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CHAPTER I
 KATHARINE SETS OUT

	Katharine stood on the platform at Paddington, looking round anxiously. It had been a most awful rush, but you expected that with Aunt Luce. She was a dear thing; but so vague!

	When Mother had written to say that she wanted Katharine to go to boarding-school now that she was fourteen, Aunt Luce had said, ‘Oh, of course! That school where her great friend used to be a mistress. Now where was it? The Chalet School! That was it! I’ll write tomorrow.’

	Unfortunately, by the time tomorrow came, she had been seized with a fresh inspiration for a picture which drove everything else out of her head; and when, a week later, her niece asked casually what the school had said about having her, Aunt Luce had shrieked with horror. She had never thought of it again!

	‘How does one find out which school it is?’ she had asked helplessly.

	Eventually, she had written to an educational agency and discovered three Chalet Schools—one in Sussex; one on an island off the coast of South Wales; one at Tanswick in Pembrokeshire. To be on the safe side, all three were written to.

	The Sussex one was only a preparatory, so of no use. Aunt Luce ‘swithered,’ to quote herself, between the other two, but fixed on one at last because she thought the uniform sounded good—brown and orange. The other one was brown and flame.

	‘And that,’ Aunt Luce said wisely, ‘may mean anything from crimson to lemon yellow. It’s too vague.’

	No one seemed to know if Mrs Gordon’s friend had taught at either and it was impossible to find out, for shortly after the letter had been sent off, word arrived that the big hospital in Central China where Dr and Mrs Gordon worked had been taken over by the Chinese Government and certain of the personnel had been arrested for ‘spying and subversive activities against the Government,’ among them, the Gordons. Since then, nothing had been heard.

	Aunt Luce, having written to make arrangements of a sort, had taken Katharine off to Brittany on a sketching tour, and it was not until her niece one day mentioned that term-time must be drawing near that Miss Gordon woke up to the fact that there was less than a week left before the girl had to be at Paddington to join the train for Tanswick.

	The flurry that followed had been monumental. All Katharine’s possessions and some of her aunt’s had been tossed pell-mell into cases. They had headed for the nearest airport and, luckily, succeeded in booking the last two vacant seats on next day’s plane for England. Since then they had sped from shop to shop, buying Katharine’s outfit.

	It is, perhaps, needless to say that the final letter from the Head of the school had been lost. All either Katharine or Miss Gordon could remember was that her name was Wilson.

	Aunt Luce was quite unconcerned. She felt sure that between that and the uniform it would be quite easy to park Katharine with the right school. So far, however, they had not been successful.

	‘Aunt Luce, what shall we do?’ Katharine suddenly asked desperately.

	‘Don’t panic, child. It’s quite simple. I’m certain we shall find the uniform easily. Brown and orange is very distinctive, you see. You’ll join the girls and that will be that,’ Aunt Luce finished solemnly. Then she went off at a tangent. ‘I drew some money from the bank for you in case you should need more than your weekly pocket money. Here you are. I’m going back to Brittany to finish that big picture of Baie du Forêt. Then I may go south to the Pyrenees and Lourdes. Put it away and mind you remember what you’ve done with it!’

	This from Aunt Luce, who was famed for never knowing where any of her possessions were at any given moment!

	Katharine tucked away the little wad of notes and then looked round again. This time she was lucky. Standing in a little group at the nearer end of the platform were about a dozen schoolgirls wearing long brown coats and brown felt hats.

	‘Do you think those are them?’ she asked Aunt Luce eagerly. ‘They’re the first brown uniforms we’ve seen here.’

	Miss Gordon gazed earnestly at them. ‘We might stroll along in that direction,’ she said. ‘Then we can see if they have any orange about them.’

	They strolled—and a swirling movement of one of the girls showed them such orange as was literally dazzling. Under the brown coat her tunic was bright reddish orange!

	‘That’s not the school!’ Aunt Luce said decidedly. ‘It couldn’t possibly be! I may have lost the letter and the prospectus, but I know the Head said brown tunics. This must be the flame-coloured school.’

	Katharine, who had been regarding the gaudy tunics with horror, fully agreed with this.

	Once more they gazed round. Marching along the platform came a long string of girls, also in brown, and this time the coats gave glimpses of tunics to match.

	‘That’s the one!’ Aunt Luce proclaimed; and made a beeline for the tall young mistress in charge.

	‘This is the Chalet School, isn’t it?’ she demanded. ‘I’ve brought my niece Katharine Gordon who is joining you this term. Here she is!’ pulling the suddenly shy Katharine forward.

	The mistress gave Katharine a smiling glance before she looked quickly down the list she carried. ‘Mary Katharine Gordon. All correct!’

	‘I’m Katharine Mary,’ the owner of the name corrected her shyly.

	‘Someone at the office has slipped up, then. I have you down as Mary Katharine. Oh, well, I don’t suppose it really matters. I’m Miss Burn, the Games mistress.’ She ticked the name on the list and turned to Miss Gordon. ‘That’ll be all right, then. We’re just going to take possession of our seats, so I expect you’d like to say good-bye.’ She called across to a tall, pretty girl who had been walking briskly along the train. ‘Found ours, Anthea?’

	‘Yes, Miss Burn. This carriage and about half the next.’

	‘Good! Just begin seeing the girls in, will you?’

	Anthea promptly swung open a door, and the rest, at a nod from Miss Burn, marched smartly across the platform and began taking their places in an orderly way that impressed Miss Gordon deeply and was in direct contrast to the other brown group, where the girls were pushing in with squeals and scrambling.

	Miss Burn turned to the Gordon pair again. ‘I must just see to the Juniors, Miss Gordon. I’ll do that while you and Katharine are saying good-bye and then come back for her. Thank you so much for bringing her on time.’

	She hurried after the girls, and Katharine, suddenly realising that Aunt Luce’s departure meant that she was going to be very much on her own in England for the next two or three months, turned to that lady with rather a stricken expression.

	‘Well, Katt, this’ll be good-bye until July, anyhow,’ Aunt Luce said briskly. ‘I’ll be at the Soleil d’Or for the next week or two; but I ought to have finished my picture by then, so I’ll push on. I don’t know what address to give you, I’m sure. I rather think of going to Lourdes and then crossing into Spain. I’d like to see Andorra. Anyway, I’ll write. If you really need me at any time, I suppose the bank would send a letter on.’

	‘O.K. But don’t worry about me. I can stand on my own feet,’ Katharine said cheerfully.

	Aunt Luce nodded. Suddenly she lowered her voice, and the blue Gordon eyes which Katharine, too, had inherited, were very blue. ‘Katt, don’t worry if you don’t hear from China just yet. It’ll take time to get news through with the country as upset as it is.’

	‘I’m not going to worry,’ Katharine said firmly. ‘Daddy’s always said it’s a mug’s game and doesn’t help anyone. He told me that if I came to a sticky patch to talk to God about it and He’d always help, if only I’d faith and patience to wait. I’ve done the talking so now I’m going to wait.’

	‘Well, that’s all, I think,’ Miss Gordon said vaguely. ‘Oh, here’s that mistress coming back. I like her face—it would make an interesting study, even though she is so pretty according to ordinary standards. There’s something more to her than curly hair and really quite beautiful grey eyes. Well, good-bye, Katt. Don’t forget; you can always get at me through the bank.’

	She gave her niece a quick peck and slipped away, largely because she felt on the verge of tears. She knew, far better than Katharine could, that things looked very badly for her brother and his wife, and the girl’s unquestioning faith made her realise what sorrow might lie before them in the near future.

	‘Why—has your aunt gone?’ Miss Burn asked in surprise when Katharine went up to her alone.

	‘Yes; she’s flying back to Brittany on the next plane,’ Katharine explained. ‘She only came over to see me off.’

	She was too accustomed to Aunt Luce’s erratic behaviour to think anything about it. Miss Burn accepted the explanation and took the new girl to a compartment where half a dozen girls of the same age were busily settling themselves.

	‘Now then, you folk,’ she said. ‘Aren’t you settled yet? Hilary Wilson, this is Katharine Gordon. Look after her, please.’

	She gave them a smiling nod, pushed Katharine gently into the compartment and left them.

	Hilary, a leggy fourteen-year-old, whose round pink-and-white face wore a perpetually cheeky look owing, as its owner used to say aggrievedly, to a pert nose; which meant that she could never get away with anything, bestowed a welcoming grin on the newcomer.

	‘Come on and squeeze in,’ she invited. ‘Shove up, Meg. You needn’t take up two-thirds of the seat, even if you are as big again as most of us!’

	‘That’s a libel,’ complained Meg, a plump young person of the same age. ‘Can you squash in here, Katharine? O.K. then. Heave your case up on the rack and squat.’

	‘Isn’t it rather huge for an overnight case?’ asked a fair-haired damsel, coming to help with it.

	‘Well, it is; but you see we were in Brittany and Aunt Luce forgot all about school till the end of last week, so we had a frantic rush round and quite a lot got left out of my trunk, so she said I must just have a larger case and bring it with me,’ Katharine explained as they rammed the case home.

	‘Brittany?’ Meg exclaimed. ‘Oh, you lucky object! What a smashing holiday!’

	‘Aunt Luce went to sketch—she’s an artist,’ Katharine replied, feeling that she was doing rather a lot of explaining.

	‘Oh, I see.’ Meg subsided and turned to make a remark to her neighbour while Hilary, as the eldest of them, having seen that they were more or less settled at last, dropped into her own corner.

	The girls were friendly enough, but naturally they had plenty of common interests to discuss and Katharine sat quietly, taking it all in and saying nothing.

	Presently the fair girl, who was addressed as ‘Hilda’ by the rest, observed, ‘I wonder if we’ll have a regatta this term like last year?’

	‘Oh, I hope so! Remember the tub race?’

	All collapsed into wild giggles at this reminder which came from Meg.

	‘And Mary-Lou winning from Clem Barrass?’ Hilary supplemented. She turned to Katharine. ‘Do you row—or swim?’ she asked.

	Katharine laughed. ‘I’ve been told I could swim almost as soon as I could walk. We lived in Samoa then, and all the children are in and out of the water all day long. I can row a little, too.’

	‘Did you learn that in Samoa as well?’ someone else asked.

	‘No; we left there when I was six. Daddy got an appointment to the hospital in Singapore and Mother brought me home so I could go to an English school. I’ve lived with Aunt Luce since then—more or less, that is.’

	‘What do you mean?’ Hilda asked curiously.

	‘Well, Granny was alive at first and Aunt Luce wasn’t always at home. But Gran died two years ago.’

	‘I say,’ Hilary interrupted, ‘you don’t mean that your Aunt Luce is the Lucia Gordon who had a one-man show last summer? Not really? Dad took Mummy and me to see them. I thought them smashing!’

	Katharine flushed. ‘They say she’s not bad,’ she said, trying to keep the pride out of her voice.

	Someone else had been thinking. A pretty, dark girl, younger than the rest, whose father worked in the Admiralty, had been remembering various remarks she had overheard from the elders. ‘Is your father Dr John Gordon, then?’ she asked gently.

	Katharine nodded.

	Elinor Pennell gave her a fleeting glance. ‘Have you—I don’t want to poke and pry—but—is there any news yet?’

	‘Not so far.’ Katharine gave her a straight look. ‘How d’you know?’

	‘I’ve heard my people talking. Father’s in the Admiralty. I say,’ Elinor interrupted herself as she glanced at her watch, ‘it’s twelve now. What about eats?’

	The attention was promptly turned from Katharine.

	‘Good idea!’ Hilda approved the suggestion. ‘What’ve you got, everyone? Mother splashed and gave me tongue sandwiches.’

	Cases were hastily hauled down and opened, and packets of sandwiches, cakes, biscuits, tarts and sweets were produced with a variety of drinks from milk to ginger beer. Only Katharine had nothing, Aunt Luce having imagined that the girls would go to the restaurant-car for lunch.

	‘Don’t bother,’ Hilda said cheerfully, seeing her hot cheeks as she produced the big packet of chocolate which was all she had. ‘The rest of us have heaps more than we can possibly manage and we always pool and share. Have one of these.’

	Katharine felt shy about it at first, but the rest pressed sandwiches and other food on her with such goodwill that by the time they were ready to share her chocolate she had forgotten her discomfort. When they finally tumbled out of the train at Cardiff she was beginning to feel that her school would be a success.

	‘There’s that queer school!’ Hilary remarked as they formed into lines. ‘Oh, I say!’ as one of the girls turned and the flaming orange of her tunic showed under her coat. ‘Just look at that! What ghastly sights they must look without their coats!’

	‘Cheerful on a rainy day,’ Elinor Pennell suggested.

	‘What school is it?’ Katharine asked interestedly as they marched over to join the lines.

	‘Believe it or not, it’s another Chalet School,’ Hilda said with a giggle. ‘They used to be quite ordinary; but last year they had a new Head and she has the maddest ideas. She believes in you learning what you like and when you like. It sounds very nice, but I think it must be an awfully untidy way of doing things. I’d a lot rather do as we do and have time-tables.’

	‘Buck up, there!’ Hilary said. ‘Miss Burn is waving wildly at us—we’re the last. Come on!’

	They fled along the platform. Old pupils of the school knew that Hilary Burn was charming at most times; but get into her bad books and, as Meg Whyte said rather ruefully, you knew all about it!

	The train for Swansea was in and they had to hurry, so that in the excitement, Katharine forgot all about the other Chalet School. She thoroughly enjoyed the journey, for the set she was with were very jolly girls and quite ready to be friendly.

	At Swansea they left the train and crowded into motor-coaches and were driven to Carnbach, where ferries were waiting to take them across the Sound to St Briavel’s, the island on which the Chalet School was situated at present. It was a lovely evening and Katharine snuffed the fresh sea air delightedly. She felt thankful that Aunt Luce had pitched on this Chalet School and not the other. Like Meg, she felt that it would be much easier to work to time-table and not be left to your own devices.

	‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ she thought, as she paired off with Hilary for the walk from the ferry-landing to school.

	


CHAPTER II
 ‘WHERE IS YOUR TRUNK?’

	Hilary explained that they were allowed to talk quietly on the way to school.

	‘It wouldn’t do if we all yelled at the tops of our voices,’ she said. ‘The inhabitants are used to us after a year, but there are visitors, too. Anyhow, with all our crowd, it would be an awful din. It’s wizard living on an island, you know.’

	‘Not always,’ put in the girl behind her. ‘It can be a frantic bore if we want to go to the mainland and the ferries aren’t running because of fog or wind or something.’

	‘That doesn’t often happen,’ Hilary said airily.

	‘Remember when Mrs Maynard was teaching the term before last and couldn’t come for days because of that awful gale?’

	‘And then she did come and stayed for days,’ Hilary capped this. ‘It cuts both ways. Don’t be such a grouch, Jennifer! Anyway, that won’t matter this term,’ she added with a gusty sigh. ‘She won’t be here at all!’

	‘Won’t be here? Why on earth not?’ Jennifer demanded.

	‘Don’t you know? She’s gone to Canada to join Lady Russell and taken all the kids with her. We shan’t see her for ages—probably not until next term.’

	‘How utterly petrifying!’

	‘Who is Mrs Maynard?’ Katharine asked curiously, since the news seemed to have rendered Jennifer dumb.

	Hilary gave her a sideways look. ‘She’s Lady Russell’s sister,’ she said.

	‘Who is Lady Russell?’ Katharine felt bewildered.

	Hilary explained. ‘The school belongs to Lady Russell and when she began it—in Tirol, that was—she was its Head. Then she married Dr Jem—he hadn’t got his title then—and her partner Mlle Lepattre was Head. She got ill, so Miss Annersley, who was Senior Mistress, took over; and later Miss Wilson, who was the next Senior Mistress, came along, so we have two Heads.’

	This relieved Katharine, who had been beginning to feel that there must be some mistake somewhere, since she knew that the Head who had written to Aunt Luce was Miss Wilson.

	‘What about Mrs Maynard, though?’ she asked.

	‘Oh, she was a kid at school—younger than us, I believe. She was Joey Bettany then. When she grew up, she married Dr Maynard, who was one of the doctors at the San Dr Jem was running at the Sonnalpe. She has squads of kids, but even that doesn’t make any difference, somehow. She says she still belongs to the school and always will.’

	Katharine had caught a name which was familiar. ‘Joey Bettany did you say? You surely don’t mean—oh, but that would be a most fearful coincidence!’

	‘If what you’re getting at is, is she Josephine M. Bettany the authoress,’ said Elinor Pennell who was in front, ‘you’ve got it in one. She is!’

	‘Oh, no! How—utterly—spiffing!’ In her excitement Katharine had to fall back on the slang of her father’s schooldays.

	It was quite well received by those who heard her and to whom it was new. They adopted it forthwith, having been severely lectured for their too frequent use of current slang the term before, and until the prefects put their collective feet down, it was used almost monotonously by Upper Fourth when they wanted to use a superlative, quite ousting ‘super,’ ‘wizard,’ and, very strictly sub rosa, ‘smashing.’

	At the moment, they concentrated on their beloved Jo Bettany.

	‘She’s one of my favourite writers,’ Katharine declared. ‘How simply marvellous to come to her school! But—did you say she won’t be here all this term?’

	‘Well, she doesn’t actually live at the school,’ Hilary explained. ‘They have Plas Gwyn outside of Howells village which is where we really ought to be. The drains at Plas Howell, which is the school, went bad on us a year ago last term, so they took them up and then found they were a lot more wrong than anyone had ever thought. I believe the place isn’t right yet.’

	‘So then,’ Meg, who was walking with Elinor, chimed in, ‘they had to find somewhere for us in the meantime and they found the Big House here. We’ll go back to Plas Howell, of course, when it’s all right again. Meanwhile, we haven’t any objection to living on an island for a change.’

	‘Well,’ Hilary took up the tale, ‘shortly after that—well, not quite shortly. It didn’t happen till the Christmas term, actually—they found that something was awfully wrong with the foundations of Plas Gwyn—that’s their house. So Dr Maynard took a house at Carnbach that belongs to Dickie Christy’s father—Who’s Dickie?’ at Katharine’s startled look. ‘She’s one of the prefects. Real name’s Delicia, but can you imagine anyone using a thing like that for everyday?’

	‘I can not!’ Katharine spoke with emphasis.

	‘Nor me! Everyone calls her Dickie—even the Staff. Where was I? Oh—well, the Maynards moved to Carnbach and there they must stay until Plas Gwyn is safe again. We were awfully glad, for we missed her horribly that first term. Somehow, Joey seems to be a kind of foundation stone in the school! That’s why it is so sick-making that we shan’t have her at all the whole of this term.’

	‘But why has she gone to Canada?’ Jennifer demanded.

	‘I don’t know. Because she wanted to, I suppose. She’s taken the whole family with her, including Len and Con.’

	‘But how do you know all this?’ Meg asked.

	‘Because we met the whole crowd when we were in Southampton one day last week. They were sailing the next day and we went to see them off. Dr Jack had gone on—he was flying. Jo said she didn’t fancy flying with a whole mob of kids—she’s taken Sybil Russell as well—so they were going by boat.’

	‘Sybil gone as well? Then who on earth’s going to be form prefect this term?’ Meg demanded in consternation.

	‘Not an earthly! I suppose we’ll hear tomorrow. Sybs was dancing with excitement. She’ll see those new twins of theirs at last.’

	‘So she will. She’s being dying for that ever since they arrived. Hello! Here we are,’ Meg said, as the long lines swung in at a wide-open gate and marched smartly up a paved path between high hedges of closely-cut holly. ‘You’ll see the house in a minute, Katharine. We’re nearly at the end of this.’

	A minute later the path and the hedges ended in a gate of ornamental ironwork, and Katharine saw great lawns spreading out on either hand, with beds and borders filled with spring flowers and, straight ahead, a big old house dating back to the early eighteenth century. The wide door was in the middle, with rows of windows on either hand, and more rows above. The house had been newly whitewashed, and already a climbing rose was flinging a veil of young green across the walls, springing right up to the slated roof, which was steeply pitched with serried rows of dormer windows.

	The ground-floor windows varied in style, some of them being quaint old bow windows, while others, cut later, were french windows, opening on to the lawn. Two rows running above were sash windows flung wide now so that the sweet salt air could sweep through the dormitories.

	So much Katharine saw. Then two people appeared in the wide doorway and the girls sped up the drive to meet them.

	The taller of the ladies held out her hands to fend off the rush and the girls were quiet at once. Evidently discipline was good though there was no sense of repression.

	‘Well, girls,’ said the other briskly. ‘Welcome back! Had good holidays?’

	There was only one answer to this and it was given with enthusiasm, followed by a request to know if the Heads had also enjoyed themselves. They were told that though short, the holiday had been excellent. Then they were called to order and sent to stand in their various forms on the lawns. Katharine found herself alone on the drive and both felt and looked self-conscious.

	The tall mistress nodded to her pleasantly. ‘Mary Katharine Gordon, I know. Who is looking after you?’

	‘I am, Miss Wilson,’ Hilary spoke up quickly, beckoning to the new girl to join their line.

	‘Good! Go with Hilary now, and tomorrow we’ll find out just which form is likely to be yours. Look after her, Hilary.’

	‘Yes, Miss Wilson,’ Hilary said demurely. ‘Come and stand by me, Katharine.’

	Katharine went, wondering if she ought to explain at once the mistake that had been made in her name. Further, she was rather startled that Miss Wilson seemed to know who she was. However, that was explained next moment by the other mistress whom the girls had addressed as ‘Miss Annersley.’

	‘You are the last of our new girls for this term, Katharine. The other three came by the earlier ferry.’

	‘Now, girls,’ Miss Wilson said, ‘supper will be ready in about twenty minutes. Go to the splasheries and change your shoes before you take your cases upstairs and tidy. Some of you seem to stand in much need of a wash,’ she added with a clear laugh. ‘Off you go! We’ll meet again at Abendessen.’

	Wondering what on earth this meant, Katharine meekly went with Hilary when they marched off round the house to a side-door where they separated, the Juniors going in one direction, the Seniors vanishing through a baize-covered door, while Hilary and her crowd led the way into a small, rather dark room with pegs round three of the walls and lockers beneath them. Stands ran down the centre of the room with more pegs and lockers, and at the remaining side were five toilet basins.

	Some of the pegs were already occupied and Katharine was startled to notice that these had a small hook beneath the coat peg on which hung a towel.

	‘This is our form’s splashery,’ Hilary explained. ‘Yes; I thought so. Here’s your name next to mine—at least, I suppose “M. K. Gordon’s” your name?’ she added doubtfully.

	‘Yes—but they’ve got it the wrong way round,’ Katharine said. ‘I’m Katharine Mary; not Mary Katharine.’

	‘Oh, well, it doesn’t really matter, does it? Hang up your hat and coat and change—oh, but I suppose your slippers are at the bottom of your case, so you can’t. Well, hang on a sec while I change, anyhow.’

	Hilary pulled a pair of slippers out of her locker and changed from her stout walking shoes rapidly. Then she stood up. ‘Ready! Come on; we’ve got to go and find Matey and see which is your dormy. This way!’

	She led Katharine up uncarpeted stairs at the back of the house and there, standing at the head, was a small, wiry-looking woman whose nurse’s uniform was immaculate and who, as Katharine later wrote to Aunt Luce, simply crackled with starch.

	‘Good evening, Matron,’ Hilary said very properly. ‘This is Katharine Gordon. Which dormitory is she in, please?’

	Matron glanced down the sheaf of typed lists she held and found the name at once. ‘Yours, Hilary. I suppose you know that Sybil Russell has gone to Canada to join her mother and won’t be here this term. I’ve put—Katharine, is it?—in her cubicle for the time being. Take her along and hurry up, both of you.’

	Hilary stood not on the order of her going. Towing Katharine along, she sped down the corridor to a staircase at the other end, up that and into another wide corridor, down which she went till they came to an open door half-way along. She led her charge into a big, airy room, looking over an orchard which was a sea of rosy apple blossom beyond which a glimpse of the darkening sea could be obtained. Three wide windows lit it along one side and it was criss-crossed by iron rods on six-foot standards, from which hung pretty curtains patterned with twists and trails of green leaves on a cream ground.

	‘This is “Leafy”,’ Hilary explained as she drew Katharine towards a cubicle at the far end. ‘You’re lucky to have Sybil’s cubey. It shares my window, you see.’ She nodded towards the next-door one and Katharine’s face lit up as she realised that the dividing rod gave them each half a window.

	‘How awfully jolly,’ she said. ‘Lattice windows, too.’

	Hilary nodded. ‘I like them better than the sash ones. Anyhow, it’s only the Juniors that have those. All these side dormies and the back ones, too, have lattices. Now, Katharine, there’s precious little time. Dump your case and get your brush and comb out and tidy your hair. If you can fish for your slippers, it might be a good move. Bag your towel when you’re ready and we’ll go down to the Splash and wash. We are supposed to use the bathrooms during the day. Drop your curtains, by the way.’

	She vanished into the next-door cubicle, pulling down the dividing curtain after her, and Katharine made haste to draw the other two.

	There was little time to take note of her surroundings. She rummaged in her bag for her keys, opened her case, and after some fishing found her slippers, a face-towel and soap, brush and comb and her hand-mirror. Three minutes were spent on the long hair she wore plaited half-way down in two pigtails which dangled on either side of her face. Then she changed her shoes, setting them neatly under her bed, and went to open the dividing curtain and summon Hilary.

	That young woman was just ready. She came through and glanced round the cubicle.

	‘Where’s your shoes?’ she demanded.

	‘Under my bed. I wondered if I ought to leave them there.’

	Hilary dived under the pretty counterpane that matched the curtains and picked them up. ‘I’ll say not! I should have told you, though. Come on!’

	‘I feel like “Alice” and “The Red Queen”,’ Katharine thought with some humour as she followed Hilary from the room. ‘I’m being told “Come on!” so much.’

	They went back to the splashery where, by dint of elbowing and shoving, Hilary made room for them both at one of the basins and they washed. She showed the new girl the tiny hook beneath her coat-peg to hang up her towel. Then she marched her off just as a booming sound brought girls from every hole and corner as it seemed to Katharine, to join a long line which was proceeding in orderly fashion along the corridor.

	The line wound into the big school dining-room where Hilary seated her charge next herself and saw to her wants, keeping up a series of conversations with about half a dozen other people at the same time.

	She managed to say hurriedly to the new girl, ‘First night, no rules. And talk in any language you like.’

	Katharine gasped at the last remark. Whatever language did they expect her to use? However, Hilary was describing her meeting with the Maynards to several interested people, so she said nothing but went on with her supper.

	No mistresses were present, but a certain amount of order was kept by the big girls, one of whom, a very fair, very pretty person, tapped a bell when the room grew too noisy.

	‘That’s Peggy Bettany, the Head Girl,’ Hilary explained, when her tale was ended and the rest were discussing something else for the moment. ‘Sybil Russell told me this was to be her last term here. Next term, they’re opening some kind of annexe in Switzerland where prefects and sixth-formers who want to can go for their last year. Peggy’s going, lucky wretch! So’s Mollie Carewe and Barbara Henschell and Joan Sandys—oh, and quite half of that crowd, I expect. Mother says if I work hard enough to make it worth while, she and Daddy would think of it for me when I’m seventeen.’

	At this point, Peggy banged firmly on her bell for silence and when she got it, the girls rose for Grace, after which the Head Girl told all present to go to their common-rooms and wait until they were called for unpacking.

	‘Prayers will be at half-past seven tonight,’ she said in the clear, silvery voice that, to Katharine’s thinking, just matched her appearance. ‘After Prayers, everyone under thirteen will go to bed. Under-sixteens go at half-past eight and the rest at half-past nine. Clear, please!’

	On the word, every girl seized her plate, spoon and fork, napkin and glass and then they marched, table after table, to the hatch where they deposited everything to be collected by the pleasant-looking maids waiting there, except for the napkins, which were put into deep, narrow baskets standing on the sideboard at the side of the hatch.

	That done, the girls left the room and streamed off to the common-rooms where, as was explained to the new girls, their free time was passed in bad weather.

	‘Not that we shall see much of them this term,’ a puckish-looking girl of fifteen remarked. ‘At least, we hope not. We shall be out of doors most of the time, thank goodness!’

	‘Rowing, this term!’ added someone else.

	‘And swimming!’ Hilary chimed in.

	What else might have been said Katharine never knew, for at that moment the door opened and one of the prefects came in, called for silence and, when she had got it, said, ‘The following are to go to Matron now—Hilary Wilson—Hilda Jukes—Jean Ackroyd—Carola Johnston—Freda Lund—Vanna Ozanne—and the new girl, Katharine Gordon. Hurry up; and please go quietly.’
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