The final selection is between Sharon Thomas and Gail Fernhill. Shall we take a vote?"




  Five hands went up to nominate Gail. It was unanimous.




  *




  When Lindsay walked into Sharon's place early the next morning he wished his visit was over but he'd decided at least give Sharon the curtsy of telling her the news to her face, rather than over the phone.




  "Come in, Lindsay," said Gary after he'd opened the door. "I'll get Sharon."




  "Oh, hello, Lindsay," Sharon said pleasantly when she walked in the room. She stood waiting with an expectant gaze.




  Lindsay glanced at her. "I came to say, I'm sorry but you missed out in the principal's position. It was very close but..."




  "Missed!" Sharon's hand went to her mouth. "How could I?"




  Lindsay sighed. "Another candidate was considered a better choice. We discussed your relative merits for hours but finally it was decided to give the position to Miss Gail Fernhill."




  "I see," replied Sharon. "Which one was she?"




  "Miss Fernhill was the young dark haired woman. She's thirty-two"




  "Thirty-two!" Sharon's voice grew louder. "You gave the position to a thirty-two year old?"




  Lindsay nodded. "When all of your relative merits were taken into account she, in the appointments committee's opinion, came out the strongest."




  "How?" Sharon retorted.




  "She has an honours degree but you don't want me to go through every reason, do you?"




  "No, of course not. I'm disappointed, that's all."




  "Of course you are," replied Lindsay. "You have every right to be but I'm sure once you get to know Gail you'll find her a very mature and approachable person."




  "No doubt," replied Sharon with a trace of sarcasm in her voice. "Thank you for your personal approach, Lindsay. I appreciate it."




  She turned and left the room.




  *




  





  CHAPTER 2




  Gail Fernhill studied the large white envelope that had arrived in the morning's mail and noticed the blue coat of arms above ornate gold lettering reading Queen Anne's School in the left top corner.




  "Oh well," she muttered to herself as she slit the envelope open. As she read the first page her eyes opened wide.




  'Dear Miss Fernhill




  'It gives us great pleasure to advise you that the appointments committee of Queen Anne's School..."




  Gail read the rest with increasing excitement. My God, she'd won the position! She flipped through the other sheets and turned back to the first page to reread the last paragraph.




  'Could you please advise us by the end of this month if you are prepared to accept the position to take affect as from…'




  "Yes, oh yes," she said and ran inside to phone her mother.




  *




  Jennifer Pearson received her daughter's information with delight.




  "I always knew you'd do it, sweetheart," she replied. The still youngish looking woman in her mid fifties glanced across at her husband, Lance and repeated the news.




  Lance smiled. He was thrilled as well. Since meeting and later marrying Jennifer he had always related well with Gail though she had been a hard young woman to befriend. There was a sort of barrier around her, beyond which nobody could go.




  "Here, let me speak to her," he said. "Congratulations, Gail," he said with a genuine excited voice. "Like Mum, I had no doubt you'd win a job like this. You certainly deserve it. Are you doing anything tonight?" He smiled and knew his conscientious stepdaughter wouldn't be going out. "...Well, how about a big shout? I'll book us into one of those cosy restaurants downtown.... Fine. See you about six. I'll hand you back to Mum. Bye."




  After Jennifer took the phone, he smiled and continued to think about Gail. In all the time he'd known her, she had never gone out with men. It was almost as if she was scared to build up a relationship. He remembered the graduation night she had received her M.A. After she'd been capped he'd walked over and given her a big hug. She had literally stiffened in his arms and had stepped back with a flushed expression. Yet they were really the best of friends. Often they would talk for hours about common interests.




  *




  "Listen everyone," said Mary on the final Wednesday before the end of Term One "I'd like to introduce your new principal. This is Gail Fernhill," She turned to the visitor and smiled. "You've met Sharon earlier so if we start on the left, we have...."




  Gail walked around, shook hands with the staff and purposely made a mental reference so she could remember the names. The staff were predominately woman with only two men present, a young teacher called Boyce and the property manager.




  "I'm really just the caretaker," Neil Goodall said as she shook his hand. He was a tall; well built man in his thirties, clean shaven with short dark hair.




  Afterwards, Gail made a point of moving between groups and asking questions to put the staff at ease. When the bell rang for classes to recommence she watched as everyone filed out.




  "They're keen," she said pleasantly to the deputy principal.




  Sharon looked at her and retorted. "It's what we expect here, Miss Fernhill."




  "Please, call me Gail."




  "Yes… err, Gail," replied Sharon and appeared to relax a little.




  Gail observed the deputy principal and tried to interpret the body language. Some mistrust and resentment was evident but that was only to be expected. Apparently, Sharon was an efficient teacher and administrator and would be needed in the new term.




  "I want to know what you consider the school's priorities are," she said. "Mary's told me everything as she sees it but we're the ones that will be working together."




  "You mean you're interested in my thoughts and ideas?" asked Sharon with a tint of amazement in her voice.




  "Yes," replied Gail. "Why not?"




  "No reason," answered Sharon. "I didn't expect it, that's all."




  "I look forward to your help," Gail replied and walked over to where Mary was waiting for her.




  *




  The first Monday in Term Two arrived with a special assembly to welcome the new principal and parents crowded into the school auditorium. The standalone building was the newest addition to the school and built after many years of fund raising by the Old Girls' Association plus several generous gifts by local firms.




  Gail was waiting in a small anteroom behind the main stage with Lindsay Irwin, Sharon Thompson and several other Board of Trustees members. She heard the school orchestra playing light music as the girls filed silently in.




  "Excuse me," said Sharon. "I'll get the assembly started."




  Gail nodded and gazed around. It was quite an occasion and everyone was dressed formally. She was glad she had decided to wear her new suit, modest earrings and light stockings. Suddenly the music through the door stopped and she could hear Sharon's voice in the background. A young woman in mufti and youngster in the school uniform knocked politely on the door and walked up to her.




  "Good morning, Miss Fernhill," said the young woman. "I am Francis Matthews, student president and this is Abbey Miller. Abbey is a Year 9 and the youngest girl in the school."




  "Only by two days, Miss Fernhill," said the younger girl.




  "Hello Frances; Abbey," said Gail and shook their hands. "I must say I like your uniform, Abbey." The younger girl was dressed in a blue kilt, white blouse and blue jacket.




  "Thank you," said Abbey. "It is a special occasion so we all were instructed to wear our formal uniforms to welcome you. I guess you haven't seen it before."




  "It is our job to introduce you to the school," continued Frances. "So if you'd follow me, Miss Fernhill."




  Gail smiled, nodded and walked behind the two girls into the auditorium. She immediately noticed how grand it all seemed. In front of her, sitting in blue modern movie theatre type seats were the pupils with parents and friends at the rear including her mother and Lance. Teachers sat in seats along the side of the auditorium.




  At the rear, a massive school crest made from coloured tiles created a mosaic pattern on a lightly polished background and beneath were four smaller crests naming the four schoolhouses. A grand piano was on the left below the rostrum and a small orchestra was assembled opposite.




  The stage area had a semicircle of seats across it, with all but the three centre-most ones filled by board members and senior staff. Just off centre was a polished table with an enormous vase of flowers on it. Several potted plants completed the furnishings.




  Gail smiled to herself and couldn't help comparing it to her last school where over a thousand pupils sat on wooden and steel seats that tended to squeak and rattle all the time.




  Abbey walked up to the microphone and waited until the applause had subsided. In a confident voice she welcomed Gail on behalf of the junior pupils. When she finished, Frances added her welcome and it was Gail's turn to speak.




  "Oh my goodness," she said in a relaxed manner. "What a welcome! Thank you Abbey and Frances. Thank you everyone." She continued with a short speech including a couple of jokes that went down well. Finally she thanked the orchestra for their items and sat down.




  *




  During her first two weeks at her new school, Gail did two unexpected things. First, she declared there would be no staff meetings until the third week and secondly, she visited every classroom. Not once, though, did her classroom visits appear intrusive. In fact, she often sat with the girls and participated in the activities, asked about what was being done and generally made herself known to the pupils. The teachers were at first surprised by the visits as it rarely happened with Mary and even Sharon only visited rooms if there was a problem of some sort. However, when they found Gail was never judgmental or tried to pull rank as Sharon did, they relaxed and some of them even commented about it to their colleagues.




  "That's what I'm here for," Gail replied when Lois Torrance, the assistant principal and third ranking staff member, mentioned it to her one evening after school. "I need to get to know everyone and vice versa."




  "Yes, I know but you are so relaxed about it all. On behalf of the staff I'd like to say how we appreciate it. Oh, I know a couple of teachers still feel self-conscious when you walk in but most of us enjoy your visits. My senior girls even commented on it and you know how cynical that age group can be at times."




  "Thanks Lois," replied Gail. "I am very impressed with the programmes we have operating and it's a thrill to see everyone wanting to learn."




  *




  It was a little before two one afternoon and still officially his lunch break when Neil Goodall began polishing the stairwell banister. The stairs lead up from the main administrative block to classrooms above. He rubbed the surface until the polish glistened. No state school would have such an ornate stairway. As he finished, a line of photographs of previous principals glaring down caught his eye.




  "You're a grim lot," he muttered. "I'm glad our new principal doesn't take after you."




  "Why thank you, Neil. I'll take that as a compliment," said a voice that made him jump in fright. He swung around and saw Gail Fernhill smiling at him.




  Neil flushed. "Oh, I'm sorry, Miss Fernhill," he replied. "I didn't see you."




  "Call me Gail," she replied and, in a distinctly non-principal like manner, sat down on the stairs. "Isn't it still your lunch break?"
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