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            ‘I loved the Malory Towers books when I was a child, and was excited to read First Term at Fernside. It’s like reading Enid Blyton – except with more warmth and kindness.’

            Judi Curtin, author of the Lily and Alice novel series

            ‘With everything from buttery toast, cute pets and team sports, to daring escapades, forging friendships and boarding-school rules that are made to be broken. Top marks for a terrific boarding-school adventure about friendship, empathy and bravery.’

            Eve McDonnell, author of Elsetime and The Chestnut Roaster

            ‘A joy, with all the best-loved features of Blyton’s school stories – dorm japes and fearsome matrons – but a refreshingly modern sensibility and diverse cast. An instant classic.’

            Joanna Nadin, author of A Calamity of Mannerings

            ‘Full of quirky, fun characters struggling with everything from fitting in and making the school netball team to a mysterious animal-napper. Perfect for fans of Murder Most Unladylike.’

            Alison Weatherby, author of The Secrets Act

            ‘The loneliness as well as the fun of being at boarding school is so realistic, and the way the girls pull together is heart-warming.’

            Leila Rasheed, author of At Somerton: Secrets and Sapphires

            ‘A homage to the classic school story, full of debates about freedom and opening up to the wider world.’

            Pádraic Whyte, Associate Professor in Children’s Literature, Trinity College Dublin
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            For Elaine Fenton, with much love and thanks for many years of friendship.

From Kingscote to Fernside, and everything in between.
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            Chapter 1

            Back to School

         

         At least Linnet would not be on the train to embarrass Robin in front of her friends. Uncle Linus was driving her all the way to Belfast in his motor car. His precious Linnet couldn’t take the train! He had offered to take Robin too, and for a grim moment Robin thought Mother would insist on her travelling with her cousin, but luckily she understood.

         ‘The train’s more fun,’ Robin told her. ‘We meet at the station and then an omnibus takes us all the way through Belfast to Fernside House. You should hear the noise when we all see each other again!’

         ‘I can imagine.’ Mother shuddered. ‘Your poor teachers.’ And then, as though there could be no doubt about it, ‘I’m sure you and Linnet will be the best of friends before the term’s out. And of course she’ll be coming here for half term.’

         ‘Not best friends.’ Even if Linnet hadn’t been – well, weird, Robin already had Babs as her best friend. Besides, Linnet was 8only twelve, and had never been to school. Robin had been thirteen for ages; they wouldn’t be in the same form.

         Hopefully.

         As for half term – that was two months away. No point in worrying about it yet.

         ‘Maybe you should know …’ Mother began, and then shook her head. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘Go and have a lovely term.’

         Now, as the train squealed into the station at Queen’s Quay, Robin pulled her case and her precious hockey stick down from the luggage rack and grinned at Babs and the others in her carriage.

         A new girl, who’d spent the whole journey staring out the window, back very straight, face very still, gathered her things with a listless air.

         ‘Bags the front seat in the omnibus,’ Babs said.

         Third formers can’t bags,’ said Nell McGreavy, the prefect in charge. ‘Only upper fifth and above.’

         ‘We’re lower fourth now, actually,’ stated Babs. ‘Anyway, I always sit in the front. Last year I told the Teapot I’d be sick if I didn’t.’

         ‘You shouldn’t call her the Teapot,’ said Evangeline McBride. Her father was a minister so she was always searching for the good in people. ‘It’s unkind.’

         ‘Well, she shouldn’t go round looking exactly like a teapot, then, should she?’ Babs shook her short fair hair. ‘I’m only being – that thing Miss Rea’s always saying. Observant.’ She pushed her spectacles up her nose. 9

         The new girl sighed.

         The train came to a screeching stop and Robin flung open the door and blinked out into the steam and smoke, which cleared to reveal Miss Taylor, round and beady-eyed, waiting on the platform with a list and a frown.

         ‘You’re late,’ she said, as though Robin personally had been driving the train. ‘The Bangor train’s been in for ages.’

         Nell stepped forward with a detailed account of a delay at Ballygowan owing to some sheep straying onto the line.

         ‘That will do, Nell,’ Miss Taylor said. ‘Take the girls outside – two by two please and quietly! The omnibus is waiting. Now, who’s this?’ She turned to the new girl and glanced down her list. ‘Frances Elliott?’

         ‘Fran.’

         ‘Chum with Evangeline.’

         Evangeline gave Fran a broad welcoming smile, and they all trooped through the station and on to the waiting omnibus which had a cardboard sign in the front window: Fernside House.

         They climbed in to a welcoming roar which subsided as Miss Taylor hauled herself aboard. ‘Settle down,’ she said. ‘You know Fernside House girls are supposed to be young ladies. Barbara Wylie – sit down at once!’

         Babs looked at the two upper fifths in possession of the front seat, glanced at Miss Taylor to gauge if it was worth arguing, but 10Nell McGreavy gave her a not-too-gentle shove and said, ‘For goodness sake, sit. You lower fourths get worse every term,’ and Babs and Robin slid into the nearest free seat.

         Since Miss Taylor was one of the strictest mistresses, the roar diminished to quiet chatter as the bus rattled along. This was Robin’s second year, and as she looked out at the narrow streets, full of carts and people rushing about – women in shawls chatting in doorways, girls swinging round lamp posts, boys trundling soapbox gliders – she thought how different this Belfast was from the area round Fernside House. Here was noise and crowds and redbricked terraced houses, and grubby corner shops, and newspaper boys leaning against walls shouting, ‘Tele!’, their big sacks of the Belfast Telegraph slung over their shoulders.

         But soon the omnibus ran along by the river, past grand houses in leafy grounds, some even with their own gate lodges. Out and out they went, to the southern edge of the city, where, especially at night after the trams stopped running, you felt you were in the countryside.

         Robin gave a contented wriggle at the prospect of a brand new school year.

         ‘Hockey this term,’ she said to Babs, who was frowning at the backs of the girls in front, talking in their earnest upper-fifth way about the new science laboratory which had been put up in the holidays. Imagine talking about lessons when you didn’t have to! ‘We must beat Ellis House!’ 11

         ‘Hmm.’ Babs didn’t even pretend to like games. But Robin was almost sure to be in the junior eleven this year: lower fourths were often included, and she was one of the best players. Lucy, the games captain, had told her so last year, a moment Robin revisited again and again when she needed to cheer herself up.

         Miss Taylor read out the dorm lists – Robin was in Lilac, with Babs, Fran and Evangeline, as well as another new girl and – as she had feared – Linnet.

         ‘What’s your cousin like?’ Babs asked. Robin was about to say ghastly, the most awful cry-baby and terribly weird, but stopped herself. It was unfair when Linnet wasn’t here to defend herself. Anyway, they would all find out soon enough, and maybe Linnet would become friends with Evangeline. Or Fran. And the more she chummed with them, the less likely she was to blight Robin’s life. So it wasn’t only kindness that made her say, ‘I don’t know her very well.’

         And now the journey was nearly over! The omnibus was turning off the main road into Fernside Road, past the short terrace of whitewashed cottages, past Miss Larkin’s shop which was out of bounds except for prefects, past the three brand-new villas opposite. Soon they would pass the house which used to be a farm and still had red gates, and then the three or four big houses similar to Fernside House.

         Suddenly Fran leapt up with a yell. ‘Stop the bus!’ She started to squeeze out past a very confused Evangeline. 12

         ‘Frances Elliott!’ Miss Taylor sounded furious. ‘Are you ill?’

         ‘No!’ Fran pointed out the window, where a scruffy grey horse in the shafts of a cart laden with boxes and sacks was standing outside Larkin’s shop, head down, resting a hoof. ‘That poor horse! We must do something!’

         The bus slowed, but Miss Taylor cried out, ‘Drive on please!’

         ‘No!’ Fran sounded fierce. ‘That horse needs help. We can’t just drive by.’

         Robin knew what she meant: the horse certainly looked pathetic, thin and scabby, but no more so than lots of the horses you saw in the city. ‘It’s Mr Herron’s horse,’ she explained. ‘He delivers fruit and vegetables from his market garden.’

         ‘It’s not fit to pull that big cart!’ Fran was white with indignation, freckles standing out on her cheeks. Her blue school hat had flown off when she had jumped up, showing red hair, freshly bobbed for school like Robin’s own. ‘Look at the whip marks on its poor sides!’

         Robin picked up the hat and handed it to her. ‘It’s very sad,’ she said, ‘but there’s nothing we can do.’

         ‘I give half of my pocket money to Our Dumb Friends’ League,’ said Evangeline. ‘You could do that if you want to help animals.’

         ‘That’s a good idea.’ For once Robin felt grateful for Evangeline. ‘Honestly, Fran, you can’t leap about and shout in school – you’ll get into trouble. And look – here we are!’

         The bus was slowing. 13

         Fernside House was the second-last house on the road. The very last one was Rowanbank, and as the road led only to some fields and then the river, and Rowanbank had been empty for years, the school was very secluded. Miss Rea was always telling parents how healthy and wholesome it was, and yet how close to the cultural advantages of the city. Which meant that sometimes you were taken by tram to the Municipal Museum, which was never quite as interesting as Miss Rea believed. More importantly, Robin thought, there were other girls’ schools nearby to play hockey matches against. And you had green space around too; the garden of course, and the hockey pitch and the tennis courts and – not strictly allowed, but not expressly forbidden – the neglected, glorious wilderness of Rowanbank next door.

         As he approached the gateway, the driver said, ‘This here gateway’s too narrow for my bus.’

         ‘Never mind, we’ll walk,’ Miss Taylor said. ‘All the better to view the improvements. The exercise will do everyone good.’ She patted her own stout sides. Babs raised her eyebrows and Robin tried not to giggle.

         In fact, Miss Taylor set a brisk pace, striding down the shrub-lined driveway as if marching into battle.

         ‘Why’s the driveway so long?’ Babs complained. ‘It’s all right for the Teapot; she hasn’t got a suitcase and a silly old hockey stick.’ 14

         ‘Look, girls,’ Miss Taylor gestured ahead. ‘Our new science lab!’

         And there, at right angles to the old, ivy-clad Fernside House, stood a brand-new building. Robin hadn’t thought much about the science laboratory; if she had imagined anything it was a small hut, but this was a long, red-brick building with a row of six windows and freshly painted double doors. The date 1925 was carved neatly on a stone over the doorway. Mim, the school cat, a tortoiseshell of huge proportions and disdainful expression, was licking her paws in a patch of sunlight on its doorstep and did not look up. It would take more than the arrival of an omnibus’s worth of girls to distract Mim.

         The upper fifths oohed and aahed. Babs said, ‘Well, it’s nice to have something shiny and modern around this old dump.’ Only Robin seemed to see that the building took up half the hockey pitch, and the half that had not been built over was all rubbly and rough, cordoned off with a rope and warning, with a big red-painted sign: Out of Bounds.

         The hockey pitch, her very favourite bit of Fernside House, had disappeared.
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            Chapter 2

            You Can’t Cry

         

         Linnet had expected school to be scary. But not this scary.

         From the moment Daddy said goodbye at the steps of the forbidding grey, ivy-covered house that she was somehow expected to live in with dozens of other girls, it was nothing but bustle and noise and orders, and scampering, scampering, scampering to keep up – and all the time a painful refrain throbbed in her heart.

         You can’t cry. You can’t cry. You can’t cry, it beat out as she scurried to unpack her things into the top two drawers of the scuffed chest beside her bed – her cousin Robin was to have the neighbouring bed and the bottom two drawers.

         You can’t cry, it warned when Matron, all starch and disapproval, said that she had never met a girl so clumsy and to pick up her underclothes from the floor this instant.

         You can’t cry, it reminded her when an older girl called Lucy helped her to carry her trunk out to the door of the dormitory to be picked up and taken to the trunk room. Lucy was obviously 16being kind when she said how exciting for Linnet’s parents to be going abroad; she couldn’t have known how the words would stab and gouge. Only a year, Daddy said. Not long, Mummy had added.

         A year was forever. She had been at Fernside House for – she checked her new wristwatch – forty-seven minutes, and already she longed to leave with an ache so fierce that she couldn’t even think the word home without tears pushing at the backs of her eyes.

         Home! The quiet house with everything familiar and cosy, where she knew how to be without even thinking. Lessons with kind Miss Devlin, and her own books and best of all, her garden. She couldn’t bear to think of what would happen to it without her – her roses unloved, her strawberries uneaten – well, the birds would enjoy them, that wasn’t so bad. You can’t cry. You can’t cry. She looked round the bedroom – dormitory, she must remember to say – and wondered if it would feel friendlier or scarier when full of girls. She counted the beds: six. How could she sleep with five other girls? The only one she knew was Robin, but she hadn’t seen her for ages.

         ‘What on earth are you doing still in the dormitory?’ Matron filled the doorway, arms full of towels, apron crackling. ‘Did I or did I not tell you to go to the junior common room to wait for the train girls?’

         ‘You did, but I couldn’t remember …’ 17

         ‘Bottom of the stairs, third door on the left. Opposite the portrait of Miss Burn. You can’t possibly miss it.’

         Linnet wasn’t so sure, but she trailed out of the room and tried to remember how to get to the stairs. She frowned. Right, she thought, past some doors, and then …

         ‘Back stairs!’ called Matron, as if she had eyes in the back of her head, and Linnet turned and scuttled on – anywhere, just to escape. Maybe there would be a bathroom she could hide in until she calmed down. Oh, all these doors! They all looked the same! She flung one open at random, but it was only another dormitory, empty and silent, lace curtains fluttering in the open window. Little whines were starting at the back of her throat; she despised herself, but she was powerless against them, and her cheeks were already damp. Another second and she’d be properly sobbing, and in what Mummy called one of Linnet’s states.

         A commotion somewhere below. A stern shout: ‘Girls! I know you’re excited to be back, but there’s no need to sound like harridans. Up to the dorms straight away. You all know where to go. Evangeline, look after Fran.’

         ‘Of course, Miss Taylor.’

         ‘Back stairs, Barbara Wylie.’

         All the names! All the noise! And now a ferocious clatter of shoes and giggles and the corridor gushed with girls – not the trickle who, like her, had arrived in ones and twos by car, but 18dozens, more girls than she had seen in her whole life, all chattering at the tops of their voices.

         ‘Bags the bed by the window!’

         ‘We’re in Rose again! Bags not the bed with the saggy mattress.’

         Linnet pressed herself against the wall and let them stream past. Most of them glanced at her, some smiled, but all were too excited to stop for a tear-stained new girl. And then, into the sea of bright unknown faces, the brown and red and fair bobbed heads, swam a face she knew, a face surrounded by the same straight mousey hair as her own, and with the same green-flecked eyes.

         ‘Robin!’ She flung grateful, drowning arms round her cousin.

         Robin stiffened and did not hug her back, and behind her she heard a scornful giggle.

         ‘I assume this is your cousin,’ said a cool, amused voice. ‘You didn’t say she was so – exuberant.’

         Linnet gulped. ‘Oh – I’m not,’ she tried to explain. She had been so close to crying that her voice came out strangled and high. She took a deep, calming breath. ‘I’m usually very quiet. I was just relieved to see Robin.’

         ‘Clearly.’ A fair-haired girl with glasses, the owner of that cool voice, emerged from the crowd and looked Linnet up and down. ‘We don’t go in for that kind of thing at Fernside House.’ 19

         ‘Babs!’ A girl with long brown plaits shook her head. ‘Don’t be horrible.’ She smiled at Linnet. ‘I’m Evangeline,’ she said. ‘This is Fran – she’s new too.’ Fran had red hair and a distracted air.

         ‘Let’s go, before Matron lectures us on loitering.’ Robin extricated herself from Linnet’s embrace and stalked off to Lilac dorm.

         Linnet hovered. What should she do? Matron had sent her to the junior common room, but now that the others had arrived, was she meant to stay with them instead? Evangeline looked back and said, ‘Come with us, Linnet. Meet everyone properly.’ She took this as her cue and, dashing at her eyes to rub away those treacherous tears, scurried after the others.

         So this was how the dorm felt with all the girls! Noisy and bouncing. Like living in an ant colony. Except ants were more businesslike. Also, if you lived in an ant colony you would be the same as everyone else; you would all be ants. Linnet looked from girl to girl as they unpacked, firing open drawers, banging wardrobe doors, all the time chattering, chattering, chattering, and she didn’t feel like one of them at all. Fran was unpacking with glum competence, not dropping anything. Robin was saying she would die without hockey, and Evangeline was saying it would be all right, and Robin was saying she didn’t see how, and Babs was saying good riddance to hockey as far as she was concerned.

         It was a foreign language. 20

         Linnet dared not think about her silent room at home, the window seat where she would sit for hours listening for birdsong and watching the bees and butterflies in the buddleia beneath.

         It felt as if all the rush and chatter was inside her, and if she didn’t escape she would burst. But outside the dorm was even scarier. Swallowing panic, she dashed to the open window and yanked it up further so at least she could breathe fresh air. For a moment she only breathed, and then she looked.

         The back garden: flowerbeds, a small shrubbery, vegetable patches, a tennis court. Then a high wooden fence and beyond it …

         Green, green, green – a little wood of gnarled old trees, and thick shrubs and wildflowers, nothing but foliage sloping down to a dark line that she knew must be the River Lagan. And beyond that, the far bank was lined with hedgerows and then thickly wooded slopes.

         Linnet closed her eyes, and when she opened them again the view was still there.

         ‘Oh!’ she couldn’t help crying out. ‘It’s wonderful!’

         Robin joined her at the window. ‘I know,’ she said. ‘It’s one of the best things about school.’

         ‘But that’s not all Fernside House, is it? There’s a fence and a hedge …’

         ‘It’s not the school grounds, no,’ Robin explained, ‘but it’s right next door. It’s called Rowanbank. There’s a house – you can’t see 21it through the trees – and lots of old sheds and stables. Nobody lives there – it’s been empty for ages.’

         ‘And are we allowed to go there?’ Linnet hardly dared ask the question.

         ‘Not exactly allowed. But we do – there’s a gap in the fence. I’ll show you if you like.’

         ‘It looks like an enchanted wilderness,’ said Linnet.

         ‘I don’t know about enchanted wilderness,’ Robin said, ‘but it’s brilliant for hide-and-seek. Some of those trees are just begging to be climbed.’

         ‘There must be rowans. I always think they’re magical.’

         ‘I suppose so. I never thought about the name, actually,’ Robin said, which Linnet found very odd.

         Babs joined them at the window and gave a low whistle when she saw the view. ‘Gosh!’ she said. ‘Mabel slept in Lilac last term. She said it had the best view, but I thought that was just Mabel showing off.’

         ‘And it’s one of the bigger dorms,’ Robin said.

         ‘I think it’s quite small,’ Linnet said, ‘for six people. If you calculated how much space each girl has, it’s probably only about—’

         ‘Why don’t you measure it?’ Babs suggested.

         Evangeline said, looking up from her packing, ‘There aren’t six. Only five.’

         Robin went to the empty bed on the other side of Linnet’s and read out the little card on the pillow. ‘Sadie Hayes. Do we know Sadie Hayes?’ 22

         ‘She must be new,’ Evangeline said. ‘Miss Taylor did say we’d another new girl with us. Isn’t that nice?’ She beamed. ‘You’ll soon get used to everything,’ she said to Fran and Linnet.

         Fran shrugged.

         ‘I don’t think I will,’ Linnet said.

         Robin gave her a little frown. ‘Of course you will,’ she said. It sounded less a reassurance than a warning. Linnet felt a shiver, and then a spark of hope when she remembered what she had seen from the window. That wonderland beyond the fence! She couldn’t wait to explore.
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            Chapter 3

            Strictly Out of Bounds

         

         Evangeline lingered after dinner, taking her time to load her tray and take it to the trolley, glancing at Robin as if waiting to be noticed.

         Finally, Robin gave in. ‘Hurry up,’ she said. ‘You’re holding us all back and if we’re late for Prayers we’ll be in trouble.’

         Evangeline breathed hard through her nose. ‘That’s the thing,’ she said. ‘I’m taking Fran with me; I could take Linnet too only …’

         ‘Only what?’

         ‘Well, I thought you might want to. She’s your cousin.’

         ‘I know she’s my cousin, thank you.’

         Evangeline looked pointedly down to the far end of the table, where Linnet, slowly and clumsily, was stacking her dishes. Robin could see that she had barely touched her dinner, even though first-night fare was always delicious – fat sausages, fried potatoes and cabbage, followed by tinned peaches and cream. Robin took 24it as a personal insult against Fernside House that Linnet had scorned hers. And did she need to look so – Robin searched for the right word – droopy? Her hair hung in ratty tails over her face, and her blue tunic, instead of stopping at her knees like most people’s, was streeling around her thin calves.

         ‘She looks lonely,’ Evangeline said. ‘I’d ask her to chum with Fran and me only I don’t want to get in your way. If you’re looking after her.’

         Robin was about to say that she wasn’t looking after Linnet, and that Evangeline could chum with her until she was ninety for all she cared, but then Linnet met her eyes with an uncertain smile, and started to walk towards the trolley, balancing her tray very carefully, her tongue held between her teeth with concentration, and Robin remembered, with an unwelcome stab, what it had felt like a year ago, being new. How grateful she had been that the other new girl, Babs, had been keen to make friends. She made herself smile at Evangeline. ‘I’ll take her.’

         ‘You should have kept her a place at dinner.’

         Robin’s teeth started to ache. That was the thing with Evangeline: she always went that bit too far along the path of righteousness. But though annoying she was also right.

         ‘I know. I was talking about hockey with Giulia and Mabel. Everyone’s shattered about the pitch. We don’t know what we’re going to do.’

         ‘But the new building looks lovely,’ Evangeline said. 25

         ‘Not as lovely as the hockey pitch.’

         Robin retrieved Linnet, who looked relieved, as did Josie, the kitchen maid who couldn’t wipe the table while Linnet was faffing about. ‘Sorry I forgot to keep you a place,’ Robin said. ‘I got distracted.’

         ‘That’s all right.’ Linnet looked happier. ‘I get distracted too. Mummy says I’m like a butterfly. But I don’t think I am really. It’s more that I have a lot of interests, and sometimes I don’t know which one I want to think about. I don’t think it can really be like that for butterflies. I mean’ – she sounded very serious – ‘I don’t think they have interests, as such. They just fly about and pollinate things. Though I suppose that might be quite absorbing if you’re a butterfly. What do you think?’

         ‘I’ve never thought about it,’ Robin said honestly. What she did think, quite strongly, was that she hoped Linnet wouldn’t come out with too much of this kind of nonsense, and certainly not in front of people.

         On the way to the hall she showed Linnet the places she would need to know. Linnet screwed up her face at every one, as if trying to commit it to memory.

         ‘Junior common room – where we live when we’re not in lessons or games or bed.’ Robin flung open the door to show a big, shabby room with bay windows, well-worn sofas and, on either side of the fireplace, shelves stuffed with games and books. ‘It won’t be so tidy in a day or so. We share it with the thirds and 26the upper fourths. The babies – first and second formers – have the room next door, but they always have a mistress or prefect with them.’

         ‘What about the big girls?’

         ‘Senior common room’s at the back. It’s supposed to be quieter for them to study, but I think it’s because it has French doors out to the garden, and they can be trusted not to sneak out.’

         ‘You mean we aren’t allowed in the garden?’ Linnet’s browny-green eyes widened in alarm. ‘But—’

         ‘Of course we are. We have gardening lessons – so dull. Babs says it’s just so Miss Rea can save on paying a full-time gardener. And we can go out at break, and for half an hour after lunch and an hour after afternoon lessons. And in the evenings after prep, but only in the summer term and September. And not on Mondays because of Activities.’

         Linnet was looking more and more horrified, so Robin changed the subject. ‘Look,’ she said, pointing at a big oil painting. ‘That’s Miss Burn.’

         ‘Is she the headmistress?’

         ‘The founder. She was headmistress for donkeys’ years. She’s ancient now – sixtyish. Fernside House was just an ordinary house before. She was left it by her aunt and she decided to start a school.’

         ‘Like Jo March!’ Linnet clapped her hands childishly.

         ‘Who’s she?’ 27

         ‘From Little Women? Well, she gets left the house in Good Wives, doesn’t she, but she doesn’t start the school until—’

         Robin was not fond of reading, especially not books with soppy titles like Good Wives, so she hurried on. ‘Miss Burn retired a few years ago. The seniors remember her. Lucy says she was keen on hockey. Lucy’s the games captain.’

         ‘Oh, I know her,’ Linnet said with surprising confidence.

         ‘How could you know Lucy?’

         ‘She helped me with my trunk.’

         ‘I don’t know what she’s going to say about the state of the hockey pitch.’

         Linnet looked at her blankly, and Robin said, ‘Never mind, we’ll hear all about it in Prayers I suppose,’ and as she steered Linnet left at the end of the passage, to the big hall they used for assemblies and entertainments, her tummy flipped. Were they to lose their hockey pitch, and therefore their hockey, forever? Miss Rea, the headmistress, had only been at the school for a couple of years, and was known not to care as much for games as Miss Burn.

         It was always called Prayers, but they didn’t do much praying. A brisk thank you – ‘for bringing us safely back together after refreshing holidays’; a request for heavenly guidance ‘in all our work and play’; a quick ‘Our Father’ and then on to the serious business of the first night of term. Miss Rea was a tall, dark woman, her hair bobbed like a girl’s, wearing a university gown over her heathery wool frock. She blah-blahed about examination 28results – one of last year’s leavers was going to Queen’s College, one to Trinity College Dublin, and one, Margaret Stewart – Miss Rea’s voice became very impressive – had won an entrance scholarship to Newnham, in Cambridge. (Margaret’s younger sister Mabel tried and failed to look nonchalant.)

         ‘Modest results, girls,’ Miss Rea said, ‘but a start. As you know, Fernside House has always had an excellent reputation for games and deportment, but less so for academic achievement. We have been too content to let other schools – the Victoria Colleges and Methodist Colleges of this world – take the honours. But those days are gone.’ She sounded fierce.

         Robin, who had perked up at the word ‘games’, drooped again as Miss Rea went on about qualifications and taking their places as modern young women in a new world. I don’t want a new world, Robin thought, I just want the old one with the hockey pitch in it.

         ‘Talking of new worlds,’ Miss Rea said, ‘I have both good and bad news about our new laboratory building.’

         Babs pretended to expire from boredom which made Robin stifle a giggle, and Nell McGreavy, sitting at the end of their row, give them both stern looks.

         ‘As you can see, the building itself is finished, and I’m sure you’ll agree it’s splendid.’

         The girls murmured politely.

         ‘However, we did encroach more than planned on the area formerly used as a hockey pitch.’ 29

         Robin didn’t like the sound of that ‘formerly’. ‘This was because of drainage – I won’t bore you with the technical details. The area will be filled in and landscaped and when it is finished it will look jolly well. Yes – Lucy?’

         Lucy, looking very mindful of her position, stood up. ‘Please, Miss Rea, does that mean the hockey pitch will be – er, reinstated?’

         All over the assembly hall, the sports-minded girls sat up and paid attention, none more so than Robin. Giulia and Mabel, the other lower-fourth boarders hoping to make the team, clasped hands and gave Robin meaningful looks. Surely Miss Rea would say that the pitch would be back to normal soon – by the following week at the latest?

         ‘I’m afraid not.’ There was a rumble of dismay; Giulia gasped, and Miss Rea put up a warning hand. ‘Girls! Show some self-control and allow me to continue. Giulia Caprini, if you interrupt Prayers again, you will have the distinction of being awarded the first bad conduct mark of the year.’

         ‘I beg your pardon, Miss Rea. I am so’ – Giulia searched for the right word – ‘devastata.’ Her dark eyes glittered and she clutched her chest.

         ‘There is no need for histrionics, Giulia. And the English word is almost identical so I’m sure you could have used it. Though I think disappointed would be a more appropriate alternative.’ 30

         But Robin thought Giulia’s Italian word devastata summed it up pretty well.

         ‘I will be looking for a new hockey pitch,’ Miss Rea went on, as if a hockey pitch were something you could pick up in Arnott’s department store. ‘In the meantime, you must keep fit with drill, and walking and gardening – the form gardens are looking rather sorry for themselves. And Miss Taylor has something which might cheer you up.’

         Miss Taylor stood up. ‘Indeed. For those who crave team sports, I have something new.’ Most of the girls tried to hide their scepticism, because Miss Taylor, as broad as she was tall, did not look like a sporting pioneer. ‘Netball,’ she went on. ‘I stayed in a holiday camp this summer with some chums’ – Robin blinked at the idea of the Teapot having chums and going to a holiday camp – ‘and it became quite a craze. It’s a jolly good game, and it can be played indoors. Miss Rea has given me permission to order some posts, and Mr Connor is going to mark out a court in the gym. In the meantime, you can all learn passing and catching.’

         She sat down, and the girls exchanged looks. It didn’t sound too bad, Robin thought – better than gardening. But oh, an indoor game couldn’t be a patch on hockey! Running like the wind down the pitch, the chill air stinging your burning cheeks, your lungs bursting with effort, the wonderful feeling of control when you dribbled the ball, the stick an extension of your arm, the excitement of tackling, the thrill of scoring, or even of helping to 31set up a goal, and the euphoria when you won! Even when you lost, you lost together. She had taken to hockey ‘like a duck to water’, Miss Curran, the games mistress had told her. What if she was no good at netball?

         Miss Rea had moved on from games and was giving her usual start of term lecture about avoiding bad conduct marks. ‘Remember they count against not just the individual but her form – with obvious consequences for the Form Shield.’ She looked very stern as she surveyed them all. ‘I see several girls who still bear rather a holiday air. Plaits tomorrow, please, anyone who isn’t bobbed or shingled.’

         Giulia tossed her long dark curls and sighed as if she were being asked to shave her head.

         Well, that would sort out Linnet: she would have to plait all that straggly hair now.

         Miss West, the senior mistress, stepped forward and whispered something in Miss Rea’s ear.

         ‘Ah yes. One last thing,’ Miss Rea said. ‘Rowanbank, the house next door, has been sold at last.’ There were some mutterings. ‘I haven’t yet had the pleasure of meeting the new owner – a Doctor Flynn I believe, but we must ensure that he never has cause to regret living beside a girls’ school. I know that some of you have been in the habit of treating Rowanbank’s grounds rather as an extension of our own, and I have never troubled to forbid it. But now of course that must change. Rowanbank is out of bounds.’ 32

         Robin looked at Babs in horror. Giulia screwed up her face. Even Linnet, too new to understand, looked shocked.

         ‘Strictly out of bounds,’ Miss Rea stressed. ‘And now, you must all be tired after your journeys. You may go to your common rooms until bedtime. I wish you all a most successful term. Good night, girls.’ She swept off the platform, followed by the rest of the mistresses, while the girls stood up and chorused, ‘Good night, Miss Rea.’

         All except one. One girl scrambled halfway to her feet, then seemed to fall over them. ‘Ow!’ she cried out. ‘My feet have died.’ Miss Kavanagh, the third-form mistress, stopped beside her and said kindly, ‘I imagine they have gone numb from sitting.’ But Matron gave Robin a look that said, Please look after your cousin better.

         Robin was already tired of that look, and it was only the first night.
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            Chapter 4

            The First Night

         

         Though she was expected to do everything and go everywhere at twice the speed she was used to, Linnet’s first night seemed to have lasted weeks already. Getting undressed in front of four other girls was torture. Evangeline had mastered the knack of taking off her frock and putting on her nightie without revealing any flesh, and was sitting up in bed, reading her bible. Fran had marched off to the bathroom carrying her pyjamas. Robin and Babs were unselfconscious, sitting on their beds chatting in their underthings. Robin was holding blue-striped pyjama bottoms but had not got as far as putting them on.

         Oh dear, how could she take her clothes off in front of everyone? What if people looked at her? You can’t cry. You can’t cry. Deliverance arrived in the unlikely shape of Matron. She appeared in the doorway, driving Fran in front of her like a pony. Fran wore blue-striped pyjamas like Robin’s, and a mulish expression. 34

         ‘A reminder, girls, that you undress in the dormitory and not the bathroom,’ Matron said. ‘If you all decided to undress in the bathroom, how long do you think it would take to get you all to bed? Eh?’

         Nobody spoke. Fran busied herself with draping tunic, blouse, stockings and underthings over the chair at the end of her bed.

         Linnet said, ‘I suppose it depends on how many bathrooms there are and how quickly people undress?’

         Babs spluttered out a giggle which was quenched by a look from Matron.

         ‘Barbara and Robin, hurry up, please. You old hands should be setting a better example.’ Then she turned to Linnet. ‘Lynette Grey!’ she said. ‘Look at you! You haven’t even started. Get undressed at once. You haven’t even taken out your night-dress. Where is it? And I hope you heard what Miss Rea said about hair?’

         Linnet didn’t know which thing she was meant to answer first. She felt like the butterfly Mummy often called her, darting crookedly from one flower to the next. She fixed on the one thing she could manage.

         ‘M-m-my name’s not Lynette,’ she said.

         Matron seemed to roll back on her black-shod feet, so that she was looking down from an even greater height. ‘There are eighty girls in this school,’ she snapped. ‘Fifty boarders. Can I be expected to remember every outlandish name?’ 35

         Linnet gulped. ‘It’s Linnet, like the bird,’ she explained. ‘And I’m Robin’s cousin, and she has a bird name too. So that might help?’

         ‘Are you trying to be cheeky?’ Matron demanded.

         Linnet shook her head dumbly. You can’t cry.

         ‘Well?’

         A bell clanged, making Linnet jump.

         ‘That’s the warning bell,’ Matron said. ‘And only one of you is doing what she should be doing.’ Evangeline did not look up from her bible, but her ears pinked. ‘All right – undressed and into bed all of you.’ Fran straightened out her stockings and jumped into bed. ‘I shall be back in five minutes and I expect this dormitory to be settled and at peace. Bad conduct marks all round if not. All round!’ she added as though anyone might doubt this.

         United against Matron, determined not to gain the marks, everyone scrambled to get themselves, and Linnet, into bed. And in all the rush, with Robin taking her garments one by one and setting them neatly over her chair, and Evangeline holding out Linnet’s familiar green-spotted nightie, she found herself surprisingly able to postpone tears, and to get into bed, where the sheets felt colder and stiffer than at home. She kicked them to warm them.

         ‘That’s a good idea.’ Fran spoke for the first time, and then she was kicking her sheets too. And then Robin joined in, and Evangeline, and finally Babs said, ‘They deliberately put damp 36sheets on to stop us becoming overheated and emotional.’ And she kicked too, and for a brief minute, before they heard Matron’s heavy tread in the corridor outside, Lilac dormitory was united, all their legs kicking, all their blankets bellied like sails.

         She seemed to have kicked away the crying feeling. Nevertheless, Linnet, shifting and fretting, was certain she would never sleep. She heard the landing clock strike ten and then eleven, while she lay between the sheets, listening to the snuffling breaths around her, trying to work out who was who, her eyes becoming used to the dark. Evangeline was rather nasal when she spoke; that intermittent snore must be her. Robin slept with one arm flung over her face. Fran was as silent in sleep as awake. She could not see Babs, at the far side of the room. Her eyes lit on the empty bed, and she wondered when Sadie Hayes would appear and what she would be like. She sighed and closed her eyes. No, she did not need the lavatory; she was imagining it. This was the latest she had ever been awake, and she was torn between the desire to hear midnight strike for the first time ever, and the yearning to be asleep. Sleep won, albeit a fitful one, and somehow, unbelievably, that bell was clanging again, and beside her Robin was sitting up groaning, her normally neat, bobbed hair standing out like a lion’s mane.

         Rather to her own surprise, Linnet had survived the first night.
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            Chapter 5

            This Little World

         

         ‘I like your nightie,’ Robin said when they were dressing.

         Linnet looked down at the green-spotted cotton as she folded it to go under the pillow as instructed. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘My governess made it. I love it because there are no buttons. I hate accidentally lying on a button.’ She wriggled into the heavy blue tunic that made her feel she was wearing a big scratchy box.

         ‘You had a governess?’ Babs said.

         ‘Yes.’ It was harder to get dressed while talking, but it saved you feeling so self-conscious. Linnet pulled up her black wool stockings and buttoned them carefully to her suspender belt. She smoothed the skirt of her bulky tunic and pulled helplessly at the scarlet girdle which was meant to go round the waist.

         ‘Are you rich? Gosh, Matron will kill you if you tie your girdle like that.’

         ‘Let me help.’ Evangeline bent over and tied it. Her hair tickled Linnet’s cheek. 38

         ‘I don’t think so. Daddy’s a professor of zoology. He’s’ – oh dear, she would have to say it now; she took a deep, tear-defying breath –‘gone to America for a year to teach at Harvard University. That’s why I’ve come to school.’

         ‘You’ve come to Fernside House instead of America?’ Babs paused in the act of brushing her shining fair hair. ‘Bad luck!’

         The coldness inside her welled up, and Linnet nodded and picked up her own hairbrush. Vaguely she remembered Matron saying something about her hair, but she couldn’t think what. It was hard to keep tidy, being long and fine, but Miss Devlin hadn’t minded a few tangles, as long as she came to lessons with an enquiring mind and a clean handkerchief. Last week Mummy had asked if she would like to have it bobbed.

         ‘Easier to keep,’ she said, ‘and fashionable. Most girls seem to be bobbed now. Or even shingled.’

         Linnet didn’t dislike short hair, mostly she didn’t care what she or anyone else looked like, but the idea of anyone coming near her with scissors made her shiver, so she said no, she would manage.

         She gave her hair the best brushing she could, but her unsettled night had tangled it.

         ‘Matron will slay you when she sees that mop,’ Robin warned, as they lined up at the door to go down to breakfast. ‘You’d better let me fix it.’

         Linnet shook her head. ‘I’ll risk it,’ she said. ‘Matron might not notice. The tangles are mostly underneath.’ 39

         On the landing, Giulia, the Italian girl who had been so funny and bold in Prayers last night, gave them a friendly grin as she emerged from Hydrangea, the dorm next door. Her own hair was neatly braided into a beautiful thick plait, and she stopped at the landing mirror to give a final tweak to the velvet ribbon which exactly matched the blue of her tunic. Linnet’s tummy rumbled, which made Robin giggle, and they dashed to breakfast together, Linnet with more enthusiasm than she had felt for anything so far at school. She had been too nervous to eat last night, and she hated greasy food, but breakfast should be safe. Porridge, probably, and maybe toast. With marmalade, hopefully. She was lost in a dream of hot toast, all crunchy outside and soft inside.

         ‘Linnet Grey!’ The sweet buttery slices of fantasy toast transformed into the figure of Matron, standing guard at the dining hall door. She was on the lookout for wrinkled stockings, loose girdles, dirty shoes and faces, but it seemed to Linnet that she was there only for her. And the thought that she could never take a step here without Matron telling her it was the wrong one chased away her enthusiasm for breakfast, leaving a cold sick feeling of doom.

         She skidded to a swallowing, sweaty-palmed halt. ‘Yes, Matron?’

         ‘Did I or did I not tell you to do something with that hair?’

         ‘You did tell me. And I – I did do something,’ Linnet said bravely. ‘I’ve brushed it.’ 40

         ‘You know perfectly well what I mean! And do you call that brushing?’

         Robin gave her a little dig which Linnet interpreted as best not answer.

         ‘The rule is – short or plaited. Here.’ She produced a comb and two pieces of black elastic from her pocket and handed them to Linnet. ‘Junior cloakroom – beside the noticeboard. Two plaits, please. You’ve got three minutes. Where are you going? That way.’

         Linnet stumbled off blindly.

         ‘Should I go and help her, Matron?’ she heard Robin say.

         ‘And have you late for breakfast too? I think not. And straighten those stockings.’

         The junior cloakroom was, mercifully, easy to find, beside a large green baize noticeboard. She was relieved to see it contained a lavatory, which she suddenly needed urgently. That done, feeling wobbly inside, she stood at the mirror with the comb, and looked at herself. She was pale, her eyes shadowed and her lips scabby where she had chewed them. Her hair hung in rough mousey strings. It never looked so bad at home. But she had no idea how to plait! She pulled Matron’s comb through her hair, wincing as it snagged at the tangles, and then looked at the elastics in her hand. She divided the hair in two – two plaits, Matron had said very firmly – and then didn’t know what else to do. Three minutes!

         The door opened and in came Giulia. Linnet gasped. Her hair was standing out round her head in wild curls. 41

         ‘What happened you?’ Linnet asked.

         Giulia’s eyes danced. ‘I was just behind you. I heard Matron. It was the work of a moment to make my own hair – a little untidy.’ She shrugged. ‘So I knew I would be sent in here. Simple.’

         ‘But why would you want …?’

         Giulia was replaiting her hair with deft fingers. She didn’t even need the mirror and was soon tying her velvet ribbon back on the end of her plait. ‘You are not able to plait your own hair?’ Linnet shook her head and then wondered if she should have nodded instead, but Giulia clearly understood. ‘Well then, I will do it for you. Let me see.’ Giulia took up the comb, parted Linnet’s hair again, and began to plait. She was efficient, but not very gentle, and Linnet tried not to stiffen. Giulia was being so kind – even getting herself into trouble – and she couldn’t know how much Linnet hated anyone working with her hair, how her fingers made Linnet’s scalp burn and her eyes feel like they were being pulled sideways. ‘I’ll make them tight,’ Giulia said, ‘because your hair is so fine they might come out otherwise.’

         Linnet closed her eyes, bit down hard on her lip, and tried to pretend she was somewhere else – in the garden, smelling the honeysuckle on a June evening. After all, the alternative was Matron, which would be a million times worse.

         ‘Finished,’ Giulia said, and Linnet snapped open her eyes.

         She looked – different. Rather startled about the eyes, and with her hair in two long thin plaits. 42

         ‘I think,’ Giulia said, her head cocked professionally, ‘you need bows.’ She looked with distaste at Matron’s black elastics. ‘Blue to match the uniform, or scarlet like the girdle. Black would be elegant, but you have not the complexion. You must send home for ribbons or make friends with a daygirl to get them for you. Now, let us go to breakfast.’

         ‘Thank you so much, Giulia. I’m sorry you got into trouble because of me.’

         ‘It’s only Matron. She is an unreasonable woman, but here, in this little world, she has power, so’ – Giulia shrugged – ‘we must do as she says.’

         They went to breakfast together, smiling innocently as they passed Matron’s inspection. Robin had kept Linnet a seat, and showed how she had kept her porridge warm by placing a plate on top of it – ‘Practically a scientific invention,’ Babs commented – and there was still plenty of toast – cold and rubbery, as she was to discover school toast always was, but still, she ate two rounds with marmalade and the realisation that she had survived for a little longer in what Giulia called this little world.
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            Chapter 6

            In Miss West’s Form

         

         Robin hoped she might escape Linnet in lessons, but when the form lists were read at morning Prayers, Linnet’s name was just before hers for the lower fourth. She glanced sideways at her cousin, who was listening to Miss Rea with absorption, chewing on her lip. She always seemed to be either raptly focused on something, or off in a dream. At least she looked more ordinary now, with her neat plaits. Robin had some blue ribbon that she used to tie round her hair at night to train her fringe to lie flat. She had grown her fringe out over the summer, so she could cut the ribbon in two and give it to Linnet. That would please Mother.

         ‘One vexing piece of news before I send you to class,’ Miss Rea said. ‘Miss Mercer, whom I had engaged to teach science, is unable to join us after all. I will of course seek a replacement, but well-qualified science mistresses are not two a penny.’ 44

         As they had never studied science, beyond a little botany, nobody was terribly downcast, apart from a few swotty upper fifths, though Robin noticed that Fran frowned. One or two people muttered, as they filed out of the hall, that it was a waste of all that time and money to build the laboratory.

         ‘And we’ve lost the hockey pitch for nothing,’ Mabel said.

         ‘We must pray for a new science teacher to be found quickly,’ suggested Evangeline.

         ‘Really?’ Babs, clutching a shiny new pencil box, sounded surprised. ‘I’d have thought you’d be against science, Evangeline. Don’t you believe in Adam and Eve and all that?’

         ‘Well – yes, but …’

         ‘Adam and Eve is an allegory,’ Linnet said. ‘It’s not literally true.’ She sounded unusually confident, and Robin remembered that Uncle Linus had written a book about evolution and dinosaurs and the like.

         ‘Who swallowed the dictionary?’ Babs said, pushing open the door of their new form room.

         It was large and bright, overlooking the driveway. The desks were in three rows of four, with the mistress’s desk on a podium at the front. Walls, floor and desk lids shone with start-of-term cleanliness and the room smelt faintly of polish.

         ‘Bags these ones,’ Babs said, setting her pencil box on a desk at the back, and nodding to Robin to take the one beside it.

         ‘Does Miss West let you bags desks?’ Evangeline asked. 45

         ‘Miss West does not,’ said a crisp voice, and they turned to find their new form mistress, arms full of books, sweeping into the room. She didn’t teach anyone below the fourth, so they barely knew her, apart from Prayers and meals. She looked, Robin thought, awfully clever with her round glasses and greying hair pulled into a neat low bun, and her university gown sitting snugly on her shoulders.

         Evangeline sprang forward to take her books, and Miss West nodded her thanks. She surveyed her new class. Lower fourth straightened their shoulders and attempted to look bright and attentive.

         Miss West opened her roll book and ran her eyes down the list. Then she looked up and smiled. ‘Welcome to lower fourth,’ she said, ‘which is where we start expecting a little more.’ One or two people looked nervous. ‘Gillian Moffatt’ – she smiled kindly at a tall, sulky-looking girl Robin vaguely recognised – ‘I know you’ve stayed back because you missed so much school last year. Let’s hope another year in lower fourth will fill in those gaps.’

         Gillian looked at her desk.

         ‘Four new girls, I see – Enid Daly, Frances Elliott, Linnet Grey, and Sadie Hayes. Would you mind putting your hands up so we can see who you are? Jolly good – oh, Sadie hasn’t joined us yet. I believe she’s coming in a day or so.’

         Enid was a daygirl; you could tell by her girdle, green instead of scarlet. Did she look the kind of girl who would smuggle in 46sweets and comics from the shops, or invite you to tea on Special Saturdays? The other daygirls – Rose and Phoebe – stuck together and didn’t join in anything they didn’t have to, rushing home the moment lessons were over. Enid, plump and merry-eyed, looked better value – she grinned and gave a little wave – but you couldn’t tell from first impressions. Gillian was a daygirl too. Robin wondered why she had missed a lot of school: had she been ill? She looked perfectly healthy.

         Miss West allocated seats by alphabetical order. Which meant that Robin was the row behind Babs, sandwiched between Linnet and the as-yet-elusive Sadie, with Fran on Linnet’s other side. So, apart from Mabel in front, who would never turn round to share a joke or pass on a message, she was surrounded by new girls.

         Miss West acknowledged this. ‘Robin, I’m sure I can trust you to look after your neighbours. I understand you are a sensible girl.’

         If Babs had been beside her, she would have made her laugh, but Babs, the very last in the alphabet, was up front with Mabel Stewart who was devoted to both lessons and games. The perfect schoolgirl, Babs called Mabel. How would Babs cope? How would she cope, stuck with Linnet night and day?

         She wondered what had given Miss West the idea that she was sensible? She supposed mistresses must talk about you in the staffroom. How funny: you’d think they’d have enough of you in lessons. All the same, she didn’t mind being seen as 47sensible: ever since Father hadn’t come home from the war, when she was six, people had told her she must be a big girl and never worry Mother. She made up her mind, as she sharpened her pencil and copied down her timetable from the blackboard as neatly as she could, not to do a single thing to change Miss West’s good opinion.

         ‘Miss West?’ It was Mabel.

         Miss West frowned slightly at the interruption. ‘Yes?’

         ‘It looks as though we have games two afternoons a week.’

         ‘Indeed you do.’

         Robin blinked and checked: she hadn’t got as far as the afternoons.

         ‘It’s just – we used to have games four times. Everyone did.’

         ‘And everyone – with notable exceptions – acquitted themselves very poorly in the public examinations. Those who actually entered them. Isn’t that so?’

         Lower fourth had limited interest in public exams. Even Mabel herself, sister of one of the notable exceptions, looked bored.

         ‘Girls, you’re old enough to know that Fernside House has a long way to go before it is the kind of school that can really hold its head up in modern Belfast.’ Miss West sounded very serious. ‘Miss Burn was the old-fashioned kind of headmistress – a pioneer, certainly, at a time when many people didn’t believe in educating girls at all. We’re all very grateful to her. But—’ 48

         ‘Without Miss Burn there would be no Fernside House,’ said Mabel, whose mother had been one of the founding pupils back in 1896 and who was very proud of the fact.

         Miss West went on as though she hadn’t spoken. ‘But Miss Rea wants to bring Fernside House right up to date. Fernside girls shouldn’t just be known for hockey and nice manners. This is 1925! There are women in parliament, women doctors – women can do all sorts of things. And girls, you’ll all be able to vote when you’re older. Think of that!’ Her grey eyes sparked.

         Lower fourth thought of it and were unmoved.

         ‘Miss Rea wants to give you every opportunity to be among the first ranks of those women. So you can take your place in shaping Northern Ireland – and the world. Isn’t that more important than running round a hockey pitch?’

         Oh, how Robin longed to be doing that right this minute! They had games this afternoon, which probably meant this netball lark. Of course she would give it a chance, but it couldn’t possibly be as good …

         She became aware of a fustling beside her and the rip of a page being torn.

         ‘I’ll have to start again,’ Linnet said, right out loud. ‘I can’t seem to rule the right number of boxes.’

         ‘Linnet Grey!’ Miss West sounded shocked. ‘Have you never been told not to interrupt?’ 49

         ‘No,’ Linnet said. ‘My governess never minded me speaking out. And there was nobody else to interrupt.’ If Babs had said this, or Giulia, or even Robin herself, it would have sounded cheeky. But you could tell that Linnet wasn’t cheeky, just—

         Well, weird, Robin thought. Imagine blurting out to everyone that she had had a governess!

         ‘Just copy it carefully,’ Miss West said. ‘There are five days and six lessons a day. That means thirty boxes. It’s not difficult.’

         ‘I find it difficult,’ Linnet wailed.

         Gillian Moffatt giggled and then pretended she hadn’t.

         ‘Don’t contradict. It’s merely a matter of concentrating.’ Miss West raised her voice. ‘Anyone who doesn’t finish her timetable to my satisfaction will stay in at breaktime.’

         Linnet heaved a sigh and bent closer over her copybook. Robin finished her own timetable, checked it was accurate, drew a red line under her favourite subjects – arithmetic, geography and of course games and gym, which mostly meant drill and callisthenics, but sometimes they were allowed to use the gym apparatus which was great fun. To her right, she heard a muffled snuffle. She couldn’t see her cousin’s face but there was a suggestion, in her shoulders, of threatening tears.

         Robin, stifling irritation, raised her hand. ‘Miss West,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ve finished – and double-checked,’ she added before Miss West asked the question all mistresses asked. ‘Please may I help Linnet?’ 50

         Miss West looked at Linnet and then at Robin.

         ‘Very well,’ she said, ‘since it’s the first day and it is no advantage to anyone if Linnet does not have an accurate timetable. But Linnet’ – Linnet looked up with a scared-rabbit face – ‘you mustn’t depend on your cousin too much. You girls must learn self-reliance.’

         ‘Thank you,’ both girls said together, and Robin slid across to Linnet’s desk. She was surprised at the mess of the timetable: it looked as though a much younger child had done it – sloping lines and several bits copied down wrongly. Left to her own devices, Linnet would have been going to gym in the music room and expecting a history lesson while everyone else had French. But she couldn’t be stupid, Robin reasoned, or she wouldn’t be in the lower fourth. Unless, of course, she was only here so that Robin could look after her – but then what had Miss West said about self-reliance? It was all very confusing. She sighed and got down to sorting out Linnet’s mess, with a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time.

      
   


   
      
         51
            Chapter 7

            A Disastrous Breaktime

         

         But at least the timetable was done, and Linnet whispered passionate gratitude as they were all released into the garden for break, picking up a glass of milk and a rock cake as they filed out past the kitchen, watched by the sharp eyes of Matron.

         Some people didn’t like milk – Robin wasn’t keen herself, but you simply took it and went outside to the garden, where you could generally find someone to take yours if you didn’t want it. There was even, unknown to Matron, a little place under the hedge where milk-haters decanted their unwanted milk into an old pudding bowl. Generations of school cats, most recently Mim, had grown fat on that milk.

         But Linnet, before her in the queue, knew nothing of this. When Matron handed her a glass she shuddered and shook her head. ‘I don’t like milk, thank you,’ she said.

         ‘That’s neither here nor there,’ Matron said. ‘There are many things in life we don’t like.’ 52

         ‘Please, Matron, it doesn’t agree with me …’

         ‘Agree with you! I never heard the like of it. Drink it, please.’ Matron held out the glass and Linnet took it in shaking hands.

         Linnet took a tiny sip.

         ‘I said drink it, not sip it.’

         Linnet looked helplessly round at Robin, her eyes more scared-rabbit than ever. Oh for goodness’ sake, Robin tried to say with her own eyes, you’ll have to drink it so you might as well get it over with. Tomorrow, she would tell Linnet how to get round it.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Gillian Moffatt grumbled, behind them.

         ‘You’re holding up the queue,’ Matron snapped. ‘Hurry up. I never saw such a fuss.’

         So, eyes squeezed shut, Linnet choked down the milk. About three seconds later she gave an ominous gulp and brought it all back up on the stone floor.

         There was pandemonium – girls leaping back in horror, shrieking, Matron tutting, and in the middle of it, her shoes splashed with vomit, Linnet, still clutching the glass and crying bitterly.

         ‘What a baby,’ said Gillian Moffatt clearly. ‘Though I thought babies liked milk.’

         ‘You should have told me, you silly girl!’ Matron said.

         Robin felt an unexpected stir of pity for her cousin. ‘She tried to!’ she said. ‘Excuse me, Matron, but she did try.’

         ‘You wouldn’t listen,’ Giulia Caprini joined in. 53

         Even Evangeline McBride looked at Matron as though she found it very hard to see the good in her, and a second former with a big shock of almost-white hair, cried, ‘Oh, that poor girl!’

         ‘What on earth is going on here?’ No less a person than Miss Rea swept in. She surveyed the scene, sent them all out to the garden, asked Matron to arrange for the floor to be cleaned and then turned to Linnet, who was shaking with sobs.

         ‘Go and clean yourself up,’ she said quietly, while everyone trooped off, some of them grumbling about not having got their buns, ‘and then come to my study.’ She looked at Robin. ‘I thought I told all you girls to go outside?”

         Robin would a million times rather have been outside, but she couldn’t abandon Linnet. ‘Excuse me, Miss Rea,’ she said, ‘but Linnet doesn’t know where anything is yet. May I help her, please? I’m her cousin.’

         Miss Rea’s eyes were stern but kind. ‘You may, of course. I’ll see you both shortly.’

         Robin bustled Linnet into the cloakroom. ‘Please stop crying,’ she begged, her sympathy ebbing slightly. ‘You’ll make yourself sick again. Come on, take your shoes off – that’s right. I’ll give them a wipe.’ She did so, keeping up a running commentary. ‘There you go, good as new. Aren’t you lucky it was only your shoes? Wash out your mouth and give your face a good scrub. Look, I’ve filled this basin. Hooray, there’s actually some warm water. And a nice new bar of soap.’ 54

         To her relief, Linnet gained enough control to wash her face and put on her shoes and by then she had more or less stopped crying, though Robin recognised that post-crying stage where it wouldn’t take much to set her off again.

         ‘I-I’ve never met anyone so horrible as Matron,’ Linnet said. ‘Why does she work with girls if she hates them so much?’

         ‘She’s a beast,’ Robin agreed. ‘I don’t think she hates us – she just doesn’t like anyone to step out of line.’

         ‘But we’re not – not soldiers or – or ants,’ said Linnet.

         ‘I know. Come on. Let’s go to Miss Rea.’ The bell clanged. ‘Oh, Linnet, you’ll have to stop jumping every time the bell rings. It goes about twenty times a day! Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.’

         But as she bustled her cousin out of the cloakroom and down the normally out-of-bounds staff corridor to Miss Rea’s office, she had a horrible feeling that Linnet would never get used to school – or school to Linnet.
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            Chapter 8

            The Form Election

         

         As soon as Miss Rea called out ‘Come in, my dears’, Linnet knew that she was not in trouble. Her study was full of books and pictures and furniture that wasn’t scuffed by decades of girls. Like a proper room in a home. No girls – apart from her and Robin, no chatter, no clatter, no looming Matron. Through the open French windows the garden seemed to peep into the room: rose bushes heavy with late blooms, yellow and pink and such a deep, velvety scarlet that Linnet longed to stroke them.

         Miss Rea gestured them to a couch and placed a tray on the low table beside them. ‘A glass of orange cordial, and a ginger biscuit, if you feel up to it, Linnet?’

         Linnet nodded, finding, to her surprise, that she quite fancied it. She nibbled the biscuit and sipped the juice, while Miss Rea sat down opposite them.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she began, and both girls’ eyes widened. Adults never apologised, and Miss Rea had done nothing wrong. 56

         ‘It wasn’t you,’ Linnet burst out. ‘It was Matron.’ She felt a sharp kick on her shin and cried out. ‘Ow! Robin – why did you kick me?’

         Miss Rea smiled. ‘Matron had no idea that you were upset by milk. You should have explained.’

         Robin said, ‘I don’t mean to be impertinent, Miss Rea, but Linnet did try. Matron wouldn’t listen.’

         ‘I see.’ Miss Rea pressed her lips together. ‘Matron has a great deal of responsibility, keeping you girls in order, and this is a busy time for her. Are you unable to tolerate any kind of milk, Linnet?’

         Linnet shook her head. ‘I can take things like custard,’ she whispered. ‘I don’t like them, much, but they don’t make me sick. It’s only raw milk.’

         ‘I see. I’ll make sure the kitchen is aware. Now, to other matters.’ Miss Rea took up a sheaf of papers and looked through them, adjusting her spectacles. Linnet thought she recognised the pages, and Miss Rea confirmed this when she said, ‘These are your entrance papers, Linnet. Can you promise me that you completed them unaided?’

         Linnet nodded. ‘Miss Devlin gave them out, but she didn’t help.’

         ‘Well, your work is excellent. Apart from your penmanship, which is execrable.’ Linnet guessed, from things Miss Devlin had said about her handwriting, that this was not a compliment. ‘You have been well taught by Miss Devlin, and you’re a bright girl – as 57I would expect from Professor Linus Grey’s daughter. Your father is a very distinguished man.’

         Linnet felt the rush of pride, love and – these last few days – sadness that the mention of Daddy always gave her. ‘Thank you, Miss Rea. I like learning.’

         Miss Rea laughed. ‘And I like girls who like learning.’ Then she sounded more serious. ‘But Linnet, you are rather young for the lower fourth.’

         ‘I was twelve last month.’

         ‘And most of your classmates are thirteen. I decided to try you there, partly because you’ll have your cousin.’ She smiled at Robin. ‘But, while intellectually capable, I worry that you may be rather immature, emotionally.’ Linnet blinked. ‘What happened just now was not entirely your fault,’ Miss Rea went on, ‘but most girls your age would have been able to explain better and thus avoid such unpleasantness.’

         There was no point in insisting that she had tried, so Linnet simply chewed her bottom lip.

         ‘I understand that you’ve never been to school before,’ Miss Rea said, ‘and much here seems strange. I want you to promise that if you feel confused about anything, you ask to see me before reacting.’

         Linnet thought about this. ‘But Miss Rea, I feel confused all the time,’ she said. ‘I mean’ – she tried to work it out – ‘probably three or four times an hour. I couldn’t interrupt you every time.’ Imagine 58saying, Please Miss West, or – ugh! Please, Matron, I’m confused; I need to consult the headmistress. Even one day of school had taught her that would be impossible.

         ‘Miss Rea – what about if Linnet asks me and I help her decide if it’s something worth bothering you with, or something I can tell her?’ Robin suggested.

         ‘That might be very satisfactory.’ Miss Rea looked over her spectacles at Robin. ‘I haven’t come across you much, have I?’

         Robin shook her head. ‘I’m not the sort of girl you’d notice.’

          ‘What makes you say that?’

         ‘Well, I don’t get into trouble. But I don’t win prizes either,’ Robin explained. ‘I’m just ordinary.’

         ‘What are you best at?’

         ‘Hockey.’

         ‘Hmm. You will be disappointed about the pitch.’

         ‘Well, yes.’ Robin looked embarrassed.

         ‘She’s good at looking after people,’ Linnet said. ‘She was very kind to me just now. I don’t think I’d have been so nice. If someone’s sick I run away.’

         Robin looked pleased and surprised. ‘I’m not squeamish,’ she said. ‘At home it’s always me who cleans up if the dog has an accident.’

         How horrible! Linnet thought. Of course, Aunt Elsie didn’t have a maid, only a weekly charlady. 59

         ‘I want you girls to understand,’ Miss Rea said, ‘that I don’t consider anyone at Fernside House to be ordinary. Everyone has something she excels at; it’s simply a matter of finding it. Now, off to class and explain that you were with me. I will ensure that Matron arranges a glass of water for you at breaktimes, Linnet.’ She smiled at their empty glasses. ‘I won’t say orange cordial or everyone will be claiming to be upset by milk.’

         On the way back to class, Robin said, awkwardly, ‘It was nice of you to say I was kind.’

         ‘Well, you were.’

         As they knocked and entered the form room, Linnet felt her cheeks burn at having to face everyone – Gillian’s scornful What a baby still rang in her ears – but those who looked up smiled, and Babs said, ‘Well, that’ll teach Matron. Pity you hadn’t splashed her.’

         ‘That will do, Barbara,’ said Miss West. ‘What good timing, Robin and Linnet. We’re just about to elect our form captain. You can each write down two names, girls. Don’t just nominate your friends, but think of someone helpful, sensible and kind. Someone reliable and public-spirited. Someone who might even encourage lower fourth to win the Form Shield – don’t look so cynical, Barbara: there’s no reason why it shouldn’t be won by the fourth.’

         The election meant little to Linnet, but family loyalty as well as a genuine sense of gratitude made her write down Robin Grey. 60Helpful, sensible and kind was exactly what Robin had been to her this morning. She chewed the end of her pencil, remembering how Robin had stayed behind when everyone else had been happy to leave the scene of the crime. And then the woody, slightly piney flavour of the pencil grew bitter, the shavings dry and flaky in her mouth as she remembered a half-overheard conversation between Daddy and Aunt Elsie. She had been listening at the door when he was on the telephone, but even hearing only Daddy’s side of the conversation, she had worked out what was happening.

         Aunt Elsie couldn’t afford to pay Robin’s school fees because her husband, Linnet’s Uncle Robert, was dead. It was Daddy who paid them. No wonder Robin was helpful – she must have been told to be, as a sort of payment. It wasn’t that she liked Linnet. Probably, deep down, she thought Linnet was a baby too.

         But Robin had been kind, even if it was only out of a sense of duty. With a jolt of mortification, Linnet thought of Robin wiping the vomit from her shoes. She deserved that vote.

         Who should be her second choice? Evangeline was decent, but there was something a bit obvious about her kindness. Then Linnet remembered Giulia risking Matron’s anger to plait her hair. She had no idea how to spell Giulia. She frowned at her slip of paper. Did it start with J? It did in English, but Giulia was Italian, and she had a feeling it was a G. If she spelt it wrongly Miss West might think she meant Gillian! What if her hand 61writing was so bad that she inadvertently gave a vote to the one girl who had been actively mean?

         She chewed her pencil and considered asking Robin, but she had a feeling Robin wouldn’t approve of whispering. And she knew now not to shout out, so she raised her hand very properly and waited until Miss West said, ‘Yes, Linnet?’

         ‘Please, Miss West, how do you spell Giulia?’ she asked.

         Giulia blushed.

         ‘It’s a secret ballot,’ Gillian Moffatt said. ‘Maybe that’s too difficult for you to understand?’

         ‘I just wouldn’t want Miss West to think I meant Gillian,’ Linnet said. ‘But it’s meant to be someone helpful and kind, so I don’t suppose she would.’

         For the second time that day everyone stared at Linnet, and one or two giggled.

         ‘That will do, everyone,’ Miss West said. ‘Gillian, we don’t expect that kind of rudeness in the lower fourth. As you should know. Linnet, try to think more carefully before you speak.’ But Linnet thought that a tiny smile played at the mistress’s lips as she spelt out G-I-U-L-I-A.

         Neither Robin nor Giulia was elected, though Robin came second and she couldn’t hide her pleasure. Form captain was Mabel Stewart, who also looked embarrassed and pleased when her name was announced, but who, Robin told Linnet on the way to lunch, had been form captain for the last three terms. 62

         ‘She’s that type. Born to it,’ Robin said. ‘She’ll be form captain term after term until we’re in the sixth. And then she’ll be head girl.’

         Babs yawned. ‘Like that bit in Macbeth – will the line stretch out to the crack of doom? And she’s bound to make us actually try for the boring old Form Shield.’

         And Linnet, seeing Matron waiting in the doorway of the dining hall, felt her stomach shiver at the thought of all the days and weeks ahead, until half term, until the end of term, until the end of the year. The crack of doom described it exactly.
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            Chapter 9

            The Disappearing Cat

         

         Robin wriggled out of her tunic and pulled her gymslip over her head. She was still half-smothered by its soft fabric when she heard a loud, ‘Hey! Stop staring at me!’

         It was Gillian’s voice. Robin popped her head out to see Gillian crossing her arms ostentatiously across her chest and Linnet’s face almost purple.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Linnet gasped. ‘I was only …’

         ‘Leave her alone.’ Evangeline looked up from tying her plimsolls.

         ‘Yes,’ Babs said. ‘You’re not as fascinating as you think you are. She probably wasn’t meaning to look anywhere near you.’

         ‘Oh? Does she have a squint? Can she not see straight? She should have that corrected.’

         ‘I don’t have a squint!’ Linnet burst out.

         ‘Come on, Linnet – ignore her and hurry up.’ Robin narrowed her eyes at Gillian. ‘I don’t know why you’re prancing around like that. We’ll get bad marks if we’re late for netball.’ 64

         It was funny to see the rotund Miss Taylor in a short blue gymslip like they all wore for games. She looked very businesslike as she explained the rules of netball to the lower and upper fourths, and Robin decided to be open-minded. Miss Taylor demonstrated how to catch and throw the ball, using Miss Curran, their usual games mistress, as her partner, and then put them into pairs to practise.

         ‘You go with your cousin,’ she told Robin.

         Linnet flinched every time the ball came near her.

         ‘Oh, come on!’ Robin said. ‘Just catch it.’ She tried to place the ball somewhere easy, but Linnet never seemed to be in the right place. All round them the gym echoed to the bounce and thud of balls, and Robin tried not to notice the other girls returning shots with neat, confident shoulder or chest passes. She wished she was playing with almost anyone else. Even Gillian: she and her partner were throwing and catching in a pleasing, competent rhythm. Linnet just grew redder and sweatier and more and more apologetic until Robin could have screamed with frustration. How could anyone be so stupid at something as basic as throwing and catching a ball?

         Miss Taylor blew her whistle. ‘Right, girls,’ she said. ‘Let’s have a game. You don’t really know the rules yet, and there should only be seven in a team, but you’ll learn quicker by doing. We won’t worry about positions yet.’ She divided them into two teams, giving half the girls yellow sashes, and half blue. And oh, 65what a joy to escape from Linnet, who was officially in the yellows, but who mostly just stood blinking and rubbing her toe on the ground. Robin ran as fast as she could for the blues, jumped up to catch the ball, tried to pass swiftly and accurately. When she caught the ball in the goal circle, Miss Taylor said, ‘Shoot, Robin!’

         Robin took a deep breath and looked up. The net, dangling from its post, looked tiny and high. She didn’t see how she could possibly throw the ball with the accuracy needed. It wasn’t like the wide goal in hockey! And in front of her, jumping up with hand outstretched in a very off-putting manner, was Mabel Stewart, no longer the competent, good-hearted form captain and classmate, but transformed into a frightening adversary, her yellow sash riding up every time she leapt.

         ‘Don’t get too close, Mabel,’ Miss Taylor warned. ‘You want to stop her scoring, but give her a chance.’

         Robin launched the ball skywards. It hit the rim of the net and bounced off. Mabel caught it and sent it halfway down the court again, to a waiting upper fourth, who passed it to Fran, who scored neatly for the yellows.

         ‘Well done!’ Miss Taylor called. ‘That’ll do for today.’ She looked at her watch. ‘Outside and have a wee run about in the garden until the bell – make the most of the lovely day.’

         ‘Are you our games mistress now, Miss Taylor?’ one of the upper fourths asked. 66

         ‘Of course not,’ Miss Curran said. ‘She’s just giving you an idea of the new game. I’m your games mistress as usual.’

         ‘Lucky us,’ Babs muttered.

         They streamed out, Robin surprised to feel just as puffed as she did after hockey.

         ‘So, what do we think of netball?’ Mabel, flushed like the rest of them with exercise, but also with the joy of having set up the last goal, wiped her face.

         ‘I think,’ Babs said, ‘that it’s possibly not quite so loathsome as hockey. But I shall reserve judgement.’

         ‘It’s not a patch on hockey,’ snapped Gillian Moffatt. ‘And I don’t know who the Teapot thinks she is – she’s not a games mistress.’

         ‘It was decent of her to help,’ Evangeline said. She turned to Linnet. ‘How did you like it?’ she asked.

         Linnet sighed. ‘I’m no good at catching the ball,’ she said.

         She sounded so anguished that a few people smiled, but not unkindly. Except Gillian, who said, ‘Or at throwing it. Or at running without falling over your own feet.’

         Linnet looked down at the gravel path, her now-untidy plaits drooping on her slumped shoulders. It wasn’t long before the shoulders started to shake, and again Robin felt that complicated mix of annoyance and pity. On the one hand, it was tiresome of Linnet to be such a duffer and a cry-baby. On the other—

         ‘You’re a mean cow, Gillian,’ she said. ‘I wish you hadn’t been put in our form.’ 67

         ‘I disagree.’ It was Fran’s voice, and they were so unused to hearing it that they all turned and looked at her. ‘I find cows very likeable,’ Fran went on. ‘Gentle, unless you threaten them. From what I’ve seen of Gillian, she’s not remotely like a cow.’

         ‘Maybe a cat?’ Babs made a scrabbing gesture with her nails.

         ‘I like cats,’ Giulia said.

         ‘Me too.’ Fran looked thoughtful. ‘I don’t think Gillian’s like any kind of animal, really. Animals are usually very decent.’

         A sudden meow made them all jump, and then laugh, apart from Gillian.

         ‘Mim agrees,’ Mabel said, and then, in a surprised voice, ‘Hold on – that’s not Mim!’

         They looked in the direction of the meow to see, not the placid and inscrutable face of Mim, but a scraggy black moggy with ragged ears, weeping eyes, and a scabby tail that bent in the middle.

         ‘Oh, the poor thing!’ Fran made a dash for the cat, but, with a great hissing and spitting, it sprang under the hedge, and when Robin went to look, it had, in the way of cats, disappeared.

         ‘Ugh, don’t go near it; it’s diseased,’ Gillian said, wrinkling her nose.

         ‘Maybe it will come back,’ Fran said. ‘We should feed it.’

         ‘We never have any extra food,’ pointed out Babs.

         ‘There’s the breaktime milk,’ Robin said. Linnet blushed. ‘We can fill the pudding basin every day.’ 68

         ‘Mim won’t tolerate another cat taking the milk,’ Babs said.

         ‘Mim is far too fat,’ Fran said.

         ‘And it will do her good to learn to share,’ Evangeline said.

         ‘I don’t think cats work that way.’

         Enid, the new daygirl, said. ‘Why not leave out two dishes of milk?’

         Babs scoffed. ‘You’ve no idea what it’s like for boarders,’ she said. ‘Finding another bowl, sneaking it outside, not getting caught …’ She made it sound like a military operation.

         ‘Can’t you just ask Cook?’ Enid sounded puzzled.

         Babs shook her head. ‘We could maybe ask Josie – you know, the kitchen maid?’

         ‘No, we can’t,’ Robin said. ‘She got into trouble with Matron last year when the upper fifth asked her to bring them cups for midnight cocoa.’ She had found Josie crying in the shrubbery, and Josie had told her how much she needed the job, and that her father had been killed in the war. ‘Mine too,’ Robin had said, and had felt the flicker, for a few seconds, of a connection. Normally she hated anyone talking about the war, and dead fathers.

         Babs sighed. ‘Honestly, it’s like prison. And we’re strictly forbidden from encouraging any animals apart from the official school cat—’

         ‘They’re scared of attracting rats,’ Giulia said with a shudder.

         ‘I imagine there are rats anyway,’ Fran said, ‘being so near the river.’ 69

         ‘Ugh! Don’t!’ Evangeline said. ‘I can’t bear them.’

         ‘They’re very intelligent,’ Linnet said. ‘My father says—’

         ‘Please don’t tell us what your father says.’ This was Gillian, but immediately everyone rounded on her.

         ‘I’d rather know what Linnet’s father said than what you say.’

         ‘Who asked you?’

         And then Fran, changing the subject: ‘I think that cat has kittens.’

         ‘How do you know?’

         ‘Did you notice her teats? They were dangling as though she’d been feeding. I wonder where the kittens are.’

         A few people shrieked at the word teats.

         ‘You shouldn’t talk about – about – er, things like that,’ Evangeline said.

         ‘Mammary glands?’ Fran asked. ‘It’s perfectly natural.’

         More shrieking, and then a window rattled open behind them, and Miss West’s face appeared. ‘I hope that is not my form I hear being so vulgar and ill-disciplined,’ she said. ‘The sixth form and I are attempting the delights of Keats. “Ode to Autumn” is not improved by the shrieks of silly little girls.’

         ‘No, Miss West. Sorry, Miss West,’ they chorused.

         People of thirteen do not enjoy being called silly little girls, and when the bell clanged, they trooped dismally indoors to change, the daygirls to go home and the boarders to go for tea.

         As Robin slipped through the side door, which Evangeline was holding open, Fran caught her hand. 70

         ‘You like animals, don’t you?’ she asked.

         ‘Of course.’

         ‘We have to help that cat – try to find her, leave food for her, that kind of thing. Do you agree?’

         ‘Yes,’ Linnet said.

         ‘But Babs is right,’ Robin said. ‘We’d never manage to get food, or even time to search.’

         ‘We could ask a daygirl to bring in some cat food. And we’re allowed out after dinner, aren’t we?’

         ‘I don’t think we could ask a daygirl – they’re not even meant to bring us in sweets. And we don’t want bad marks – they count against you for the Form Shield.’

         Fran sighed and ran her hands through her red hair in frustration. ‘But that’s just nonsense – bad marks and Form Shields. Who cares?’

         ‘I don’t,’ Linnet said.

         ‘Well, I do,’ Robin said. ‘Come on, let’s get to tea.’
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            Chapter 10

            The Last New Girl

         

         Somehow, almost without Linnet noticing, it was Friday afternoon and she had survived three whole days at Fernside House.

         Three days of rushing, dodging, worrying; three days of school food that stuck in her throat, and school sheets that scratched; of school uniform that felt too big and a brain that felt too small for all the new things it needed to hold. It wasn’t so much lessons, but all the extra things: how to make a bed without the sheets ending up on the floor; how to remember which books to take out of your locker in the morning; how to stack your dishes on the trolley after meals without them toppling over. There had been one very nasty moment after breakfast yesterday when only the swift action of Josie had saved her porridge plate from smashing on the floor.

         Three days, and Mummy and Daddy had sailed for America. She couldn’t even write because they would be on the ship for a whole week. She prayed that the ship would not hit an iceberg, 72that they would not be seasick, and above all, that they would come home and fetch her at the end of the year.

         Three days of Giulia sneaking into the Lilac Room every morning to do her plaits, and Linnet having to bite her lip because she was very grateful, but she hated the tug of Giulia’s hands, and the sharp teeth of her comb. You’ll get used to it, she tried to tell herself every day – not just about the hairdressing, but everything else.

         Three days, and it was still only the start of September.

         Three days, and she was exhausted.

         But sometimes – just occasionally – she would ‘get’ one of Bab’s jokes or catch herself enjoying Miss West’s reading of The Secret Garden, and she would think that school wasn’t as bad as she had feared. Times when, dressing in the morning or undressing at night, she would stand at the window and look across to the glories of Rowanbank – another secret garden, tragically forbidden, but at least she could enjoy seeing the red berries of the rowan trees it was named after glow in the September sun.

         Other times, when Gillian Moffatt said she smelt of sick (she didn’t, that was just to remind her of the most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to her), or when she dropped the ball at netball for the seventh time, so that everyone cried, ‘Oh, Linnet!’, or when Matron said that she was the clumsiest girl it had ever been her misfortune to meet, she knew, deep inside, that she would not survive another moment at Fernside House, let alone a year. 73

         Now was one of those times. It was Friday afternoon, and after a wet morning, when a spiteful wind ripped at the last roses, and rain had kept everyone indoors at breaktime, a weak sun had finally cracked the pale eggshell sky. Dreaming away the last minutes of French, Linnet was gazing out at the rain-battered rosebush by the lower fourth’s window, and her every fibre thrummed with the need to be outside – all the scents would have been woken by the rain; she could hardly wait to breathe in the damp clean smell of earth and grass and flowers. Who cared about the perfect participle of avoir?

         J’ai eu, thought Linnet, quite enough of being indoors.

         Enough of Gillian – she sat in front and her hair smelled of lamb chops. Enough of the way Fran tapped her fingers rhythmically on her desk, like a galloping pony. Enough of the stale form-room air. She chewed her pencil. How could the others bear it? How could Mademoiselle Sudret bear the scritch-scritch of the chalk on the blackboard as she wrote out plaire – plu?

         ‘But, attention, mes filles!’ Mademoiselle waved the chalk at lower fourth and wrote another word in her curly French script. ‘You see – pleuvoir – to rain: also plu.’ She beamed. ‘So – plaire – to please, pleuvoir – to rain, but the past participle of both is—?’

         ‘Plu,’ chorused lower fourth.

         Il a plu, thought Linnet, but il ne pleut plus, and I can’t wait to get outside, and I will burst if the bell doesn’t ring. 74

         The bell did not ring, but a smart knock on the door announced Nancy, the head girl, whose fair hair was pinned up like a grown-up’s.

         ‘Excuse me, Mademoiselle,’ she said, ‘but Miss Rea has sent me to say that outside recreation is forbidden today.’

         ‘No!’ The word burst out before Linnet could stop it.

         ‘Linnet!’ Mademoiselle pronounced it Linnette. ‘A little self-control, s’il te plaît.’

         ‘But it’s not raining now! And this room smells! It’s not healthy to stay indoors.’

         Mademoiselle stiffened. ‘Silence. It is not for you little girls to argue with Miss Rea. Thank you, Nancy.’

         But Linnet could not quell the part of her that couldn’t bear to be indoors.

         ‘It’s not about wanting,’ she tried to explain to Robin as they stuffed their books into their lockers in the junior cloakroom. ‘I need to be outside.’

         ‘Well, I need to marry Rudolph Valentino,’ Babs said, ‘but that’s not going to happen.’

         Honestly, Linnet!’ Robin sounded more impatient than usual. ‘You can’t just blurt things out like that. You’ll get the form a bad name.’ She slammed her locker shut. ‘Cheer up, it’s almost the weekend. Tomorrow they’ll have us out breathing enough fresh air to cure a consumptive pig, I promise.’

         Linnet was not sure that fresh air cured any consumptives, let alone pigs, or indeed if pigs actually got consumption – Daddy 75would know – but she suspected this was a joke. ‘So where do we go tomorrow?’ she asked.

         ‘Probably a walk – that’s not too awful, if the mistress lets you chat,’ Babs said.

         ‘We mend and write letters,’ Robin said, ‘and anyone on a team usually has a match or a practice.’ She sighed. ‘I suppose we might have netball practice.’

         ‘We dance in the common room, and sometimes the prefects organise a quiz or a game.’

         ‘But when do we just be?’ Linnet asked.

         Robin and Babs stared at her. ‘What do you mean – be?’

         ‘I mean, do we have to do things all the time?’

         ‘What’s wrong with doing things? It’d be boring if we’d nothing to do.’

         Linnet struggled to explain. ‘We’re always in such a rush – ten minutes to wash, five minutes to dress, five minutes to make the bed—’

         ‘I’d like to see you make your bed in five minutes.’

         ‘It’s all timetables and bells. I thought at the weekend we might be able to just sit and think.’

         ‘Think!’

         ‘Well – be with nature, maybe.’ The thought of all those lovely trees in Rowanbank flashed into her mind. ‘I don’t know. Just not be rushing around so much.’

         ‘The rising bell doesn’t go until eight on Saturdays,’ Babs said, 76and Linnet sighed. Why could nobody understand? Promise me that if you’re confused, you ask to see me, Miss Rea had said the other day, but she couldn’t really go and say she needed time to be.

         The common room was worse than the form room. Not so stuffy, but noisy, and the view of the garden was even more enticing. Droplets of rain hung like tiny crystals off the ends of leaves. A robin fluffed its feathers and dived under a clump of ferns in search of insects. Linnet opened the window, and the cool damp air rushed in. She took a deep satisfying breath.

         ‘You look like Nutmeg,’ Fran said, flinging her scarlet woollen cardigan into a corner of the sagging old sofa, the accepted way to bag a seat.

         ‘Who’s Nutmeg?’

         ‘My pony. When she comes out of her stable on a cold morning, that’s just how she sniffs the air.’ For a moment a tight, closed look came over Fran’s face. Then she seemed to shake it off, and asked Robin if she had any bright ideas about the cat.

         ‘Not yet,’ Robin admitted. ‘I might have one in my bath – that’s the place for ideas.’

         Linnet settled down to read, trying to block out the fustling and chatter of lower fourth at leisure. But no sooner had she started to read Emily of New Moon than something terrible happened – Emily’s father died. With Mummy and Daddy somewhere in the Atlantic, and so much that could happen to them before they came safely back to her, she couldn’t bear Emily’s orphaned fate, 77and slammed the book shut before the wave of tears which had been building up in her since Nancy had said there was to be no going outside, could break.

         She looked through the window. Dared she sneak outside? Not to Rowanbank, of course, though that was what she wanted, more than anything, but just to the garden? The sky had greyed again and the bright green leaves of the camellia darkened with fresh rain. Linnet didn’t mind rain, but she could imagine the trouble she would be in if Matron saw her at tea with damp hair. She sighed. This really was a prison. Lucky daygirls to be home until Monday! Imagine that horrible Gillian snuggled up with her family!

         Robin and Babs, working together on a jigsaw, had started the kind of giggling which is extremely tiresome to anyone not involved with the joke. They muffled the noise by giggling into the yokes of their tunics, but every time they erupted, Linnet itched with irritation. She had to take deep breaths to stop herself crying out.

         ‘Can you stop breathing so loudly?’ Mabel demanded. ‘We’re trying to concentrate.’ She was playing chess with Giulia, and the sight of the little wooden pieces, especially the knights, which she always called ‘horses’, gave Linnet another kick of homesickness. Daddy loved chess: he had tried to teach her but she could never remember which pieces moved in which directions. She thought of Daddy’s chess set gathering dust in the 78empty house, while she was forced to stay here with girls who told you off for breathing, and she knew she would have to escape from this room before she lost control.

         ‘Where are you going?’ Fran looked up from The Autobiography of a Pit Pony.

         ‘I don’t know!’ She was annoyed by the wobble in her voice. ‘The dorm?’ At least she could open the window and lean out and breathe – and look at Rowanbank.

         ‘Matron will kill you if she finds you,’ Fran said.

         ‘Is there nowhere in this …?’ Then she took hold of herself. ‘I’m going’ – to the lavatory, she was about to say, supposing the junior cloakroom would be as good a place as any to hide. Though how embarrassing to be caught spending a long time in there. She had a better idea – ‘to the library.’

         ‘Well, be careful.’ Mabel rescued her king from ‘check’. ‘The big girls study in there and they don’t like being disturbed. I don’t want you getting a bad mark for the form.’

         ‘I’ll be like a mouse,’ Linnet promised. She lifted Emily of New Moon and set out for the library, at the far end of the hall. She would choose a new book for the weekend. The big girls wouldn’t even know she was there. She would take time to look properly. Yesterday Miss West had rushed them in and out as if choosing a book was something you did with no more thought than choosing two ounces of sweets.

         Maybe the library would have The Story of Doctor Dolittle, an 79old friend she would be happy to revisit, or might it be time for a reread of Little Women? She mightn’t feel so lonely with Meg, Jo, Beth and Amy around. But how strange to feel lonely, when she was surrounded by more girls than she had met in her whole life. Maybe lonely wasn’t quite the right word—

         ‘Linnet Grey.’

         She swung round at the sound of her name and was stumbling out an explanation before she even realised who was speaking. ‘I-I’m only going to the library. I thought we were allowed.’

         It was Miss West, and standing beside her was a girl whose blue tunic, like Linnet’s own, looked uncomfortably new. She had short curly brown hair, and big dark eyes that looked at Linnet with an expression half-nervous, half-merry, but completely friendly.

         ‘This is Sadie Hayes,’ Miss West said. ‘She’s in your form and your dormitory. Maybe you’d like to show her round?’

         Linnet wrinkled her forehead. Was Miss West asking her to show Sadie round? ‘I don’t know where everything is yet,’ she said.

         Miss West smiled. ‘You know enough. She’s been to the dormitory and unpacked, but she hasn’t seen the form room or the common room yet.’

         ‘Or the library,’ Sadie said, speaking for the first time. She glanced down at the book in Linnet’s hands. ‘I can’t wait to see the library.’

         ‘I’ll leave Sadie in your capable hands, then, Linnet,’ Miss West said. ‘Good luck, Sadie.’ 80

         ‘I expect she thinks I’ll need it,’ Sadie said as Miss West swept off down the corridor in the direction of the staff room.

         ‘Oh, school’s not that bad,’ Linnet said, forgetting how glum and hopeless she had just been feeling, and almost reeling at being described as ‘capable’. ‘It’s just a bit busy. And peoply.’

         Sadie laughed. ‘That sounds bliss. Life has been quite unpeoply lately – for obvious reasons.’ She gestured at her legs, and for the first time Linnet saw that she wore a metal-and-leather brace on one of them, and that she was leaning on wooden crutches.

         ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, mortified. ‘I didn’t even notice.’

         ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Sadie said. ‘It’s quite nice if it’s not the first thing people notice.’

         ‘Have you hurt yourself? Is that why you’re starting late?’

         ‘I’ve had polio. I’m better now except that one of my legs isn’t much good at walking.’ She shrugged, as best she could with crutches, and went on, ‘But I’m so excited about being at school. My parents didn’t want to let me come – they wanted me to go to a day school. But I begged and begged, and here I am.’

         ‘You mean, you wanted to board?’

         ‘Of course!’ Sadie looked puzzled. ‘Wouldn’t anyone? You see, I’ve read all the school stories: Angela Brazil and Elsie Oxenham and Dorita Fairlie Bruce – oh, and Elinor Brent-Dyer – she has a new one out next month; I can’t wait. And The School Friend every Thursday.’ She spoke with the same intensity Linnet reserved for 81nature and Robin for games. ‘It was dreadful when I caught a cold last week, and they made me wait. I don’t want to miss a minute of school, and I want to join in everything. Now, shall we go and see this library? I hope there are lots of school stories.’

         ‘Um, I don’t know.’ Linnet had never read a school story. ‘It’s this way.’

         Off they went, Sadie swinging along very nimbly on her crutches, but stopping every few seconds to comment on her surroundings.

         ‘A green baize noticeboard! Oh, they always have those in the books! Let me look.’ She glanced down the lists of duty prefects, netball practices and a couple of stern notices from Matron: Girls must not wash stockings in the bathrooms. Girls washing their hair without permission will not be allowed jam with Sunday tea. Sadie drank this all in with evident delight. ‘Oh, it’s just like the books!’ she kept saying. ‘Who’s this portrait? No, don’t tell me – it’s the lady foundress, isn’t it? I knew it! Oh, gosh, how exactly like a story!’

         Nancy and Lucy walked by and smiled in a lordly way. Sadie turned her head as they passed.

         ‘Who are they?’ she asked. ‘Aren’t they glamorous?’

         ‘That’s the head girl and the games captain.’

         Sadie struck her breast, which was awkward while holding a crutch. ‘The head girl and the games captain! And they smiled at us!’

         ‘Why wouldn’t they? They’re only girls.’ 82

         Instead of answering, Sadie gave a little squeak. ‘Oh my!’ she said, stopping at a particularly dull and empty noticeboard. ‘The Form Shield! That sounds so – so perfectly out of a book. Tell me all about it!’

         Linnet tried to remember what she had heard. ‘You get bad conduct marks—’

         ‘Oh!’

         ‘—and good ones too. For – I don’t know, being in teams, doing good work. Robin says it’s usually the upper fifth who get it.’ Linnet had no interest in the Form Shield.

         ‘Maybe I can help the lower fourth to win it!’

         ‘Um – maybe.’

         They never made it to the library. The bell for tea – ‘a real school bell! How thrilling!’ – rang just then, and Linnet had to take Sadie into the dining hall, where the new girl’s excitement at finding real school tea and real school buns knew no limits. And Linnet’s hopes, which had been quite high when Sadie said she loved the library, floundered again. She didn’t think a girl whose goal in life was to help win the Form Shield was likely to be the kindred spirit she craved.

      
   


   
      
         83
            Chapter 11

            On the Riverbank

         

         Hooray for Saturday! Hooray for the rain having stopped! And though it was annoying to think that all over the city, in other schools, girls would be playing hockey today, Robin very much approved of Miss Rea’s announcement at breakfast that the whole school would go on expeditions, taking picnic lunches. She waited anxiously to see where lower fourth were going – please not an improving visit to the Municipal Museum, or a dull polite walk along the main road in full uniform! You could sometimes persuade the mistress in charge to stop at the tea rooms at the end of the tram line, but because it was along a main road, there was a good deal of keeping your hat straight and talking in a ladylike tone before you got there.

         But it was all right – the fourths were to go down to the riverbanks and along the towpath. This always meant a free-and-easy walk, and they were allowed to wear their comfy blue gymslips. They were to have Miss Taylor as escort and, if the weather held, eat their sandwiches at the Giant’s Ring, a favourite local beauty spot. 84

         The thirds, who were going to the Botanic Gardens, looked on with envy as they streamed out of the dining hall.

         ‘The Giant’s Ring’s a neolithic monument. A stone circle,’ Robin explained to the new girl, Sadie, who looked thrilled – but then she seemed thrilled by everything at Fernside House, even such dull things as her coat peg and the bath rota.

         Miss Taylor was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. ‘Ah, Sadie,’ she said, ‘just the girl I need. Now, today’s walk will be too much for you, so if you’d like to choose someone to stay home with—’

         ‘Wh-what?’ Sadie’s face fell.

         Evangeline pushed forward. ‘I’ll stay, Sadie. We could play a board game. It would be fun.’

         Sadie shook her head. ‘I can’t stay behind.’

         ‘But, my dear …’ Miss Taylor looked awkward.

         ‘I need exercise,’ Sadie said. ‘My muscles won’t get strong from board games.’

         ‘But it is quite a strenuous walk.’

         Sadie tilted her chin. ‘I walk for miles at home,’ she said.

         ‘Maybe I should consult Matron.’ It wasn’t like Miss Taylor to sound so uncertain.

         ‘Matron’s gone to see her sister in Ballyhackamore,’ said Mabel, who knew everything.

         Miss Taylor sighed. ‘Oh, dear.’ She looked at Sadie. ‘Well, if you’re sure, Sadie. But you mustn’t overtire yourself.’ 85

         When Miss Taylor had gone about her business, Evangeline patted Sadie’s arm. ‘You’re very brave.’

         ‘I’m not brave,’ Sadie said. ‘I’m an ordinary schoolgirl with tiresome legs.’

         ‘Yes, Evangeline – like you’re an ordinary schoolgirl with a tiresome personality,’ Babs said.

         Evangeline looked hurt. ‘I know you don’t mean to be unkind,’ she said.

         ‘Yes, I do,’ Babs said. ‘You make me feel sick the way the way you fuss.’

         ‘I don’t fuss!’

         ‘You do,’ Linnet said, joining them. She was always slowest to stack her dishes.

         Before either Babs or Linnet could say anything worse, Robin turned to Sadie. ‘We used to take a short cut to the river,’ she explained, ‘through the garden next door. But it’s been bought by some horrible man, so we’ll have to go all the way to the end of the road, and across a big meadow.’

         ‘You shouldn’t call him horrible just because he doesn’t want us trespassing,’ Evangeline said. ‘If I were a grown-up I wouldn’t want strangers traipsing over my lovely garden.’

         ‘It’s not exactly lovely. It’s overgrown and jungly,’ Robin said, with a pang of nostalgia for those third-form games of hide-and-seek amongst the undergrowth and empty stables.

         ‘You know what I mean,’ Evangeline said crossly, but nobody 86heard her, because Sadie said, in her clear voice, ‘Is he an eccentric recluse? Is that why the garden’s a jungle? How thrilling!’

         ‘It’s not thrilling,’ Babs said. ‘There just hasn’t been a gardener for years. I expect they’ll hack it all down and start again.’

         ‘And I don’t suppose he is an eccentric recluse,’ Robin said. ‘Most people wouldn’t want eighty girls in their garden. It’s a pity, though. There’s loads of space there, and here we are, without even a hockey pitch to our name.’

         It seemed even more of a pity an hour later when the lower- and upper-fourth boarders were trooping down the long road to the river. Although Rowanbank was the very last house, Fernside Road continued for another half-mile, before narrowing into a lane, with high hedges on each side, as it meandered down towards the Lagan banks.

         ‘It’s like the countryside,’ Sadie remarked. For a new girl she wasn’t shy, and she was swinging along on her crutches just as quickly as any of them.

         ‘I can smell the river,’ Linnet said, and they all sniffed the air like the Bisto kids until Miss Taylor told them to stop.

         It couldn’t be much fun for Miss Taylor, Robin thought, having to go for a walk with lots of girls. Whatever she became when she grew up, she wouldn’t like to be a teacher, not even a games mistress.

         They all lined up to climb over the stile into the meadow.

         ‘Can you manage, Sadie?’ Miss Taylor asked, and Sadie said she 87could, if someone held her crutches. Evangeline took them and Robin and Babs helped her to clamber over. Sadie’s face reddened with the effort, but she didn’t complain.

         She is brave, Robin thought, whatever she says, but she understood Sadie hating a fuss. It was the same for her: if people were soppy about Father being killed in the war it made her want to scratch her face off and scream.

         They streamed across the meadow. Gloves were pulled off and stuffed into pockets. The long grass tickled Robin’s legs through her black school stockings. Fran dashed off to make friends with a donkey and her foal in a neighbouring field, and looked cross when Miss Taylor called her back.

         ‘That donkey’s hooves were far too long,’ she said. ‘They’re starting to turn up. Do you know who owns her, Miss Taylor?’

         ‘When can we have our lunch?’ demanded Giulia as the path sloped steeply down to the river. Her blazer pockets bulged with something more than the packet of sandwiches they had all each been given, so Robin guessed she had filled up with tuck. Giulia’s family always sent her to school with delicious Italian biscuits and sweets.

         Miss Taylor laughed. ‘Good gracious, Giulia, it’s nowhere near lunchtime. We won’t eat until the Giant’s Ring.’

         ‘That’s miles,’ Giulia wailed.

         ‘Only a couple,’ Miss Taylor said cheerfully. ‘Come on, girls! Here’s the riverbank. Let’s see who can find ten different leaves.’ 88

         ‘Does she think we’re five?’ Babs muttered, and Fran was still fretting about the donkey’s hooves. But others set out enthusiastically, Linnet among them. Behind the towpath, the banks were thickly wooded; to Robin a tree was a tree, distinguished mostly by whether or not it was good to climb, but Linnet rhymed off as she picked the leaves, ‘That’s oak; there’s rowan; that’s blackthorn – don’t try to lean over for that one, Sadie – I’ll bring you one and you can give me some of that yew.’

         She was like a different person out in nature, Robin thought – confident and engaged. She pointed out where the early sloes were ripening on the blackthorn.

         ‘Can you eat them?’ one of the upper fourths asked. ‘They look tasty.’

         ‘They’re the bitterest things you can imagine.’

         ‘We could make sloe gin,’ Babs said. She raised her voice so that Miss Taylor would hear, but Miss Taylor was telling Giulia about her plans to visit Italy with Miss McWilliams, the drawing mistress. Robin knew Babs had no intention of making sloe gin but loved shocking people like Evangeline. ‘We could have a midnight feast with it.’ Again, she raised her voice, but it had no hope of competing with Giulia’s enthusiastic description of Tuscany.

         ‘They won’t be ripe for ages anyway,’ Linnet said.

         Sadie gave a little squeak. ‘I thought it was only in boys’ schools that they had secret gin distilleries.’ 89

         ‘Honestly, you two are as bad as each other,’ Babs said. ‘Of course we aren’t having a midnight feast with gin.’

         ‘Oh. I suppose not.’ Sadie sounded deflated, and Robin couldn’t help seeing that she was walking with less vigour than before.

         ‘Are you all right?’ she asked quietly.

         ‘Fine,’ Sadie said, but she grimaced.

         ‘Look,’ Robin said, ‘I know you don’t like fuss, but shall I quietly go and ask Miss Taylor if we can have a wee rest now and catch them up?

         ‘How long until we stop for lunch?’

         ‘Maybe another mile of riverbank,’ Robin calculated, ‘and then a bit of road, and round a field …’ She saw Sadie’s eyes widen. In fact, now Robin looked at her properly, she looked all eyes, burning in a face that was surely paler than when they had set out.

         ‘It’s too far, isn’t it?’

         Sadie bit her lip. ‘Maybe,’ she admitted. ‘But I don’t want Miss Taylor to be cross. She didn’t want me to come, and she’ll say she told me so.’

         ‘What’s up?’ Babs said, and Linnet looked up from her leaf-gathering.

         ‘Sadie’s a bit done in,’ Robin said quietly. ‘Sit down, Sadie. There’s a handy log.’

         Sadie lowered herself onto a fallen tree and slipped her arms out of her crutches. ‘I’ll be fine in a minute,’ she said.

         ‘You don’t look as though you will,’ Linnet said. 90

         ‘Stay there.’ Robin ran along the path to Miss Taylor. She explained what was wrong. ‘I don’t think she can make it to the Giant’s Ring,’ she said. ‘But she’d hate it if we all turned back because of her.’

         ‘There’s no question of that.’ Miss Taylor looked searchingly at Robin. ‘Oh dear, I shouldn’t have let myself be persuaded against my better judgement. If I give you permission to stay with Sadie, will you bring her safely back to school when she’s rested?’

         ‘Of course. And Babs and Linnet are with us.’

         ‘Hmm. I don’t know that Barbara and Linnet are the most trustworthy girls in the lower fourth. Perhaps Mabel …’

         ‘Please, Miss Taylor. I promise we’ll be angelic and sensible.’

         ‘Straight back to school after your lunch.’

         Robin nodded.

         ‘And report to Miss Rea if Matron’s still away. I imagine Sadie will need a lie-down.’ She frowned. ‘I blame myself. I should have noticed she was struggling. Now, Robin, you’re in charge. I’m placing quite a trust in you.’

         ‘I won’t let you down.’ Robin felt very important as she told the others the plan. Sadie protested about missing the Giant’s Ring, but she looked more relieved than anything.

         ‘I didn’t get to show Miss Taylor my ten leaves,’ Linnet lamented, placing them on the log beside Sadie.

         ‘What age are you?’ Babs demanded.

         ‘Twelve,’ Linnet said. ‘Can we have lunch now, Robin?’ 91

         At first Robin enjoyed being in charge. They sat on the log and munched cheese sandwiches and threw bits into the river for the ducks. (‘Not ducks,’ Linnet said. ‘Moorhens. And that one’s a little grebe.’) They watched three boys on the far side of the river throw a stick into the water for a little speckled spaniel, which jumped in time and time again, never tiring.

         ‘That looks like the dog our fathers had when they were boys,’ Linnet said. ‘Dapple. I’ve seen a photograph of him and Daddy often tells me about the things he got up to.’

         ‘Oh,’ Robin said. ‘I’ve never heard of him.’ Her chest tightened. She had only been six when Father was killed in the war; her memories of him were like old pencil sketches, getting fainter and fainter. The burnt-ash smell of his pipe. The way he called her My wee Robin redbreast when she wore her red frock. The time she cried when he came home on leave because his soldierly moustache made him not look like Father anymore, and he had taken her on his knee and said he would always be Father, even if he had a six-foot long beard, and her sobs had turned to giggles. She had reached up and stroked the moustache, and it had been softer than it looked. She tried, now, to remember exactly how it had felt, but she couldn’t.

         Fading sketches. One day, she thought, there would just be a blank page, apart from what other people told her, and that wasn’t the same at all. Like when Miss McWilliams amended 92your drawing with some of her own lines: it looked much better, but it wasn’t really yours anymore.

         ‘Do you ever swim in the river?’ Sadie asked.

         Robin and Babs shook their heads. ‘Not allowed,’ Robin said. ‘Too many weeds or something.’ She leaned back against the tree and felt the September sun on her face. ‘We should head back,’ she said. ‘It’s a long way home.’

         ‘I suppose we couldn’t …’ Linnet began.

         ‘Couldn’t what?’

         Linnet indicated Sadie, who had gamely stood up and slipped her crutches on, but who still looked pale. Robin thought of the steep path back to the meadow, the long road back to school, and knew what her cousin meant.

         ‘Cut through Rowanbank?’ she asked. ‘But it’s out of bounds.’

         Linnet shrugged.

         ‘We’d be very unlucky to meet anyone,’ Babs said. ‘And if we did, one look at Sadie and they’d understand. Can you make yourself look very pathetic, Sadie?’

         ‘I don’t want to look pathetic!’

         ‘How much would the short cut save us?’ Linnet asked.

         ‘It’s less than five minutes down the bank from here,’ Babs said, ‘and then – what, Robin? – five minutes through Rowanbank garden?’

         ‘Maybe ten,’ Robin said, ‘if it’s still as overgrown. It’s not an easy option, exactly,’ she told Sadie, ‘but it’s much quicker.’ 93

         ‘And if it’s out of bounds,’ Sadie said hopefully, ‘that would make it an adventure? Like in a school story?’

         ‘Most definitely,’ Robin said, but she crossed her fingers behind her back. It wasn’t going to be an adventure because they absolutely must not get caught. Not while she was in charge.
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            Chapter 12

            The Forbidden Garden

         

         Miss Rea’s words from Prayers on the first night flashed into Linnet’s brain: Out of Bounds! Strictly Out of Bounds! But compared to the glory of actually being in Rowanbank, that paradise she had imagined she would only ever see from the window, what did a little school rule matter?

         Reluctantly, knowing she would only drop them anyway, she left her ten leaves on the log, and set off down the riverbank with the others, excitement catching at her heart. She was going to see Rowanbank! Not from the window, but in real life.

         ‘Not far now,’ Robin said. ‘There’s a tree stump with a big orange fungus growing out of it, and it’s round the next bend. It’s just a gap between two hedges and you have to breathe in to squeeze through, but you can’t miss it.’

         That sounded easy enough and soon Robin cried, ‘There it is! You’ll be home in a few minutes now, Sadie.’

         Babs dashed ahead. ‘Sometimes it’s overgrown with brambles,’ she said. ‘If I were the Girl Guide type I would hack them to bits 95with my trusty penknife, but I’m not, so I can’t. But I can sort of bash them down out of harm’s way.’

         ‘My crutches would make excellent bramble basher-downers,’ Sadie said.

         Babs stopped. Looked at the hedge. Walked on a bit. Turned back, frowning. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said. ‘Look what the beast has done!’

         They rushed to see. There was indeed a gap between two hedges, but instead of leading to a lane up through Rowanbank, the space was crisscrossed with strands of very new, very shiny, very jaggy barbed wire. There was no way anyone could get through.

         Babs stamped her foot.

         Linnet wanted to cry.

         Robin looked worried.

         Sadie caught her breath, and said in a small voice, ‘If we walk on there must be other gaps and lanes – maybe we’d come out in a street not far from school?’

         ‘But probably we wouldn’t,’ Babs said. ‘We could end up miles away and lost and much worse off.’

         ‘I don’t suppose you brought wire-cutters with you?’ Sadie said.

         ‘Oh! Now you mention it …’ Babs pretended to dig in her pocket.

         It took Linnet a moment or two to realise they were joking. They all stared at the wire as if wishing could spirit it away.

         ‘If we could get rid of the top strand,’ Babs said, ‘I think we could all climb over.’ 96

         ‘How’s it attached?’ Sadie bent down and peered. ‘It’s wound round this branch,’ she said. ‘It’s tight, but if I undo this bit—’

         ‘Oh, don’t! You’ll cut yourself to shreds!’ Linnet cried.

         ‘I think I can wedge the bottom of my crutch in and loosen it, and then we could unwind the top strand and climb over.’

         ‘You can’t! It’s barbed wire!’

         In response, Sadie pulled her gloves out of her pocket. ‘Isn’t it lucky Miss Taylor made us all wear gloves?’

         Babs looked at Sadie with respect. ‘Oh! You can have everyone’s gloves!’

         ‘But we can’t let Sadie take the risk,’ Robin said. ‘I’ll do it.’ And when Sadie opened her mouth to protest, she said, ‘Because you’re new. And I’m in charge. No other reason.’ She pulled on her own gloves and held out her hands for more. In the end she couldn’t fit four pairs of gloves on, but she did manage three.

         ‘Stand well back,’ Robin said, as she unwound the wire and made it safe. ‘This stuff is deadly.’

         Linnet, clumsy with anticipation, wobbled as she clambered over into the lane, but soon they were all safely over, even Sadie.

         It wasn’t easy going on the other side. The lane was steep, and so badly overgrown it was like an obstacle course. Brambles scratched their faces, and sticky cleavers caught at their stockings. Babs had to hold on tightly to her spectacles. More than once, Sadie’s crutches snagged on undergrowth. Linnet shrieked when a particularly vicious bramble attacked one of her plaits. 97

         ‘Shh,’ Babs said. ‘You’re asking to be caught.’

         ‘It’s ripped my hair out by the roots!’ Linnet wailed.

         ‘We’re nearly at the garden,’ Robin assured them. ‘Look how much lighter it is ahead. And then it’s a matter of being quick and keeping out of sight.’

         ‘Pray Doctor Flynn isn’t doing some gardening,’ Babs said as they finally reached the end of the lane and paused to catch their breath.

         ‘Well,’ Sadie said, when she had got her breath back, ‘it doesn’t look as though he ever does any gardening. Isn’t it wild!’

         Linnet looked – and felt something relax deep inside. She forgot about the danger, forgot that they could get into trouble, forgot that her scalp was burning. Because Rowanbank, this Eden she had been looking at and longing for since arriving at school, was real, and she was right inside it. She leaned against an oak tree, feeling its strength against her back. She touched the cool bark of a rowan tree, and then picked a leaf, marvelling at its bird’s-feather shape. She breathed in all the scents: grass and damp earth and wild roses and somewhere, just at the edge, the riper smell of living creatures. This place must be a haven for foxes and badgers and squirrels and rabbits and hedgehogs. It was everything she had dreamed of – even more.

         Out of Bounds – what did that matter?

         From somewhere quite close came a frenzied volley of sharp barks, and her heart jumped. 98

         ‘Run!’ Babs said. ‘Straight up this path. See the apple trees? Just past them, behind the shrubbery, there’s a gap in the fence. At least’ – her voice faltered – ‘there always used to be.’

         We’re going to be caught, Linnet thought as she pounded after Babs, shoving the rowan leaf into her blazer pocket. Behind her, Robin encouraged Sadie: ‘It’s all right, Sadie. I won’t leave you. Go as fast as you can, but don’t run. You don’t want to fall.’

         Somehow, they made it through the dense shrubbery to the fence and miraculously, the gap was still there – at least, there were some loose planks that looked normal enough, until Babs slid them back to make a gap they could all crawl through quite easily. They flung themselves into the safety of the school garden, just as the planks slid back into place and the shrubbery behind them crackled with breaking twigs, as if a very large dog was bounding through it.

         A man’s voice shouted, ‘Tod! Come back!’

         They waited, hardly daring to breathe, for the sound of human footsteps, for a hand to pull open those loose planks and discover them. Or for Tod, who sounded very big and very fierce, to sniff them out and break through the fence.

         We need to keep running, Linnet thought, but she couldn’t make her legs move, and it seemed that neither could the others. They all lay flumped against the fence, in a soft bed of feathery ferns, trying not to make a sound. They could see the back of the main school building: the kitchen windows were open, and someone was 99singing. Fernside House had never, to Linnet, seemed so homely and inviting. For the first time she noticed how warmly its ivy-clad walls glowed in the sun. Oh please, she prayed, let me get safely back to the common room. I’ll never break bounds again.

         Won’t you? asked a voice in her head. How can you bear not to, now that you’ve stepped inside Rowanbank?

         More crashing around in the bushes behind them. More wild barking. A strange rattling, creaking, squeaking noise – and then everything went still.

         Babs recovered first. She stood up and stretched. ‘That was a damned close-run thing,’ she said in a comical voice, but with a tiny wobble in it, as if she was trying extra-hard.

         ‘What was that noise?’ Robin asked. ‘Like a – I don’t know – a rusty bike?’

         ‘All I heard was the Hound of the Baskervilles,’ Sadie said. She looked round them all. ‘We’ll need to sneak into the cloakrooms and tidy ourselves before we see anyone,’ she said. ‘Linnet – your hair!’

         Linnet reached for her plaits and felt only a tangle of loose hair. She sighed. ‘I don’t know where my ribbons are,’ she said. ‘Somewhere in that jungle. Oh, Robin! They were the ones you gave me. I’m sorry.’

         ‘Would you like to go back for them?’ Babs suggested.

         Linnet shrieked. ‘No, I would not! How can you? Oh, you’re joking?’

         Babs nodded. Her own fair bob was not as neat as usual, and all four girls were baggy and plucked in the stocking department. 100Robin had a long scratch across her chin, and Sadie’s hands were blistered – too much time working her crutches, Linnet guessed.

         Robin held out a hand and helped Sadie up, and then Linnet. They started to trudge up the garden.

         ‘How are we going to cover this up?’ Babs asked. ‘Because if we don’t, we’ll be grounded forever.’

         ‘We could say we tore our stockings in the meadow,’ Sadie suggested. ‘Say we tried to take a short cut through and hit a rough patch.’

         ‘But that would be a lie!’ Robin sounded shocked, and Babs gave her a scornful look. ‘Miss Taylor said we had to report to Miss Rea anyway,’ Robin said, ‘so maybe we should just tell the truth? If we don’t, and then we’re found out, we’ll be in even worse trouble.’

         ‘I don’t mind,’ Sadie said. ‘Anything for a bit of fun.’

         ‘Sadie, it’s your first day. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Getting into trouble isn’t remotely fun.’ Robin sounded cross and grown-up.

         On and on they bickered as they wound their way up the garden, doing their best to keep to the trees and shrubs so they were less likely to be spotted. Linnet stopped listening. She pushed a hand into her pocket and felt the rowan leaf she had stuffed there for safekeeping. She didn’t really care what they did – because she knew that, whatever the consequences, she would return to Rowanbank.
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            Chapter 13

            Waiting for the Sword to Fall

         

         Robin could hardly eat her tea, even though Saturday’s menu – beef rissoles followed by jam roly-poly – was her favourite. She might have slipped her plate to Babs to let her take what she wanted, but, without having exactly quarrelled, she wasn’t feeling very friendly towards Babs.

         When Miss Rea stood up at the end of the meal and said she had something important to say, she steeled herself for the inevitable: It has come to my intention that some girls have been trespassing in Rowanbank.

         But all she said was that everyone must sign the church lists before seven o’clock and ensure their Sunday coats and hats were properly brushed.

         In the end, Robin had been overruled.

         While she, Linnet and Sadie had been trudging up the drive, Babs had simply stalked on ahead. 102

         ‘I’m fed up with your bickering,’ she said. ‘I’m going to report to Miss Rea.’

         ‘And she didn’t suspect a thing,’ she had crowed, coming to find them in the cloakroom. ‘I said you’d taken Sadie upstairs to rest, and she said she would see us all at tea. She congratulated us for getting home so promptly. I didn’t have to say a syllable about where we’d actually been. So, all that goody-goody fussing of yours was for nothing.’

         You couldn’t share your jam roly-poly with a girl who accused you of goody-goody fussing. And besides, Robin didn’t believe it would be all right. All the next day – and Sundays were endless at school, with compulsory church in the morning and then quiet pursuits all day – and into the next week, she expected trouble to catch her.

         When Sadie tripped on her way out of the dorm on Monday morning, she waited, heart pounding, for her to fall and not get up, for Matron to say Sadie was dangerously ill, and it could only be Robin’s fault. (Sadie, in fact, laughed and steadied herself and said she’d have to keep away from the sloe gin, which made Evangeline shriek and Matron descend like a Fury.)

         Sadie wasn’t at all shy at being introduced to the whole of the lower fourth, and seemed thrilled with the big pile of textbooks and exercise books waiting on her desk. Gillian made a big show of having to make room for Sadie’s crutches when she laid them 103on the ground beside her chair, but Sadie said only that she was pleased to meet her too.

         On Monday afternoon, Robin was giving half her attention to Miss West and the Flight of the Earls, and half to gazing out at the driveway and wondering what had happened to the black cat. I was meant to come up with a plan to help her, she thought, and I haven’t. But we haven’t seen her since. The crunch of wheels on gravel caught her attention. It was like the noise she had heard when they had just escaped from Rowanbank. To her horror, up the drive, on a big black bicycle, rode a strange man. He wore a grey tweed suit, and there was a leather bag – a doctor’s bag? – clipped to the holder above his rear wheel. Men never came to Fernside House, apart from Connor, the handyman and gardener. Was it – surely it was Doctor Flynn, come to call on Miss Rea, having found Linnet’s hair-ribbons in his garden – hair-ribbons, she remembered with a jolt, clearly marked R. GREY? Were they even now in that black bag, ready to incriminate her?

         Distantly she heard the doorbell ring, and waited, stomach somersaulting, for the summons. And when it never came, instead of thinking, well, it must have been someone else, she could only imagine that Miss Rea was biding her time. A sword was poised above her neck, and at teatime it would fall. Or maybe she would be called out of class …

         On Monday evening all the junior boarders had Activities, which sounded more fun than it was: you could choose between 104knitting or crocheting for the less fortunate. Making things for yourself was tolerated but considered uncharitable. Mademoiselle Sudret read aloud in French for the first half hour, and then they were allowed to chat – mais doucement, mes chères filles! she would plead every time the chatter became heated. Only a few people really enjoyed it, but there was competition among even the ham-fisted to produce the most squares for the blankets they would sew together for local old people’s homes and orphanages. Mabel, competent at knitting as at most things, had gathered a little group of second formers around her and was patiently showing them what to do. The little girl Robin had heard stick up for Linnet during the milk fiasco grinned at her above her bright pink wool, and Robin grinned back. Her hair actually was white, she noticed now, and her eyes a very pale blue. Robin wondered what it would feel like to look so strikingly different. She was very glad not to stand out in any way herself.

         Babs, arriving late after being sent to Miss Kavanagh’s room for wool, dumped the bag on the table in front of Robin and demanded, ‘Is Sadie your new best friend?’

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ Robin said. Beside her, Sadie was showing Linnet, who had never knitted or crocheted before but who would have been mortified to have to join the babies, how to cast on. Linnet was slow to learn, and fast becoming tearful, and Robin was happy to let Sadie take charge while she carried on with her own knitting, the beginnings of a mauve cardigan for Mother’s birthday. 105

         ‘Well, you’re always with her,’ Babs said, digging out her knitting bag and starting to cast on some soft yellow wool. ‘Or Linnet.’

         ‘She sits beside me! I’m only helping her settle in – and I have to be with Linnet: she’s my cousin, in case you’ve forgotten – not my friend.’ Robin hadn’t meant this to sound so harsh and was glad that Linnet was too tangled up with wool and needles to be paying attention.

         ‘I’m not deaf,’ Sadie said, leaning over the table, ‘in case you’ve forgotten that too. It’s only my legs that aren’t A1.’ She rummaged through the bag and picked out some balls of wool: brown, navy and black. ‘Ugh,’ she said, ‘I don’t think this is going to make a very jolly blanket for the less fortunate.’

         Robin, glad of the distraction, picked up a ball of brown wool. ‘It smells fusty,’ she said. ‘Where on earth did Miss Kavanagh get it?’

         ‘The wool graveyard,’ Sadie said. It wasn’t that funny, but Robin decided to find it hilarious, partly to annoy Babs.

         ‘Her mother sent it,’ Babs said. ‘She has arthritis and can’t knit anymore so she’s sent it to us.’

         As always, it was strange to think of a teacher having a mother and a life outside Fernside.

         ‘Lucky us.’ Sadie reached in and pulled out a huge skein of khaki-coloured wool. ‘D’you think this has actually been to the Western Front or does it just smell like it?’ 106

         Robin shivered as something – too faint to be called a memory, more of a sensation – scratched at her. Mother knitting socks. That exact colour. For Father in the war. Robin used to have to stand with her arms outstretched, so that Mother could wind the wool into a ball. Her arms would ache, but she mustn’t let them fall because she was a big girl and it was for Father. Then one day Mother stopped knitting. A single unfinished sock sat on top of the workbasket for days, growing a beard of dust, and Mother wouldn’t speak, not even to Robin, and Robin was sent away to stay with Aunt Jane and Linnet. When she came home, the sock was gone. And she understood that she must never talk about Father again. So she didn’t. Even when she wanted to. Even when she longed to know: did Father like school? Was he good at arithmetic? Did he like chocolate? Better not to know than to make Mother send her away again.

         She remembered nothing about staying with Aunt Jane and Linnet, except the taste of raw gooseberries from the garden and a toy farm that Linnet had been so attached to that she cried when Aunt Jane told her to share. She looked at Linnet now, frowning over her knitting needles and a tangle of red wool, and wondered if she remembered too. Linnet must only have been five; Robin had been six.

         ‘Put that wool back,’ she said to Sadie. ‘It’s horrible. I don’t know why old Mrs Kavanagh thought we’d want her rotten wool.’

         ‘It’s ghastly, isn’t it?’ Sadie said. ‘Enough to send the less fortunate into an early grave.’ 107

         Fran said, ‘Could the less fortunate be animals? Because they wouldn’t mind what colour the wool was. I’d happily crochet for horses or dogs.’

         Mademoiselle, when appealed to, said that the blankets generally went to the human deserving, but that she saw no reason why Fran could not knit for the four-legged. Fran, who had shown little interest in Activities until now, took one of the dullest balls of wool and had completed several ‘granny’ squares by the time the bell rang.

         ‘Talking of four-legged unfortunates,’ she said, when it was time to clear up and go to the dining room for supper, ‘I hope that cat and her kittens are all right.’

         ‘I haven’t seen her,’ Robin said. ‘The milk’s been drunk every day, but probably by Mim.’

         ‘They can’t be far away.’ Fran frowned. ‘I keep thinking she might have died and the kittens are starving somewhere. Under a hedge or—’

         ‘Don’t say that!’ Linnet looked at her red knitting with distaste. ‘I don’t think knitting is going to be one of my talents.’

         ‘And remind us, what are your talents, Linnet?’ Babs said, smiling at the little yellow baby bootee that was taking shape already on her own needles.

         Linnet said matter-of-factly, ‘I know a lot about nature. Miss Taylor said my knowledge was remarkable.’

         ‘You can’t say things like that. Nobody likes a bighead,’ Babs said. 108

         ‘I’m not a bighead. It’s a fact,’ Linnet said.

         Robin sighed. Why did her cousin have to be so peculiar? So babyish and oversensitive in some ways, so outspoken in others. Things had been simple last year: she and Babs had been new together, and that had made an immediate bond. They quickly found they laughed at the same things, loved doing jigsaws, and found it hard to stay awake in church. Babs didn’t like hockey, Robin found Babs’s tongue a little too sharp occasionally, but on the whole, falling into friendship had been easy. Things were much more complicated in the lower fourth.

         She became aware that someone was talking to her.

         ‘So, we’re agreed then?’

         ‘Agreed about what?’

         Sadie sighed. ‘You’re getting as dreamy as Linnet – no offence meant, Linnet. We’re going to look for the cat after lunch tomorrow.’

         ‘Good idea,’ Robin said. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t rain.’

         It didn’t, and they recruited Evangeline and Enid. If they had to try to feed the cat and her family, it would be helpful to have a daygirl involved. The rest of lower fourth weren’t interested, but that made seven people to check under hedges and shrubs – mulchy and damp, and in the gardener’s shed – dry and spidery. But they found no creature bigger than a tiny curled-up hedgehog. Which was disappointing, but better, Robin felt, than finding either a nest of starving kittens and feeling responsible 109for them, or, something she dreaded every time she knelt down to peer under a hedge, a corpse. She had heard somewhere that cats crawled off to die, and that poor cat hadn’t looked very healthy. Diseased, Gillian Moffatt had said.

         ‘We’ve done our best,’ she said, when the bell went for afternoon lessons, and they had to admit defeat.

         ‘Maybe she’s found someone to take care of her,’ Sadie said. ‘My auntie Iris always says, Cats won’t lose themselves.’

         Robin suspected that Sadie’s auntie Iris mightn’t have been so confident if she had seen the oozing infected tail and raggedy ears of the black cat.

         ‘Maybe she’s been stolen,’ suggested Enid, and Sadie looked thrilled. ‘There’ve been lots of animals going missing round here lately.’ Enid lived closer to school than any other daygirl, in one of the new villas opposite Larkin’s shop, so she was their authority on Local Affairs. ‘Bertie McGeown’s greyhound was stolen.’

         ‘I don’t think she was the sort of cat anyone would steal, poor thing,’ Linnet said.

         ‘Neither was Bertie McGeown’s greyhound,’ Enid said. ‘It was a mangy old thing. He said it was a useless article and it saved him the bother of shooting it.’

         ‘How horrible,’ Fran said. ‘People shouldn’t have animals if they don’t look after them.’

         ‘Maybe the dog ran away,’ Evangeline suggested romantically, ‘to a better home.’ 110

         ‘Maybe.’ Enid didn’t sound convinced. Then she grinned. ‘I’m getting a puppy for my birthday.’

         ‘Well, the cat’s definitely gone,’ Robin said, before everyone could get distracted with the excitement of a puppy, ‘and we’re going to be late for netball if we don’t get a move on.’

         ‘What will you do for games, Sadie?’ Linnet asked, as they reached the door to the changing rooms.

         ‘I’m not sure.’ Sadie frowned. ‘I want to join in everything, but I don’t suppose I can play netball.’

         ‘You most certainly cannot.’ Miss Curran, carrying a large sack of balls, and with a whistle round her neck, had caught up with them. ‘How could you run, and catch and throw a ball?’ She rushed on without waiting for an answer. ‘You need to accept your limitations, young lady.’

         Sadie looked hurt. ‘I don’t want to,’ she muttered.

         ‘Well, that’s very silly,’ Miss Curran said. Silly was her most scornful insult. ‘I understand you overstretched yourself on Saturday. I’m not having you do the same during my lesson. You can sit on the bench and watch.’ She said this as if it were a great treat.

         Sadie sighed and looked, for the first time since Robin had met her, sulky. ‘But I need to exercise,’ she said.

         ‘You’re coming to me on Wednesdays and Saturdays for remedial exercises,’ Miss Curran said. ‘That will build up your muscles.’

         ‘But what’s the point in watching a game I can never play? Can I at least go for a walk round the garden instead?’ 111

         Miss Curran shook her head. ‘You need to be where I can keep an eye on you. I can’t let you walk round the grounds alone.’

         Linnet spoke up. ‘Please, Miss Curran, I could walk with her.’

         ‘You will play netball.’

         ‘But I’m hopeless,’ Linnet said.

         ‘All the more reason to get as much practice as you can.’ And Miss Curran would not be moved, except to repeat, ‘Silly girls.’

         Robin, warming up on the court, felt a pang to see Sadie alone on the bench. And really, how unfair of Miss Curran: it would be much kinder and more sensible to let Linnet and Sadie walk in the garden. She resolved, as she took her place in a long line of girls to practise shooting, to find a way to keep Sadie involved. Maybe when they started to play an actual game, she could keep score? But when, just after a successful shot at the net, she turned round, expecting Sadie to shout ‘Well done!’ she saw that she was not watching at all, but reading, hunched over her book in a way that was bound to make Miss Curran exclaim about ruining her posture. But Miss Curran, intent on the game – so intent that Robin wondered if she was only just keeping one step ahead of the girls with the rules – didn’t seem to notice Sadie at all. Which was just as well, because the next time she ran past her, Robin noticed that the book she was engrossed in was A Harum-Scarum Schoolgirl by Angela Brazil. Which, though Robin had never read it, looked the very essence of what Miss Curran called silly. 112

         The day, between netball and looking for the cat, had been so busy that Robin had forgotten the sword she imagined was waiting to fall. But after tea, Miss Rea rang the little bell on the mistresses’ table, and said, ‘And now girls, I have something very serious to speak to you about.’

         Robin’s tummy, which had been very contentedly digesting her baked beans, fizzed with unease. She set down her fork.

         ‘I had a visit yesterday,’ Miss Rea went on, ‘from a doctor.’

         Robin gulped.

         ‘Now listen carefully, girls. This is important.’

         Robin looked down at her plate. Her heart pounded. She dared not look at Babs, or Sadie, or Linnet.

         How stupid to think they had got away with it!
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            Chapter 14

            The New Teacher

         

         Robin gave a strangled gasp which made Linnet wonder if she was sick, but when Miss Rea went on to say that she had just engaged a Doctor Bell to teach science, she seemed to slump – as if she was relieved.

         ‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

         How strange, Linnet thought: Robin had never seemed bothered that there wasn’t a science teacher. Fran, opposite her, paused with her fork halfway to her mouth, and was looking happier than Linnet had ever seen her.

         ‘He’s not a medical doctor,’ Miss Rea explained, ‘but a doctor of science.’ Like Daddy, Linnet thought. ‘Of course you’re used to mistresses, not masters, and he is accustomed to teaching boys, but I don’t expect any silliness just because he is a man – remember the high moral tone of Fernside House.’ Babs rolled her eyes. ‘He will not be able to join us full-time – he has other responsibilities at Queen’s University, so it will just be lower fifths and above. 114Make sure you give a good impression of how seriously you can work. You are ambassadors for female scholars everywhere.’

         Fran let out a stifled groan, which made Nell McGreavy, in charge of their table, tut and frown. Ignoring Nell, Fran shouted out, ‘When are we getting a science teacher?’

         ‘You wouldn’t expect a university lecturer to teach rude little girls who speak out of turn, would you?’ Miss Rea asked.

         Fran clearly judged this a rhetorical question, and subsided, but afterwards, on the way to prep, she said, ‘I bet half those big girls don’t even want to learn science. It should go by how interested you are, not what form you’re in.’

         ‘I’m in no hurry to cut up frogs and do smelly experiments,’ Babs said.

         Robin, who seemed extraordinarily light-hearted since Miss Rea’s announcement, said, ‘Maybe we’ll cut up Gillian Moffatt and see what she has instead of a heart.’

         Babs giggled. ‘She’s hardly an asset to the lower fourth, is she? I wish she hadn’t been left behind.’

         Evangeline said, ‘That’s unkind, when Gillian isn’t here to defend herself.’

         ‘I don’t think it’s unkind,’ Linnet said. ‘She calls me Baby Bird.’

         ‘And she doesn’t think I should be at school with “normal” girls,’ Sadie said. ‘She said my crutches were a hazard.’

         ‘She’s a hazard,’ Robin said. ‘I don’t know why she’s so mean.’

         ‘Born that way,’ Babs said. 115

         ‘But nobody’s born bad,’ Evangeline said. ‘Babies are sweet.’

         ‘Well, you should hear what she calls you, Evangeline,’ Babs said. ‘I won’t repeat it – I wouldn’t want to offend the High Moral Tone of which our illustrious headmistress is so proud.’ Then her tone changed. ‘D’you think this Doctor Bell is handsome? Is that why she’s worried that the girls will lose the run of themselves? After all, it’s not like we ever see any men here, apart from old Connor.’

         ‘I expect there’ll be a chaperone at his lessons,’ Evangeline said seriously.

         ‘I’ve seen him,’ Robin said, and everyone shrieked and clamoured for details. Everyone except Linnet, who thought how silly they were. Every time she thought she knew how to be with the others, they found a new way to be puzzling.

         ‘Lower fourth! Stop loitering and get ready for prep!’ called Nell McGreavy.

         Linnet sighed as she took her books from her locker. Prep. Another stuffy hour in the form room. At least in the evenings there were only eight of them, but even so, she seemed to feel people jostling all around her, all the time. Sometimes she wanted to be away from them so much she could scream. She had been trying hard not to think about the glories of the garden next door, of how she could close her eyes and just feel the trees and space all around. She wanted desperately to return. Looking at it from the dorm window wasn’t enough anymore. That very afternoon, after 116lessons, she had slipped away from the others and gone all the way down to the shrubbery beyond the vegetable beds, to see if the fence was still broken. It was. She didn’t do more than look, and her heart was thumping all the time, but she couldn’t pretend she hadn’t been tempted to pull the planks aside and creep through.

         Nancy, the head girl, was waiting for them at their form room, clutching an armful of books strapped together. ‘I hope you’re all going to do your prep in peace,’ she said, unstrapping the books on the mistress’s desk. ‘I’ve a beast of a Latin translation and I don’t need any interruptions. So please be good.’

         ‘Good,’ Babs said in disgust. ‘What age do you think we are, Nancy?’

         ‘We’ll be like mice,’ Sadie assured her.

         ‘Mice are quite noisy,’ Linnet said, cheering up a little at the idea of quiet. ‘Squeaking and fustling about.’

         ‘We’ll be like dumb mice,’ Sadie said, ‘wearing socks.’

         Linnet bent over her arithmetic. Lessons were the easiest part of school. She still got into trouble for her handwriting, and she didn’t always finish because she wasn’t used to working quickly. With Miss Devlin, if they’d been enjoying reading a play, or learning about volcanoes or Australia, they just kept going. There had been no bells to dictate otherwise. But she liked arithmetic, and even taking care to form the figures neatly, she finished in plenty of time, and was deep into her geography reading – about the mountain ranges of Ireland – when the bell jerked her back to reality. 117

         In the usual rush of supper and bedtime ablutions, lower fourth forgot about the new teacher, but in the Lilac dorm before lights out, Fran started saying once again how unfair it was, and the conversation started over, the words swirling grumpily round the room. It was muggy for mid-September, and Linnet was glad when Robin pushed the window open further, and the night air crept in, bringing with it the far-off yowls of fighting cats and the howl of a vixen.

         ‘D’you think that’s the black cat?’ Linnet asked, to change the subject, but Fran said, ‘I shouldn’t think so; she’ll be much too busy trying to feed her kittens,’ and went back to her grumbling.

         Linnet went to the open window and looked out across the shadowed garden to Rowanbank. She could just make out the roof of the house: it was smaller than Fernside, though its grounds were extensive. The sun had set, its last rays gilding the tops of the trees. Linnet tried to imagine herself out of the dormitory and in among those trees, but the other girls’ bickering kept forcing itself into her brain, and in the end she had to turn her back on Rowanbank and, reluctantly, but no longer shyly, start to undress.

         Fran was still talking about the science teacher.

         ‘I don’t know why you’re so bothered, anyway,’ Sadie was saying.

         ‘I want to be a vet,’ Fran said, ‘like my father.’ It was the first thing she had ever said about her home, apart from the fact that she had a pony called Nutmeg.

         ‘Girls can’t be vets,’ Evangeline said. 118

         ‘Of course they can.’ Fran looked scornful as she buttoned up her pyjama top. ‘Have you never heard of Aleen Cust? By the time I’m old enough, there’ll be lots of us. Only not if I don’t get the chance to learn science.’

         ‘It’s not very ladylike,’ Evangeline said. ‘Surely you’d have to do unpleasant things?’

         Fran shrugged. ‘I don’t mind.’

         ‘What does your mother say?’

         Fran bit her lip. ‘Nothing.’ And it was as if all the words and indignation and ambition suddenly abandoned her. She got into bed and, without saying goodnight to anyone, huddled down into her blankets until all they could see was the top of her red head.

         Evangeline broke the awkward silence. ‘Anyway, time for us all to be quiet.’ She knelt by her bed, with her hands together.

         ‘Look at Saint Evangeline,’ Babs said. ‘Isn’t she exactly like one of those Victorian illustrations of the Child at Prayer?’

         But nobody laughed.
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            Chapter 15

            An Invitation

         

         About a month into every term, Robin would start to feel glum. The shiny newness had worn off, but the holidays were still months away. Even half term shimmered on a distant horizon. In her letters home she chose her words carefully to reassure Mother that she was enjoying herself and working hard, that the money spent on her education was worthwhile. All the days started to take on a porridgey sameness, especially with no hockey to punctuate the dullness. Nobody had anything new to say, and all her friends’ foibles, which she could normally laugh off, made her teeth buzz with irritation: the way Linnet’s tongue stuck out when she was concentrating; Babs’s insistence on the last word in every argument; the way Mabel’s hand shot up in class for every question; Evangeline’s adenoidal snores.

         Sometimes, when the bell went for the end of school, Robin couldn’t help feeling envious of the daygirls, setting off up Fernside Road, hats at jaunty angles, released into the freedom of their 120own home lives until the next morning. Gillian Moffatt came by bicycle: imagine the freedom of that! She was always first to leave, pedalling up the drive with her basket full of books, her school hat rammed down over her straight brown bob.

         ‘But we’re jealous of you,’ Enid said, one damp Thursday, when lower fourth were getting their books together at the end of afternoon school. ‘All the fun you have in the dorm.’

         ‘We honestly don’t,’ Robin said, trying to stuff her history book into her locker.

         ‘It’s not like the stories,’ Sadie said. ‘Don’t believe everything you read.’

         ‘Sadie, I don’t think anyone but you ever imagined school was all midnight feasts and secret passages and breaking bounds to discover the long-lost treasure,’ Babs said. ‘You’re not still reading The School Friend, are you?’

         Sadie ignored her, but Linnet, collecting her books from the locker beside Robin’s, blushed – or so Robin thought, but she could have been imagining it: nobody was less likely to break bounds, or indeed to read The School Friend, than Linnet.

         ‘We need fun,’ Babs said.

         ‘There’s dancing tomorrow evening,’ Evangeline said.

         ‘I said fun.’

         Enid, her books neatly strapped, looked thoughtful. ‘It’s my birthday on Saturday,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you all come to tea? I asked Phoebe and Rose but they have a Guide hike.’ 121

         ‘Otherwise we’d have loved to,’ Phoebe said. ‘Come on, Rose – we need to run for the tram. You’re lucky, Enid – only having to walk to the top of the road.’

         ‘Did you ask Gillian?’ Babs asked.

         Enid shook her head. ‘She calls me Bessie Bunter, so funnily enough I didn’t.’

         Robin said, ‘It would be wonderful, but Miss Rea’s very strict about exeats and it’s not Special Saturday.’

         ‘What on earth’s that?’ Enid asked.

         ‘Every form has one a term – when you’re allowed to go out to tea or have your family to visit. Ours isn’t until November. By which time we could all be dead,’ Robin said.

         ‘It is a Special Saturday,’ Enid said. ‘It’s my birthday – that’s special! And I only live at the top of Fernside Road. Surely Miss Rea would let you go that far? Shall I go and ask her?’

         The others looked at each other uncertainly. It didn’t seem likely Miss Rea would say yes – and she might think Enid very cheeky for asking, but Linnet said, surprising them all, ‘Miss Rea is very decent. I think you should ask.’

         Enid straightened her girdle and made sure her hair was tidy. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’ll go now. Anyone care to come too?’

         ‘I’ll hold your books outside the door,’ Sadie said, ‘but I’m not going in.’

         ‘Let’s all go,’ Giulia said, ‘and then we’ll know the instant she says yes.’ 122

         ‘Or no,’ Robin reminded her.

         ‘I think Matron would have something to say,’ Evangeline said, ‘if we all crowd into the hall when we’re supposed to be either in the common room or the garden.’

         ‘It pains me to admit it,’ Babs said, ‘but Evangeline’s right. Let’s wait in the form garden.’

         They wandered down to their own small patch, neglected by generations of lower fourths.

         ‘We ought to do something about this garden,’ Evangeline said, which was what someone always said, but nobody ever bothered, unless they had a timetabled gardening class. Robin, vaguely thinking that virtue might be rewarded, pulled idly at some weeds until Linnet said they were ferns.

         ‘I predict that this will be another year when we don’t win the gardening prize,’ Babs said.

         ‘Oh, let the upper fifth have it,’ said Mabel, gardening being one of the few things she was neither keen on nor gifted at. ‘They’re always down here in raptures about their dandelions or whatever. And it doesn’t count for the Form Shield.’

         ‘I wouldn’t mind gardening if we grew vegetables,’ Giulia said, ‘but such effort for a few scrubby bushes and drooping flowers is not worth it.’

         ‘It could be lovely,’ Linnet suggested, ‘but it would take work. You’d have to—’

         Before she could outline exactly what might need to be done, 123Robin said, ‘Here’s Sadie and Enid!’

         ‘Enid’s giving a thumbs-up!’ Evangeline said. ‘Praise the Lord!’

         ‘Praise Miss Rea for saying yes,’ Mabel said.

         ‘She wasn’t keen at first,’ Enid admitted. ‘She said she had to be very strict about infection and the boarders’ parents wouldn’t like them going willy-nilly into people’s houses—’

         ‘What nonsense,’ Babs said.

         ‘—and I said as we were in class together five days a week, that couldn’t make any difference. Then she said the other forms would get wind of it and it would be a dangerous pre-something.’

         ‘Precedent?’ Mabel suggested.

         ‘Yes, so then I said’ – Enid was clearly enjoying herself – ‘that I had been thinking over what she said in Prayers the other morning, about wanting the daygirls and boarders to mix more, and she took the bait perfectly. I’ll get Mother to ring her up this evening with the proper invitation, but it’s a YES!’

         ‘Hooray!’ everyone cheered. Linnet jumped up and down childishly, and Sadie lifted her hands from her crutches to clap.

         ‘But there are eight of us!’ Robin said. ‘Isn’t that too many?’

         ‘You might not all want to come.’ It was clear from Enid’s voice that she hoped they would.

         ‘To a birthday tea? With cake? At least,’ Babs said, ‘I don’t want to be presumptuous but I assume there’s cake? Who wouldn’t want to come?’
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            Chapter 16

            Rudy

         

         And so it proved. On Saturday afternoon, dressed in their best frocks, the eight lower-fourth boarders lined up in the front hall. Some of the babies crowded round to gawp at their style. Robin hoped her frock, cut down from one of Mother’s, didn’t look as shabby as she feared.

         ‘Could you bring us back some sweets or cake?’ asked the little white-haired girl.

         ‘Alice!’ her friend said. ‘Don’t be so cheeky.’

         ‘We’ll see what we can do,’ Evangeline promised.

         A prefect would escort them to Enid’s house, but they were trusted to return unsupervised, as long as they stayed together and were back by five.

         ‘It’s daft,’ Babs complained to the prefect, a tall, fair-haired girl called Catherine. ‘Daygirls go where they like. Some of them come to school by tram or bicycle. Yet we’re chaperoned like babies.’ 125

         ‘Oh, stop whingeing,’ Catherine said. ‘We never got to go to parties in the lower fourth.’ And she set off, marching a few steps ahead as if they were too ghastly to be seen with.

         ‘Matron said she would dose us all with castor oil tonight because we’re bound to overindulge in rich food,’ Sadie said. ‘And I know that’s the kind of thing that school-story matrons do, but I can’t say I’m looking forward to it.’

         ‘Tonight’s hours away,’ Robin said. ‘She might forget.’ She breathed in the autumn air, feeling a new coolness on her cheeks. She noticed that there were no roses left in the hedgerows along the road, and that the leaves were starting to turn yellow and red. ‘Let’s just enjoy our escape.’

         There had been heated discussion about what to take Enid, since there hadn’t been any chance to buy anything. Linnet had gone into the garden after breakfast and come back with a great bunch of autumn leaves and berries, which she insisted would look lovely arranged in a jug. Sadie had painted a card for them all to sign while the rest of the lower fourths were country dancing the evening before, and Evangeline produced some toffees from her tuck box. Everyone else had scoffed their tuck weeks ago, but she was very strict about taking only one toffee a day. You couldn’t hand someone half a box of toffees, but Mabel found a striped paper bag, and this, tied with a ribbon Giulia produced, looked quite festive.

         The house was one of the new villas opposite Larkin’s, and Enid, pretty in a mauve silk frock with her hair tied back with a 126velvet bow, was waiting for them at the gate. She shrieked when she saw them and said their presents were wonderful.

         ‘I can’t wait to show you my puppy,’ she said. ‘He’s called Rudy after Rudolf Valentino.’

         ‘Excellent choice,’ Babs said.

         ‘After tea,’ said Mrs Daly. ‘A lively puppy and a tea table are not a good combination.’

         ‘I can hear him whining,’ Fran said. ‘What breed is he?’

         ‘A border collie.’

         Fran frowned. ‘They’re not the best choice for towns,’ she said in a grown-up voice. ‘They need to be kept busy because they’re bred for herding sheep. I hope you’ll make sure he gets enough exercise and plenty to do.’

         Enid said, hotly, ‘I don’t think that’s any of your business, Fran.’

         ‘None of your business,’ parroted Enid’s little sister, Ellie, a round-faced girl of about eight.

         Robin couldn’t help smiling. Fran had so little to say as a rule, but anything involving animals and she was full of opinions. Of course, she wanted to be a vet. It must be nice to have a definite ambition.

         Mrs Daly did not smile. ‘We don’t need a little girl telling us how to manage our pets,’ she said. ‘Hasn’t your mother taught you not to speak out unless your opinion is asked for?’

         ‘I don’t have a mother,’ said Fran. To which nobody knew what to reply, least of all Mrs Daly. 127

         So she’s a bit like me, Robin thought, and maybe that’s why she’s so sort of buttoned-up about her home. I wonder what happened to her mother?

         ‘Oh dear,’ Mrs Daly said. ‘Well. I must find a jug for the – er, display.’ And she disappeared, returning with a china jug for Linnet’s leaves and setting them on the polished sideboard with as much reverence as if they had been the most exquisite hothouse flowers. Enid shared the toffees. Chewing toffees made everyone relax, and soon Mabel and Robin were discussing hockey with Enid’s cousin Angela, who played for Ellis House, in the east of the city, while Enid’s brother Fred tried to convince them that rugby was the only game worth playing.

         ‘We aren’t dressed for rugby,’ Sadie said, looking down at her red checked frock.

         ‘Oh, but you couldn’t—’ began Ellie.

         ‘Aren’t you all smart in your Sunday best?’ Enid said quickly. ‘Giulia, you look about fifteen!’

         ‘My grandmother sent this from Milan.’ Giulia gave a twirl, the skirts of her deep orange, low-waisted frock swirling round her legs. Her dark curls were tucked into a yellow satin ribbon tied round her head, and her stockings were silk.

         Robin looked down at her old green frock and sighed. She had grown since last year, and would have loved a new party frock, but when Mother had worried that this one, cut down from one of her own, was too short, Robin had assured her that short 128hemlines were all the rage. She would have been happier in her tunic, when at least she wouldn’t have looked worse than anyone else. Most of the time she didn’t think about Mother not being as well off as other people’s families, apart from making sure she worked hard and kept out of trouble, because she knew how difficult it must be for Mother to afford the school fees – but sometimes it slapped her on the face. After the adventure in Rowanbank, the others had simply disposed of their torn stockings and written home for more, whereas she had had to darn hers, and hope Matron didn’t ask questions. Enid’s house shone with expensive newness, acres of richly patterned Persian rugs on the floor, and fat velvet sofas and armchairs piled with silk cushions. The junior common room would seem very shabby tonight.

         It was worth coming just for the tea. School food was plain, and treats rare, but Enid’s mother – or more likely the cook – had provided heaped plates of sandwiches, buttered barmbrack and fat curranty scones with jam and cream, as well as coloured jellies and little fairy cakes. The girls crowded round the tea table, wide-eyed with greed.

         ‘Let our guests eat first, Ellie,’ Enid warned, when Ellie bounced up to the table and grabbed a fairy cake.

         ‘Don’t take any cream, Linnet,’ Robin said quietly, ‘just in case.’

         ‘Imagine having to clean that rug,’ Babs said.

         ‘I’m not daft,’ Linnet said, calmly helping herself to an egg sandwich. The Linnet of a month ago would have burst into tears. 129Robin had to admit that Fernside had done her cousin good: she was still eccentric, but Robin’s fears of being stalked by her had proved unfounded. In fact, quite often lately she had looked for her at recreation times, and Linnet was nowhere to be found. It was rather a mystery.

         Of course the pièce de résistance, as Mademoiselle would have called it, was the cake: a huge white concoction, with thirteen candles surrounded by swirls of pink buttercream, tiny sugar roses and rows and rows of little silver balls. Happy Birthday Enid was written on it in swirly pink icing.

         ‘When will I get a cake?’ Ellie whined.

         ‘When it’s your birthday,’ Enid said.

         ‘And then I get candles?’

         ‘Yes – nine.’

         Ellie pouted. ‘Don’t want nine candles. I want more candles than you.’

         ‘You’ll have more candles than Enid when you’re fourteen,’ Fred said, and Ellie beamed and clapped her hands.

         ‘I’m getting more candles than Enid,’ she crowed.

         ‘No, you’re not, because when you’re fourteen I’ll be nineteen.’

         ‘But that’s not fair! I want more!’ Ellie’s bottom lip wobbled.

         ‘Let’s sing “Happy Birthday”,’ Mrs Daly said. ‘Don’t tease her, Enid; she’s only a baby.’

         ‘I’m not a baby!’

         ‘Then don’t act like one,’ Enid said, and Ellie crossed her arms 130mulishly across her frilled white chest and stuck out her bottom lip, which was stained with red jelly.

         They sang ‘Happy Birthday’, Fred looking sheepish to be singing with so many girls, Ellie refusing to sing at all, and then, when nobody paid her any attention, stomping out of the room.

         ‘Now the candles, Enid!’ shouted Fred, who had had the job of lighting them. Enid, cheeks flushed from the attention, took a deep breath. ‘Hip hip …’ they all yelled, but before they could shout ‘hooray’ a black-and-white ball of fluff bounded into the room, yipping noisily. It darted from girl to girl, licking hands and faces, then leaped on to the table and began wolfing whatever was in reach as if it hadn’t eaten in months, plunging face first into the sandwiches, then the fairy cakes, feathery tail windmilling.

         ‘Rudy!’ Enid shrieked. ‘Bad dog!’ She made a grab for the pup, getting cream all over her mauve silk sleeves, but Rudy slithered out of her arms and dashed madly round the room again, his little black-and-white face bearded with pink buttercream. Half the girls shrieked with laughter and tried to catch him; Fran and Linnet looked more serious, and Sadie, whom he almost toppled over, sat down hard on the nearest chair.

         ‘He’s frightened,’ Linnet said. ‘We should all stay very quiet.’

         ‘That party food won’t do his tummy any good,’ Fran said. ‘You should make him vomit before he digests it.’

         Enid looked horrified.

         ‘How did the little wretch get in?’ her mother demanded. 131

         ‘Ellie let him in,’ Linnet said. Everyone gasped. And then gasped a little more as Rudy squatted down in the middle of the Persian rug and, before anyone could stop him, emptied himself very thoroughly.

         The party was over.
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            Chapter 17

            On the Way Home

         

         When Miss Rea had given the girls permission to come home unescorted, she had made it clear they must be back by five, and must ‘conduct themselves in the street in a manner appropriate to Fernside pupils.’ The former would be easy to achieve – it wasn’t even four o’clock when the party broke up, but the latter was impossible. Out in the street, they were all giddy with escape, with sugar, and above all, with the memory of Rudy’s devastation and what he had done on the rug. Even Mabel and Evangeline kept giggling.

         ‘It’s not funny,’ Fran kept saying. ‘Party food’s bad for dogs. And he was frightened.’

         ‘It’s lucky he didn’t burn his wee face on the candles,’ Linnet said.

         But every few seconds someone else would say ‘the little wretch’ in Mrs Daly’s rather nasal whine, and they would all double up again.

         ‘Ellie let him in,’ Robin said, imitating Linnet. ‘You’re such a tell-tale, Linnet!’ 133

         ‘But she did! I saw her!’ Linnet said. ‘And Mrs Daly asked.’

         ‘Look,’ Mabel said, sobering them all up. ‘We should get back to school. We’re too public here. Everyone knows us.’

         ‘We aren’t in uniform,’ Babs pointed out.

         ‘It’s pretty obvious where we’re from!’

         ‘But who will see us?’ Giulia said.

         ‘Her for a start,’ Robin said, as a tall woman in a shabby tweed coat with a shopping basket on her arm pushed past them to go into Larkin’s.

         ‘We aren’t doing any harm,’ Babs said. ‘Just innocent girlish fun before the prison gates close again.’

         ‘But Miss Rea trusts us,’ Mabel argued.

         ‘I agree with Mabel,’ Evangeline said.

         ‘Let’s vote. All who want to stay out until five – hands up.’

         Most people’s hands shot up, including Linnet’s. But Robin couldn’t forget what had happened three weeks ago. She had a superstition that if she tempted fate by breaking bounds again, that whole affair might come out after all.

         ‘Robin!’ Babs sounded surprised, and a little hurt. ‘When did you become a goody-goody?’

         ‘What if a mistress or a prefect sees us? We’ll only end up with bad conduct marks and never be trusted again.’ And imagine if Miss Rea had to tell Mother! Mother, who often looked anxious, whose frocks were much older and shabbier even than Robin’s, who must be scrimping desperately to keep her at Fernside. 134

         ‘We say we’ve just this minute left Enid’s, of course.’

         ‘It’s not nice,’ Evangeline said. ‘Hanging about the streets like corner boys. My parents wouldn’t like it.’

         ‘Whereas if we get home early,’ Robin said, ‘Miss Rea will think we’re very trustworthy, and she might let us out again.’

         Even Sadie and Giulia, keenest on what Babs called innocent girlish fun agreed this made sense.

         They had just settled on returning at once to school when Fran said, ‘I hear hooves.’

         Herron’s cart clattered into the road, boxes of apples and cabbages and carrots bouncing on the back.

         ‘That horse is lame!’ Fran cried and before anyone could stop her she was running across the road. She’ll never catch it, Robin thought: lame or not, the thin grey horse was being whipped along at a fair speed. But Herron was delivering to Larkin’s, and he yanked the horse to a halt.

         They all stood watching as Fran, hands on hips, started to harangue Herron as he clambered down from the driver’s seat. ‘Your horse is lame,’ she said. ‘He shouldn’t be working.’ She stroked the horse’s sweating shoulder.

         Herron, a round-faced, big-bellied man, looked down at her as if he couldn’t believe it.

         ‘Get away out of my road,’ he said.

         ‘But your horse is lame,’ Fran repeated. ‘On his off-hind. He should be resting, not pulling cabbages.’ 135

         The horse sighed and drooped its head, shifting in the shafts of the cart.

         ‘And how would I do my job with no horse, eh?’ Herron snarled.

         ‘Fran!’ Mabel called. ‘Come back! It’s none of your business.’

         ‘Animal welfare is everyone’s business,’ Fran shouted back. ‘We should call the police. Or the USPCA.’

         ‘You can’t make a show of yourself in the street,’ Evangeline said. ‘Miss Rea would be furious.’

         ‘But she’s right,’ Linnet said, and she actually started across the street herself, looking very determined.

         Robin grabbed her arm. ‘Don’t!’ she said. ‘Honestly, Linnet – I know how you feel. But yelling in the street won’t help anyone.’ And to Fran she called, ‘Come on! You can complain to the USPCA if you like.’

         Fran gave the horse a last pat. Her shoulders slumped. She didn’t return to the others but marched ahead of them down the road towards school, head bowed. Robin guessed that she was crying and didn’t want anyone to know.

         Herron looked over at them. ‘I’m the one’ll be complaining, you nosey wee madams,’ he said. ‘Trying to stop somebody going about their business.’ He reached up into the back of the cart and lifted down some boxes, which he balanced on his belly, and trundled into the shop.

         The girls all looked at each other.

         ‘Come on,’ Mabel said. ‘And just pray nobody saw.’ 136

         ‘But Mabel, Fran’s right,’ Linnet argued.

         ‘You can be right but sort of wrong too,’ Mabel said. ‘And if anyone tells Miss Rea we were in a row in the street, she’ll – well, I don’t know what she’ll do, but I wouldn’t expect her to let any of us out in public until we’re in the sixth form.’

         Larkin’s door jangled and they all jumped, but it wasn’t Herron; it was the woman with the shopping basket. She took a good look at the horse, and then at the girls, then set off down the road just ahead of them.

         ‘D’you think she heard?’ Mabel asked.

         ‘I should think people heard you in Dublin,’ Babs said. ‘Come on – let’s catch up with Fran. If she goes into school on her own there’ll be all kinds of investigations.’

         ‘She must be housekeeper somewhere nearby,’ Mabel said, as the woman passed by the cottages beside Larkin’s. ‘Oh dear – I hope she doesn’t think we’re following her. It looks strange, marching after her like this.’

         ‘No, it doesn’t. You’re the one said it was obvious we’re from school,’ Babs argued. ‘She’s bound to turn in soon and then we can run after Fran.’

         But the woman kept walking down the road.

         ‘That’s funny,’ Robin said quietly to Linnet, who was beside her. ‘There’s only two houses left now, school and Rowanbank. She definitely isn’t from school so she must be—’

         ‘Doctor Flynn’s housekeeper?’ 137

         ‘I suppose so. I thought he was a recluse.’

         ‘Even recluses need someone to look after them,’ Linnet said, ‘and men can’t manage on their own.’

         ‘Maybe she’s his wife,’ suggested Sadie romantically.

         Robin thought back to Miss Rea’s announcement about Rowanbank being out of bounds. ‘Miss Rea didn’t mention a wife,’ she said. ‘And she doesn’t look like a doctor’s wife.’

         It was true: the woman walking ahead of them was shabby and plain in a way they all associated with the people who looked after their homes – even Robin, darned stockings and old frock notwithstanding.

         And when she passed Fernside House and approached the high, wooden gates of Rowanbank, they congratulated each other on being right. Robin, hoping to catch a glimpse inside, couldn’t resist hanging back with Linnet to watch the woman fish in her pocket for a large key and let herself in. As if conscious of being watched, she turned back and gave them a stern look, then slipped through the gate without revealing even one inch of Rowanbank, and closed it firmly. They heard a distinct click as she locked it again from the inside.

         ‘She didn’t want anyone looking in, did she?’ Mabel said. ‘Now, where’s that idiot Fran? Let’s nab her before she goes in and gives the game away.’
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            Chapter 18

            Linnet’s Secret

         

         The day after Enid’s party was unusually mild, and most people chose to sit outside, which was permitted so long as they read ‘improving’ literature or worked on their crochet or knitting. Which meant that everyone dutifully took one of what Babs called the Holy Horrors – extremely dull, Sunday-reading books, mostly dating from Miss Burn’s girlhood – and pretended to read them while really chatting, and nibbling on the biscuits Giulia’s mother had sent her – cantucci, she called them. Linnet found hers dry so she slipped it into the pocket of her Sunday-best, brown-and-cream checked frock. Her book was equally dry: she had taken Ministering Children, but she was soon yawning. Robin was whispering to Babs while pretending to read a book of bible stories. Fran, who had relapsed into silence after the outburst in the street, was sleeping, or pretending to, and Giulia was flicking through something in Italian which may not have been quite as improving as Miss Rea intended. Sadie seemed to be 139completely engrossed in Saintly Lives for Little Folks. She grinned; she stretched her eyes in surprise; once she even giggled.

         ‘I’ll have that one next week,’ Babs said. ‘And you can jolly well have mine. It’s dire.’

         ‘I don’t mind,’ Sadie said.

         Babs narrowed her eyes in suspicion. ‘Let me see.’ She reached for Sadie’s book.

         ‘Leave me alone; I’m trying to read.’ Sadie held it away from her.

         ‘I can’t believe saintly lives are so amusing. Could you possibly be hiding something inside it?’ Babs asked. ‘Something – frivolous? Tut tut! Come on, Sadie – shame the devil.’

         Sadie picked up her book and her crutches and said, with dignity, ‘I’m going to read in peace.’

         She stalked off towards the vegetable beds, which was awkward on crutches, and before long, Linnet saw the pages of Saintly Lives part, and something drop from them, which was indeed the despised School Friend. It fell in the grass, and Sadie clearly hadn’t noticed, because she clumped on without looking back. Linnet decided to follow her and give her back her story paper. The School Friend looked silly – ‘The Fourth-Form Busybodies’ was the main story – but Linnet was not one to judge. Most people thought the things Linnet liked were silly, while they wittered on about netball and who’d quarrelled with whom and what Mademoiselle had said on Tuesday and how handsome Doctor Bell was, with his dark hair and his piercing blue eyes. Today Babs and Giulia 140had been giggling about Enid’s brother, arguing about whether or not he was as handsome as Doctor Bell. Linnet was about to run after Sadie, but something in her dignified retreat made her pause. Maybe Sadie too longed to be alone sometimes. Maybe she had a special hiding place. Maybe Linnet shouldn’t be a fourth-form busybody herself.

         After all, she had her own secret. Her own hiding place. Maybe she would go there instead. It was the perfect opportunity.

         Linnet kept promising herself she would stop. Once more, maybe twice. And then never again. She couldn’t get away with it forever, and fear of discovery was almost enough to keep her from doing it.

         Almost.

         This will be the last time, she promised herself as she pulled back the now-familiar pieces of fence, bent down and stepped into her very own Secret Garden.

         Of course it wasn’t her own. And it was no less Strictly Out of Bounds than when Miss Rea had made her pronouncement on the first evening. But for the last couple of weeks, Linnet had been sneaking into Rowanbank every chance she got. The first time, fear of discovery squeezed her heart so hard she almost couldn’t enjoy it, and she vowed never to go again. But as October opened with crisp air and cool blue skies, and a smell of apples and damp leaves outside, and the hurry and hustle of school inside, she found herself making excuses and slipping through the side door quite often.

         ‘Where d’you go?’ Robin would ask, and Linnet would say, 141truthfully, ‘The garden.’ If Robin assumed she meant the lower-fourth garden, that wasn’t Linnet’s fault.

         Familiarity made her bolder with each visit, though she never ventured far from the fence.

         It wasn’t about exploration or adventure; it was about escaping the noise and demands of school; about going somewhere where she could – as she had told Robin all those weeks ago – just be.

         The place she chose was a tall oak tree. It had a very comfortable sort of saddle, about eight feet off the ground, easily reached via some smaller branches – though trickier today in her Sunday frock than in tunic or gymslip. She leaned back against the trunk, closed her eyes and let herself feel the tree holding her safe. She breathed in all the damp autumn scents, and listened.

         She knew the sounds of Rowanbank well by now: the rustle of leaves in the wind; the chatter and call of birds – only the robin, at this time of year, actually sang; the occasional tiny plock! as a conker hit the ground, and, if you listened closely, and everything else was very still, the splish of the river. But today there was a different sound. Robin frowned and closed her eyes to concentrate better. It was a very occasional sound – high-pitched, irregular and quickly suppressed: the lower fourth at leisure. Linnet guessed the Holy Horrors had been abandoned.

         She recognised Robin’s laugh, and the lilt of Giulia’s accent. She smiled. Life in the lower fourth wasn’t easy – she still missed home, and Mummy and Daddy, and the gentle freedom of 142lessons with Miss Devlin, but she was getting used to Fernside. She was learning to keep out of Matron’s bad books, partly thanks to the efforts of Giulia with her plaits and Robin with general nannying. So school wasn’t as bad as she had expected, but what made it bearable was sneaking out to Rowanbank. Knowing she had that escape, even for ten minutes, allowed her to cope with the bustle and the bells. She hadn’t cried for a week, not even secretly! Which is why every time she promised herself this was the last time, she broke the promise within a day or two.

         A sharp peal of laughter broke her reverie – she recognised Babs’s voice, and then Evangeline’s wail. Babs must be teasing her. She was making that horrible noise people made to accuse someone of being cowardly – pretending to be a chicken. It was silly; they never sounded anything like a real chicken. Only she had to admit that this one did. Babs was sharp-tongued, though not nasty like Gillian, but she was funny and clever and sounded exactly like a chicken.

         And then Linnet realised that the soft clucks and brrrks were much too realistic to come from any girl. The reason they sounded so chicken-like was that they came from actual chickens. She looked down – one, two, three brown hens pecked at the grass under the trees. And they were easily the most pathetic-looking hens Linnet had ever seen: scraggy and half-bald. You could not imagine any of them having the energy to lay an egg.

         Poor things! Linnet had never seen any signs of hens at 143Rowanbank. Presumably they had some sort of coop near the stableyard behind the house, but she had never ventured that far. They must have broken out – probably starving. She slithered down from the tree and felt in her pocket for the biscuit.

         ‘Here, ladies,’ she said, and they looked up with bright suspicious eyes. ‘Would you like some cantucci?’ She crumbled the biscuit up and scattered it on the ground near them.

         The hens clucked with approval and scuttled for the crumbs like lower fourth had descended on Enid’s birthday tea. Doctor Flynn clearly didn’t look after them very well.

         Linnet smiled to watch them, pecking so greedily and happily, and when all the crumbs had gone they bustled up to her in a hopeful way. She squatted down to make their acquaintance.

         ‘Does nobody feed you?’ she asked. ‘Poor wee things. I’d come back and feed you again if I could, but it wouldn’t be very easy. Your time’s not your own at school. It’s all bells and timetables.’

         The hens looked up at her with interest and one of them, with a particularly bald neck with a black speck on it, ventured closer, her head on one side. Linnet rummaged in her pocket and found a few last crumbs, which she held out on her outstretched palm. The hen looked back at her companions, then at Linnet, and took a tentative step nearer. Linnet hardly dared breathe. It was the loveliest feeling in the world when an animal started to trust you.

         And then she heard the voice.

         ‘What on earth are you doing here?’
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            Chapter 19

            Caught!

         

         The hen gave a great squawk and scurried back to her pals, and Linnet swallowed down her terror. Her legs wobbled but she made herself stand up, and turn to face the speaker.

         ‘Sadie!’

         Sadie looked no more pleased to see Linnet than Linnet was to see her. ‘What are you doing here?’ she repeated.

         ‘Trying to get some peace.’

         ‘Same,’ Sadie said, and they shared a tentative grin, realising that, as trespassers, neither was in a position to resent the other. The hens had scurried off about their business, and Linnet realised that she must have been in Rowanbank longer than she had intended.

         ‘We should get back to school,’ she said reluctantly. ‘Do you go through the fence behind the shrubbery?’

         Sadie nodded. ‘I needed to escape one day and I remembered this place, and how easy it was to get in.’

         ‘Me too. Are you not scared of being caught?’ 145

         Sadie shrugged. ‘The game’s worth the candle,’ she said lightly.

         Linnet wasn’t sure what she meant – what game? what candle? – but before she could ask, her ears, always alert in Rowanbank, were hit with a new and horrifying sound – a blood-curdling howl – as if someone, human or animal, was in agony.

         Sadie’s eyes widened with terror. ‘What do we do?’ she said.

         Before Linnet could answer, the howl stopped. So quickly that Linnet would have thought she had imagined it were it not for the look on Sadie’s face.

         ‘I don’t think we can do anything,’ she said.

         ‘But if something – or someone’s – hurt?’

         ‘And what if we’re next? Surely we’d better get out while we can?’

         As if to encourage them, the tea bell sounded from school, and they slipped back through the fence. It was awkward for Sadie, but Linnet could see from how she pushed her crutches through the gap and then wriggled after them that she had done this before.

         ‘So why did you want to get away from Fernside so much?’ Linnet asked as they made their way up through the school garden. ‘I thought you loved school.’

         ‘I do,’ Sadie said. ‘Except …’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘Well …’

         ‘What?’

         Sadie sighed. ‘It’s not what I expected. Come on, we’ll be late for tea.’ 146

         ‘You won’t get into trouble for being late,’ Linnet pointed out. ‘They always—’

         ‘Make allowances?’

         ‘Well, yes.’

         ‘That’s what I mean,’ Sadie said. ‘I don’t want allowances. I don’t want kindness—’

         ‘That’s silly, Sadie. Everyone needs kindness.’

         ‘Not when it’s because people feel sorry for you.’

         Sadie stomped along on her crutches, so fast that Linnet had to scamper to keep up. And she understood what Sadie meant: Linnet knew Robin was only being kind because of Daddy paying her school fees – she still smarted to remember that overheard She’s my cousin, not my friend.

         They reached the dining hall and joined the queue. Sunday tea was always relaxed; you could sit where you liked.

         The others in the queue were fifth formers, who never took any notice of lower fourths, so they could speak without being overheard.

         ‘Linnet! Sadie!’ Robin waved at them from a table which held most of the lower-fourth boarders.

         ‘See?’ Linnet said. ‘People like you. Babs is jealous because Robin chums with you such a lot. Evangeline likes being your partner. So do I.’

         ‘Evangeline likes being my partner to please Jesus – taking pity on the poor cripple—’ 147

         ‘That’s not true! And don’t say that horrible word.’

         Sadie went on as though she hadn’t interrupted. ‘And you only want to get out of netball and dancing.’

         Linnet was about to protest that this was nonsense, but honesty made her pause. Was Sadie right? ‘Well, if that’s true, it doesn’t work,’ she said at last. ‘They never let me out of anything. I wish they would. I’d much rather be with you.’

         Sadie pursed her lips. ‘And I’d much rather be able to join in with the dancing and games. That’s what I mean about things not being the way I expected.’

         ‘But you knew your legs …’

         ‘In theory. But I thought there’d be a way. I thought – oh, it doesn’t matter! But that’s why I sneak off to’ – she lowered her voice – ‘you know where. Because if I can’t be a proper schoolgirl, then at least I can read about them without Babs laughing at me, or Evangeline wanting me to knit squares for the afflicted, or Mabel offering to teach me chess. I don’t want to knit and play chess. I want to do games and dancing. I want to earn points for the Form Shield.’

         They were at the serving hatch now, where Josie was presiding over the big tea urn and looking very fed up about it.

         ‘Oh, Sadie, it’s only people like Mabel and Evangeline who care about the Form Shield. Thank you, Josie.’

         ‘And Robin.’ Sadie accepted Linnet’s offer to take both cups and led the way to the table. ‘Anyway, I’m the kind of person 148who cares about the Form Shield. But there’s nothing I can do to contribute.’

         ‘You can make sure not to get bad conduct marks.’

         Sadie dismissed this. ‘I mean something grand. But the only things you get points for are games and lessons – and that’s hopeless. I missed so much school and Miss Rea promised my parents I wouldn’t be pushed.’ She took a drink of tea. ‘Anyway, I don’t care,’ she said, in the tones of someone who cared very much indeed.

         ‘You made that lovely card on Friday when we were dancing,’ Linnet reminded her.

         ‘I’d rather have been dancing.’

         ‘Linnet! Sadie! What are you doing yakking over there like two old women?’ Robin shouted over. ‘Come and hear the latest!’

         Linnet picked up the cups again, but as she turned to go to Robin’s table, Sadie caught her arm.

         ‘You won’t tell?’

         ‘’Course not. Why would I get myself into trouble too?’

         ‘Are you going to stop?’

         The idea of not going to Rowanbank made Linnet feel cold inside. But she thought too about how scary it had been when she felt she’d been caught by Doctor Flynn or Matron. She remembered that terrifying howl – her heart had only just stopped pounding! 149

         And the poor scraggly hens – Rowanbank wasn’t just a paradise; there was neglect there, and maybe even cruelty. Quite apart from it being Out of Bounds.

         ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Maybe we shouldn’t.’

         Sadie tilted her chin. ‘You stay away if you’re scared,’ she said, her dark eyes glinting, ‘but I don’t intend to.’
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            Chapter 20

            Where’s Mim?

         

         ‘Has anyone seen Mim?’ Nancy opened the common room door and called in. People looked up from their knitting, reading or gossiping.

         ‘We haven’t been outside today because of the rain,’ Robin said. ‘We usually see her at breaktime because she waits for someone to put milk in the bowl under the hedge.’ It didn’t matter saying this to Nancy; though she was head girl, she was a good sport. Nell McGreavy would have lectured them about wasting good milk and attracting rats.

         ‘I saw her on the landing windowsill yesterday morning after church,’ Babs said. ‘She was playing with a sock.’

         ‘Anything since then?’ Nancy looked worried when nobody spoke up.

         ‘Cats often sneak off,’ Fran said. ‘Maybe she’s chasing mice and squirrels in the garden next door.’

         Robin thought that Linnet and Sadie exchanged glances, but she might have been imagining it. 151

         ‘Not Mim,’ she said. ‘She’s not the adventurous kind.’

         ‘Exactly,’ Nancy said, ‘which is why Miss Rea’s worried.’

         ‘So I might be the last person to have seen her alive?’ Babs said. ‘Gosh – does that put me under suspicion? I promise I haven’t done her in.’

         ‘That’s not funny, Babs,’ Nancy said.

         ‘Did she eat her dinner last night?’ Fran asked, practical as always.

         ‘I don’t know,’ Nancy said.

         ‘Why not ask Cook or Josie?’

         ‘Good idea,’ Nancy said, ‘only it will have to wait – I’ve got to go and take over supervision for the babies.’

         ‘May we go?’ Robin did her best to look sensible and reliable.

         Nancy looked from one lower fourth to the other. ‘I suppose so. Only a couple of you. And say I sent you or you’ll get short shrift from Cook.’

         They interpreted a couple of you generously, and Robin, Linnet, Babs, Sadie and Fran set off to look for Josie. The kitchens were out of bounds, but they had the good fortune to meet her in the side passage, struggling in from the kitchen garden with a basket of apples. She had pulled on an old overcoat to keep herself dry, and looked very fed up, her hair misted with rain.

         ‘Don’t yous be keeping me late,’ she warned. ‘Cook’s waiting on these apples for crumbles for tomorrow’s lunch. And I’ve barmbrack to cut for your teas.’ 152

         ‘We’ll help.’ Babs took the basket from her. Sadie offered her a treacle toffee from her tunic pocket, and Robin pulled out a large handkerchief from hers.

         ‘It’s clean,’ she said, ‘and it would do to dry your face and hands.’

         ‘I suppose so.’ Josie looked slightly more friendly.

         ‘We’re not trying to keep you back, Josie,’ Robin said. ‘Nancy sent us to ask you about Mim.’

         Josie’s narrow, stern face softened. ‘She never came for her dinner last night, and that’s not like her.’

         Sadie, balancing on one crutch, produced a notebook and pencil from her pocket and made a note of this.

         ‘Is she in the habit of staying out?’ asked Fran.

         Josie shook her head. ‘She is not. She normally wouldn’t walk the length of herself. I said to Cook, there’s something not right, but she said to get on with my work and never bother. I wouldn’t be so worried, only …’ She looked round the narrow passage, as if scared of being overheard.

         ‘Only – what?’ Sadie’s voice was a breathless squeak.

         Josie bit her lip. ‘Och, it’s maybe nothing.’

         ‘Come on, Josie,’ Babs said. ‘We haven’t much time. You haven’t much time. What are you talking about?’

         ‘It’s just there’s been too many animals disappearing lately,’ Josie said. ‘Jinny McGurk, next door to us’ – Josie lived in one of the terraced cottages beside Larkin’s – ‘her cat had six kittens. Jinny was going to drown them.’ Linnet gave a squeak and Josie 153rushed on, ‘But she never had the chance because her wee baby got the croup. And when she finally went out to the shed to get them, they were all gone.’ She paused for effect. ‘She wouldn’t have minded, only the cat was gone too, and she was the best mouser in the row. Big white article.’

         ‘I don’t think that’s anything to do with Mim,’ Fran said. ‘Cats are clever. Probably she sensed her kittens were in danger, and took them somewhere safe. And good luck to her.’

         ‘Honestly, Linnet,’ Robin whispered in an aside, seeing her cousin’s eyes widen with horror. ‘Nobody would drown Mim. I promise.’

         Sadie licked her pencil. ‘So, Josie, when you say’ – she looked down at her notes – ‘too many animals disappearing, what others are there?’

         ‘Och, I’m not meant to be gossiping with yous. Cook would—’

         ‘We won’t tell Cook,’ Babs promised.

         Sadie offered another toffee. It made Robin uncomfortable – as if they were trying to buy co-operation – but Josie slipped it into the pocket of her apron. ‘I’ll save it for the walk home,’ she said.

         ‘Which animals exactly?’ Sadie pressed.

         ‘Well …’ Josie screwed up her face. ‘There was the hens.’

         ‘Hens?’ Linnet said, her face flooding with colour, though Robin couldn’t imagine why. Nor did she understand why Sadie gave Linnet a quick frown.

         Josie looked bored. ‘Och, a desperate clatter of old broilers – neither use nor ornament. Not an egg left between them and 154there wouldn’t have been meat on them to feed a mouse. They’ve been pecking about our back alley for months. Nobody’d claim them because they didn’t want the bother of wringing their necks. People are saying they’ve been stole too, but they probably just upped and flew away.’

         ‘I don’t think so,’ Fran said. ‘Hens can only fly a few feet.’

         ‘Aye, but you know what I think?’ Josie leaned in. ‘That they’ve all been took. By that there doctor.’

         ‘What doctor?’ Robin said, though she thought she knew.

         ‘Your man next door. Nobody’s seen him, but they say in the shop he was in the war, and he’s mad. Shell-shocked or whatever you call it,’ she added wisely. ‘I reckon he’s taken the animals for his experiments. Something to do with pain, they say. Something to do with blood.’

         Linnet shuddered.

         ‘Oh, Josie! That sounds – ridiculous,’ Robin said, with the sinking feeling she always got when anyone talked about the war.

         Josie looked offended. ‘Sure what would yous know, locked up in here?’ She hefted up her basket of apples. ‘Right, I’d better get these to Cook. I’ll keep an eye out for Mim.’

         They watched her go, then, seeing Nell McGreavy hover into sight at the end of the corridor, slipped into a nearby room – the boot room, so it was a bit smelly, but it wasn’t actually out of bounds. Robin squatted down beside some ancient wellies. 155

         Sadie was first to speak. ‘There’s a mystery,’ she said. ‘Definitely!’ Her eyes glowed; her usually pale cheeks glowed too, and Robin could tell that she was enjoying the excitement. ‘And Linnet and I know something.’

         Linnet shook her head. ‘We don’t!’

         ‘Oh, Sadie, I don’t know,’ Robin said. ‘There are probably quite simple explanations, and I’m sure none of it’s got anything to do with Mim. Or the doctor next door.’

         ‘We’re not in the School Friend, you know,’ Babs said.

         Sadie looked meaningfully at Linnet. ‘Are you going to tell them?’ she asked. ‘Or shall I?’

         ‘Tell us what?’ Robin asked.

         Linnet shook her head. ‘Don’t,’ she said. ‘Please, Sadie – don’t tell!’ Her chin wobbled with what Robin recognised as imminent tears.

         Babs looked from Sadie to Linnet. ‘Don’t tell me there’s actually something going on?’

         At the same moment Linnet said No and Sadie said Yes. And when Sadie opened her mouth to say more, Linnet burst out, ‘You are the most horrible girl, Sadie Hayes! You think everything’s just a big game. I hate you! And I hate this stupid school!’

         And before Robin could stop her, she pushed past them all, almost knocking Sadie down, and burst out of the room.
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            Chapter 21

            Sadie’s Story

         

         Robin felt torn. Run after her cousin, or stay with her friends? If she went after Linnet, she wouldn’t find out what Sadie was going to tell them. On the other hand, Sadie was overdramatic. Probably there was nothing much in what she was going to say. But if Linnet didn’t want her to say it …

         Mind you, Linnet was overdramatic too.

         I’ll stay for one minute, she decided, and see what Sadie’s got to say for herself. Then I’d better find Linnet.

         Everyone was crowding round Sadie now, and it was a few moments before Robin could break in and say, ‘Whatever you think you know, Sadie, it’s upset Linnet, so tell us quickly so I can go and make sure she’s all right.’

         ‘Oh, leave her,’ Babs said. ‘You’ll only encourage her. She needs to stop bursting into tears all over the place like a toddler.’

         Robin didn’t disagree, but family loyalty made her say, ‘Don’t be mean, Babs.’ 157

         Fran looked at her watch. ‘It’s almost teatime,’ she said. ‘So if you’re going to tell us, tell us now.’

         Sadie pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know if I should,’ she said. ‘Not if you all think it’s telling tales.’

         ‘Is it?’

         Sadie considered. ‘Sort of.’

         ‘Then don’t,’ Robin said.

         Babs sighed. ‘Oh, for goodness sake, Robin. Who cares about all that schoolgirl-honour-mustn’t-tell-tales nonsense?’

         ‘I do,’ Robin said, ‘and Sadie’s supposed to. Given her love for school stories.’

         Sadie looked uncomfortable. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘I’ll try to tell the story without telling on Linnet. I was’ – she lowered her voice though there were only the four of them in the boot room – ‘in the garden next door yesterday afternoon when we were meant to be reading on the lawn.’

         Robin gasped. ‘Rowanbank?’

         Sadie nodded.

         ‘But Sadie! If you’re caught, the whole form will get bad conduct marks,’ Robin said. She didn’t ask, What has this to do with Linnet? She could guess. All those times lately when she hadn’t been able to find her cousin – she’d been pleased that she seemed to be finding her own way and, to be honest, relieved not to have to bother with her. If Linnet had been sneaking into Rowanbank, that explained a lot. But how could she dare? 158

         ‘Anyway,’ she went on. ‘Tell us whatever you think’s important.’

         ‘Two things,’ Sadie said in a businesslike way. ‘One, there were some hens there.’

         Fran laughed. ‘Hardly evidence. Lots of people keep hens.’

         Sadie ignored her. ‘Hens answering to the description Josie gave us.’ She looked at her notebook. ‘A desperate clatter of old broilers,’ she read.

         Robin, Fran and Babs all exchanged glances. The damp smell from the old wellingtons caught in Robin’s throat.

         ‘All right, Sherlock Holmes,’ Babs said. ‘And number two?’

         ‘Number two,’ Sadie said impressively, ‘was a terrible howl. Or yowl. I thought it was a mad person, but it could have been an animal in pain.’

         ‘Mim?’

         Sadie shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It stopped. It could have been a cat.’

         ‘But it stopped quickly?’

         Sadie nodded.

         ‘As if the pain had ended?’ Robin asked hopefully, but Fran said, ‘Or the animal died.’

         ‘Fran!’

         ‘Well, isn’t that the most likely thing? Some kind of snare – the animal’s trapped, cries out in pain, and then …’ She made a throat-slitting gesture.

         Robin let out a ragged breath. ‘You mean, you think Doctor Flynn is setting traps in his grounds?’ 159

         ‘We know he doesn’t want us there,’ Babs said.

         ‘It’s not unusual,’ Fran said. ‘Lots of people don’t want rabbits, for example, eating their nice gardens. And it’s more likely than what Josie said – experiments. That’s like – like Frankenstein or something.’

         ‘But it’s not that kind of garden,’ Robin said. ‘It’s a wilderness. It’s hard to believe Doctor Flynn would care about a few rabbits eating his weeds and brambles.’

         ‘Maybe he really hates cats and it was meant for Mim,’ Babs said.

         ‘I don’t think Mim would go so far from home,’ Robin said. But she remembered, uncomfortably, the scruffy black cat who had never been seen again. Had the poor creature met a violent end in Rowanbank?

         ‘Well, I don’t know what it was,’ Sadie said, ‘but it was something – ask Linnet.’

         ‘I’d better go and find her,’ Robin said with a sigh, thinking this would be easier said than done. ‘There’ll be trouble if she’s not at tea.’ She stood up, her legs cramping, and said, before she left, ‘Sadie – promise you won’t go back into Rowanbank.’

         ‘You’re not form captain,’ Sadie said. ‘You can’t make me.’

         ‘Oh, stop trying to be the Madcap of the Fourth,’ Babs cut in. ‘Robin’s right – it’s dangerous. And it’s not just a matter of bad conduct marks. What if you were caught in a snare?’

         Sadie huffed out a sulky breath. ‘Oh, all right,’ she said. 160

         ‘I’ll make Linnet promise too,’ Robin said. ‘If I find her.’

         She didn’t know Linnet’s hiding places – apart from Rowanbank. The boot room itself was a common refuge for the miserable, but obviously she wasn’t there. She tried the down stairs cloakroom, but it was empty. Music practice cubicles? But a very screechy violin wailed from one, while from next door rippled the kind of professional-sounding piano that could only come from a senior. Linnet did learn piano, but not like that. Surely she hadn’t broken one of Matron’s strictest rules and gone to the dorm at this time of day? But then, going to Lilac was nothing compared to sneaking off to Rowanbank when the notion took her.

         I don’t want to get into trouble myself, she thought. And getting to Lilac involved walking past Matron’s own room! What if she was lurking? Robin couldn’t tell the truth without getting Linnet into trouble.

         If I’m unlucky enough to meet Matron, she decided, I’ll pretend I have a headache and was coming upstairs to find her. But she hoped it wouldn’t come to that: she didn’t want to be put to bed in the San and given bread-and-milk for tea. Fortune favoured her: Matron’s door was shut and from behind it she could hear Matron talking on the telephone.

         Encouraged, Robin sneaked past and opened Lilac’s door softly. At first she thought she was wrong. Linnet was not sobbing on her bed as she’d imagined, and the dorm was its usual deserted 161daytime self, only the rattle of the window frames in the wind disturbing the quiet. She was about to leave – with no idea where to look now – when a slight movement at the curtains made her stop. She didn’t want to call out, so she went to the window, and, sure enough, hidden by the curtains, stood Linnet, looking out across the garden.

         She spun round when Robin approached. Her face was tearstained and swollen.

         ‘There you are!’ Robin said. ‘You goose. We’ll be murdered if we’re found up here. Come to tea. The bell’s about to go.’

         Linnet shook her head. ‘Don’t want tea,’ she said. Her shoulders were shaking and she kept giving little gulps. She must have been clutching a wad of lilac-striped curtain in one hand because it was all crumpled. It couldn’t be much fun, Robin thought, being Linnet – it was like she lacked an outer skin. Something to protect her from life and school and other people.

         Robin patted her arm. ‘Come on, Linnet. We have to go to tea.’

         Linnet pulled away and continued to look out. Robin sighed and joined her. Fernside’s garden was wet and windswept, and beyond it lay Rowanbank, more overgrown than ever. From here you could mostly see the swaying treetops, and the roof of the house. It was hard to believe that something else might lurk there – something cruel.

         ‘Sadie told us about the hens and the noise,’ Robin said. ‘She didn’t tell tales on you. But I guessed you’ve been going there too?’ 162

         Linnet nodded miserably. ‘It was the only thing that made school bearable.’

         ‘You have to swear never to go back.’

         Linnet bit her lip.

         ‘Come on, Linnet, it’s not just about getting bad marks. You could be in actual danger.’ She gave Linnet’s arm a little shake. ‘I’m supposed to look after you! How can I tell Uncle Linus and Aunt Jane that you’ve had your leg chopped off in a snare or something?’

         ‘What are you talking about?’ Linnet asked, and Robin remembered that she hadn’t heard the conversation with the others.

         ‘Fran thought that was the most likely explanation for the noise you heard,’ she explained. ‘I think she’s right – she’s very sensible about animals and country things. And I don’t believe that nonsense Josie talked about experiments, do you?’

         Linnet thought. ‘I suppose not,’ she said. ‘Oh, Robin – d’you think it was Mim?’

         Into Robin’s mind floated the image of Mim’s wide fluffy face, the ginger-tabby patch on her head that looked like she’d borrowed it from another cat, the endearing swing of her belly as she trotted out to enjoy her breaktime milk. The thought of all that softness being ripped apart by a snare was too horrible. She thought of the barbed wire they had had to battle on the riverbank.

         ‘No,’ she said. ‘Mim wouldn’t stray so far.’ She had a sudden inspiration. ‘I wonder if she’s got locked in a cupboard – do you remember that happened to Granny’s cat?’ 163

         Linnet shook her head.

         ‘Well, it did. Maybe Miss Rea would give us permission to check some cupboards before prep. But not if she sees you like that. Honestly, you need to stop getting into such states, Linnet; people don’t, at our age.’

         ‘I don’t mean to. I get upset and then … I don’t know …’

         ‘Well, it’s time you grew out of it,’ Robin said. ‘There’s the tea bell. You’ll just have time to dash into a cloakroom and make yourself look less cried on. There’s barmbrack – remember Josie saying she had to get back and cut it? You like that.’

         Downstairs safely reached, she and Linnet joined the others for tea and egg sandwiches, and barmbrack with a lovely sugared top and big fat cherries and sultanas. Robin looked round the dining room, so familiar with its dark scuffed tables and green walls, and all the girls in their blue tunics, the dark and fair and ginger bobs and plaits, the rise and fall of chatter and giggles, and she couldn’t – she wouldn’t – let herself believe that, only next door, something strange and horrible might be going on.
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            Chapter 22

            From the Attic Window

         

         Miss Rea might have been surprised to have her tea interrupted by a lowly lower fourth, but she regarded Linnet kindly over her spectacles. Linnet was glad she had taken Robin’s advice and removed evidence of her recent tears; she didn’t want Miss Rea thinking she was permanently in a state.

         ‘Check the cupboards? That’s not a bad idea,’ the headmistress said.

         ‘Which is why,’ Matron said, eyeing Linnet with less approval than Miss Rea, ‘I’ve already checked the built-in cupboards in every dormitory. I didn’t find anything, I’m glad to say.’ She wrinkled her nose at the idea of cats in bedrooms.

         ‘But what about other places?’ Linnet asked. ‘Broom cupboards and things?’

         Miss Rea thought for a moment. ‘Yes, all right,’ she said. ‘There are two or three on each floor. Let me see, can I trust, say, six of 165you lower fourths? Two to each floor? You can do that instead of Activities tonight, so you don’t miss any prep.’

         Matron looked more disapproving than ever, but even she couldn’t go against the headmistress.

         Linnet felt serious and important when she reported back to the lower fourth. There was an immediate outcry about who should be the chosen six.

         ‘Me and Linnet, obviously,’ Robin said. ‘It was our idea.’

         ‘Me,’ Fran said. ‘In case we find her and she’s injured or something.’

         ‘Me,’ Sadie said, with her usual keenness.

         ‘Sorry, Sadie, but it will mean crawling into small cupboards and that’s not going to be very easy for you, is it?’ Babs asked.

         ‘We don’t all need to crawl into cupboards,’ Robin said. ‘Of course Sadie can help.’ She frowned at Babs.

         They arranged that Fran would pal with Sadie, and Mabel and Giulia would be the other pair. Prep was shorter on Mondays, to allow for Activities, but it seemed to Linnet that the hands on the classroom clock didn’t go round at all. At last Nell, who was on duty, packed up her books and told them to go quickly and silently to the common room. She looked both disbelieving and disapproving when Linnet, stammering slightly, said that six of them had Miss Rea’s permission to look for Mim, but she couldn’t stop them.

         ‘Bags the attics,’ Robin said, ‘because it was my idea, and Linnet did the asking.’ 166

         Attics! Linnet liked the idea of attics. All old and mysterious and hidden! Another place to escape, perhaps? Closer and safer than Rowanbank, though surely less enchanting.

         Robin hooked Linnet’s arm as she led her up the back stairs and instead of going along the passage to the dorms, they headed on up to the top floor. The stairs were steeper and narrower, and their feet clattered on the bare boards.

         ‘Up here’s normally out of bounds,’ Robin said. ‘Not that you’d want to – it’s a bit creepy, isn’t it?’

         ‘Is there no electric light?’

         Robin felt along the wall and clicked a switch, but the single blub that came on overhead barely relieved the gloom. There was one window at the furthest end, casting long shadows down the uncarpeted hallway.

         ‘What’s up here?’ Linnet asked

         ‘Attics – trunk room, and Cook’s room, and one for the maids – not Josie, the ones who live in. And some cupboards – spare linen, that sort of thing. Which is where’ – she crossed her fingers and held them up – ‘we might find Mim.’

         The attic corridor wasn’t exactly dirty, but it didn’t have the same shiny polished look as the rest of Fernside House, and the doors lining the walls were all in need of painting.

         ‘How d’you know which door’s which?’ Linnet asked. ‘We can’t just go barging into Cook’s bedroom!’

         ‘Of course not. It’s easy. The cupboard doors have all got 167ventilation holes – like that one.’ Robin indicated a narrow door with a perforated square set into it at eye level. She pushed it open, and sure enough found a dark cupboard, lined with shelves stacked with blankets, towels, sheets and eiderdowns. No tortoiseshell cat ran out, or greeted them with wide green eyes.

         Robin sighed. ‘I thought she might be there – you know she loves lying on soft things.’

         ‘Maybe the next one.’

         ‘Wouldn’t it be wonderful to be the ones to find her?’ Robin sounded very optimistic.

         ‘So you really think she’s safe somewhere?’ Linnet asked.

         ‘I want to think it,’ Robin said firmly. ‘So until I know otherwise, that’s what I’m going to believe. Look – you try the next one. Third door along. Don’t look so scared. It’s a broom cupboard I think. Nothing’s going to jump out. Unless Mim does, which would be wonderful.’

         Linnet took a deep breath and pushed open the cupboard door. Something shifted inside and she suppressed a squeak, but it was only the shaft of a broom sliding down the wall; she had disturbed it when she opened the door. No mice, no rats – and no Mim.

         ‘Maybe the others will have better luck downstairs,’ she said.

         ‘There’s one more cupboard here – at the end of the corridor, beside the window,’ Robin said. ‘Cross your fingers – you never know.’

         The last cupboard was a junk room for things not quite useless enough to throw out – broken chairs stacked on top of each 168other, the top half of a bedstead, a clutch of oil lamps – no doubt left there in case the electricity failed some time, and, stuffed in a corner, a pile of old slates. Linnet picked one up.

         ‘Imagine writing on these!’ she said, thinking of the old sepia photos of Fernside girls in long skirts and puffy Edwardian hairstyles which lined the halls. ‘Like Anne of Green Gables! Do you remember when she—?’

         But Robin was looking blank. ‘I don’t know her,’ she said.

         Linnet looked round the dark, fusty space, and sighed. ‘No Mim.’ She sneezed. ‘I suppose in one of Sadie’s School Friend stories this would be where they found the stolen jewels or the secret passage.’

         ‘Well, we haven’t found anything.’ Robin sounded defeated.

         They closed the door behind them, and Linnet said, ‘While we’re here, can we just go and look out of the window? You can probably see right across the river, we’re so high up.’

         ‘It’s almost dark,’ Robin argued, but when Linnet started towards the window, she followed her.

         It was a tiny window, set high in the wall so they had to stretch up and take turns to see. It was dusk, all the greens faded to shades of grey. On tiptoes, Linnet could see right across the grounds, and Rowanbank – just thinking about losing Rowanbank gave her a cold feeling in her tummy so she tried to make her eyes sort of glide over it without looking properly – and down to the river and beyond. Two people cycled along the towpath, their bicycles in silhouette and their lights flashing. 169

         ‘Let me look,’ Robin said, tugging at the edge of her tunic.

         ‘Just a minute. This is lovely – like being in a lighthouse or something. It’s like a moving photograph.’ Then, faint and far below, she heard something out of place. Not a meow. Not a howl. But a volley of frenzied barks.

         ‘Did you hear that?’

         Robin pushed closer for a look, but soon stood down again. ‘Can’t see anything but shadows and shapes. It’s probably a dog playing by the river.’

         ‘Too close. Hold on – let me look again.’ Linnet stood back up on her tiptoes, wriggled herself into a more comfortable position, and turned her head in the direction the barking seemed to be coming from.

         ‘Unless Mim has started barking instead of meowing, I don’t see how it matters,’ Robin said.

         But Robin hadn’t seen what Linnet saw. And what Linnet saw, in a far corner of the school garden, at the foot of a tall oak tree, was a very excited collie puppy, barking like mad. And above it, high in the tree, waving her tail and looking, even from this distance, very frightened, but very much alive, was Mim.

      
   


   
      
         170
            Chapter 23

            The Rescue

         

         Miss Rea did not allow all the boarders to join Mim’s rescue party, but Robin and Linnet were included. Connor, the school handyman, did not live in, so Miss Curran and Miss Taylor, the strongest mistresses, took a ladder from his shed and marched it down to the tree. Robin and Linnet followed with Miss Rea. Light was leaking from the sky with every minute, and they were glad of Miss Rea’s powerful torch beam. Sadie will be mad to miss this, Linnet thought; it’s just like one of her stories. Torches had featured prominently in the edition of The School Friend she had skimmed.

         ‘I can’t think where the dog is from,’ the headmistress said.

         ‘It’s Enid Daly’s puppy,’ Linnet said. ‘He must have escaped.’

         ‘But he couldn’t have been keeping Mim prisoner in a tree since yesterday,’ Miss Rea said. ‘Someone would have noticed.’

         ‘Maybe she was out adventuring,’ Robin suggested, ‘and then he chased her.’ 171

         ‘Or she was already up the tree,’ Linnet said, ‘and he just found her there.’

         ‘Either way,’ Miss Rea said, ‘all’s well that ends well.’

         It wasn’t quite that easy. Getting the ladder positioned to Miss Rea’s satisfaction – ‘I’m not risking two of my staff breaking their necks!’ – took some time. Mim did not greet her rescuers with gratitude, but hissed and spat and flicked her tail, green eyes blazing through the dusk, so that Miss Rea sped back to the house for some leather gloves before she allowed Miss Curran to climb up. And Rudy was such a wriggling, barking dervish, all sharp puppy teeth and flailing feathery tail, that he took some catching, with Miss Rea warning about bites and tetanus.

         But at last the cat was down from the tree, and being carried to the kitchen by Miss Taylor; the dog was held firmly in a makeshift leash (Robin’s girdle), and even Miss Curran, who had always regarded Linnet as the very lowest form of schoolgirl life – a games dud who didn’t even care – was looking at her with respect.

         ‘Well spotted,’ she said. ‘You must have ears like a hare and eyes like a hawk.’

         Linnet blushed. ‘It was just lucky that I looked out,’ she said.

         ‘I looked too, but I didn’t see a thing,’ Robin admitted. ‘May we take Rudy home? Enid only lives at the top of Fernside Road.’

         It had been such an extraordinary evening already that a wild part of Linnet imagined her and Robin walking Rudy home in the dark, which would be scary but quite exciting. But of course Miss 172Rea would allow nothing of the sort, and she and Miss Curran set off with a reluctant Rudy between them, so Linnet and Robin didn’t see Enid’s reaction.

         Still, they had quite a tale to tell the others, and even though there was a quarter-hour left of Activities, the lower fourths accomplished very little knitting or crocheting that night, and Mademoiselle, who was busy marking exercise books, turned a deaf ear to their chatter.

         ‘I hope Enid learns to take better care of her dog,’ Fran said. ‘Anything could have happened. He could catch distemper. Or be run over.’

         ‘Or be caught by the evil Doctor Flynn and turned into a puppy-fur coat,’ Sadie said in a spooky voice. Babs threw a yellow bootee at her.

         ‘Hold on,’ Robin said. ‘Where’s Giulia?’

         ‘You’re not the only ones to have had an adventure,’ Mabel said. ‘Giulia’s with Matron having her hand sewn back on.’

         ‘What!’ Even the thirds looked up from their work.

         ‘Well, that’s an exaggeration,’ Mabel admitted. ‘You know the wee cupboard beside the babies’ common room? It was full of all the old junk you can imagine, and she saw something furry she thought might be Mim – or something alive – and made a grab for it.’

         Some of the little ones squirmed.

         ‘A mouse?’ suggested the little white-haired girl. ‘How could a mouse bite her hand off?’ 173

         ‘Don’t be silly, Alice,’ said her deskmate.

         Evangeline said soothingly, ‘It’s all right, kiddies. I don’t think it was an animal.’

         ‘We’re not kiddies,’ said Betty Barbour, form captain of the third.

         Mabel frowned at the interruptions. ‘The furry thing turned out to be a cardigan from the year dot; the name tape said Flora McArdle and she was a prefect when my sister Margaret was in the first form. And unfortunately it was wrapped round an old paper guillotine and Giulia managed to grab a fistful of blade. Matron’s fussing about tetanus and infection and is making her sleep in the San. Actually’ – Mabel grimaced –‘it did look pretty bad, and Giulia went green when she saw the blood, so I don’t think she minded being put to bed.’

         Mademoiselle looked up from the upper fifth’s French dictations. ‘Oh, mon Dieu! La pauvre petite! You girls must stop getting into such scraps.’

         ‘Scrapes, Mademoiselle,’ Babs said. ‘I think Miss Rea would have something to say if we were scrapping like prize fighters.’

         Mademoiselle said she had just that day received a box of French bonbons from her sister in Bordeaux. ‘I was going to keep them for the weekend,’ she said, ‘when I go to visit my friend Renée who teaches at Avery House, but no – I shall share them with you, mes filles. To take your mind off such terrible happenings and stop you having the nightmare. I go to fetch them now from 174my room – you are all on your honour to be good until I come back.’

         Nobody wanted Nell McGreavy to come along and give them bad conduct marks, so they were quiet until Mademoiselle returned, bearing a large white box decorated with swirly French writing. ‘We must save one or two for la pauvre petite Giulia,’ she said.

         ‘We should really give them all to her,’ Evangeline said.

         ‘But no, they are too rich,’ Mademoiselle said. ‘And I want you all to have the treat.’

         As she passed among them, helping them to decipher what sweet was what from the descriptions on the box – ‘What a wonderful French lesson, mes filles!’ – Linnet had a sudden, terrible thought. Terrible because she knew it was so selfish, and so babyish.

         How on earth would she manage her hair in the morning without Giulia?
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            Chapter 24

            Madame Françoise

         

         After all the excitement, Robin looked forward to the bedtime bell. At evening cocoa, which the prefects brought to their common rooms, Nancy reported that Cook said Mim had eaten a huge supper and was curled up on her favourite armchair beside the kitchen range, looking as if she would not stir until at least Wednesday.

         ‘And it’s all thanks to the lower fourth,’ she said. ‘And Robin and Linnet in particular.’

         Robin decided, while everyone was so pleased with them, to be bold. ‘Does that mean we’ll get good conduct marks?’ she asked.

         Nancy, as head girl, had the power to award these – as well as bad ones. She considered Robin’s suggestion. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘They’re normally for good work, or playing in a match. Not for—’

         ‘Daring rescues?’ put in Sadie. ‘Don’t you think they should be? Not everyone can do brilliant work or play on a team.’ 176

         ‘I wasn’t aware that you’d taken part in the daring rescue,’ Nancy said. ‘I thought it was Robin and Linnet.’

         ‘It was very much a form effort,’ Robin said. ‘And Sadie did help to look for Mim. It was just luck that Linnet and I found her.’

         ‘I’ll ask Miss Rea,’ Nancy said. ‘Now hurry up and drink your cocoa so I can take the tray back to the kitchen.’

         ‘Who cares about silly old marks, anyway?’ Linnet said.

         I do, Robin thought, with her mind on the Form Shield. For all they had worked so well together to find Mim, she and Linnet were never going to understand each other.

         At bedtime, Robin became aware that Linnet had retreated into the kind of twitchy silence she had been prone to in the first weeks. Not as if she was about to have one of those silly outbursts, but a distracted anxiety. They were brushing their teeth side by side in the bathroom, with nobody else around for once, so Robin asked, ‘What’s up, Linnet?’

         Linnet shook her head. Then nodded, pink toothpaste flecking her cheeks. She rinsed out her mouth, turned off the tap and said, ‘It’ll sound silly.’

         ‘Well, it might not be,’ Robin said. ‘And if it is – well, at least you know that. A month ago, you mightn’t have.’

         Linnet looked round the bathroom, but there was still nobody about.

         ‘It’s all right,’ Robin said. ‘Sadie and Babs are having an argument about Charlie Chaplin, and Evangeline’s having one of 177her extra-intense praying sessions about Giulia. And Fran’s in bed. But tell me quickly, or the upper fourths will be in.’

         ‘It’s Giulia.’

         ‘Giulia?’

         ‘She won’t be able to do my hair!’

         ‘Oh, Linnet! And there was me thinking you were being all caring and concerned. Well, don’t worry. This is a good chance for you to learn to plait it yourself.’

         Linnet shook her head. ‘I’ve tried. I can’t.’

         ‘Well, I’ll do it. It’s not a big deal,’ Robin said. Linnet looked slightly happier, but really, Robin thought, what a daft thing to fuss about! ‘I’m not that bad a hairdresser,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s go to bed before Matron chews the faces off us.’

         But next morning, she began to think she must be the worst hairdresser in the world – or Linnet the most annoying cousin – as Linnet squirmed and wriggled and winced.

         ‘Linnet!’ she cried, losing patience. ‘You’d think I was trying to murder you.’

         ‘You’re pulling!’ Linnet put her hands protectively over her hair. Her eyes were glistening with tears the way they had done at the start of term.

         ‘You let Giulia do it.’ Robin couldn’t help feeling miffed.

         ‘I’d got used to her,’ Linnet said tightly.

         ‘The breakfast bell’s about to go,’ stated Evangeline, making Robin grit her teeth and Linnet wriggle more than ever, even 178giving out a little moan of distress. It was all Robin could do not to smack her with the brush.

         Fran finished brushing her own neat red bob and said, ‘Would you like me to try, Linnet? Nutmeg’s very ticklish. I’ve got used to grooming her very gently and I plait her mane for shows, so I’m sure I can do yours.’

         ‘Be my guest.’ Without waiting for Linnet to answer, Robin stepped aside and handed Fran the brush. She couldn’t imagine Fran succeeding where she had failed but in fact Linnet did seem to relax as Fran took over – and Robin had to admit that Fran was very calm and competent, talking softly to Linnet as though she were indeed a fretful pony.

         ‘There we go, I’m just going to make a parting here, Linnet, and then we’ll have those plaits done before you know it. Oh, well done.’

         And before the breakfast bell went, Linnet sported two neat plaits and a cheerful expression.

         ‘You’re much gentler than Giulia,’ Linnet said. ‘You have soothing hands.’

         ‘I take after Daddy,’ Fran said.

         ‘Well, if you don’t manage to be a vet, you’ll always have a career as a hairdresser,’ Babs said, her eyes sparking with amusement behind her glasses. ‘Madame Françoise, coiffeuse to the stars!’

         ‘I might have to,’ Fran said, ‘if Miss Rea doesn’t find a science teacher for the juniors.’ 179

         ‘Will you do my hair from now on?’ Linnet asked. ‘It’s silly, Giulia breaking rules to come in here.’

         ‘Yes, of course.’

         Well, that was something, Robin thought – at least she wouldn’t have to worry about Giulia getting them all into trouble with her early morning visits.

         In class, Enid handed a neatly wrapped jar of jam to Robin. ‘Mummy made it,’ she said. ‘It’s damson. It’s to thank you and Linnet for finding Rudy last night. We were so worried – he escaped from the garden and we couldn’t find him anywhere.’

         ‘We weren’t even looking for him,’ Linnet said. ‘We were looking for Mim and we got two lost pets for the price of one.’

         Fran looked serious. ‘You shouldn’t let him out in the garden alone if there’s a chance he’ll escape,’ she said. ‘You’re lucky he wasn’t hit by a car. Quite a few people have them nowadays.’

         ‘Oh, he wasn’t alone,’ Enid said. ‘Ellie was looking after him. Only she put him in her doll’s pram and tried to wheel him around and he didn’t like it, so he jumped out, nipped her and scarpered.’ Everyone laughed, except Fran who scowled and muttered, ‘I don’t blame him.’

         ‘He’s so naughty,’ Enid went on, ignoring the interruption. ‘He’s chewed the corner of Mummy’s best Persian rug, and he ate all the clothes pegs.’

         ‘Well, that’s what puppies are like,’ Fran said. ‘They need to chew.’ 180

         ‘I think dogs are horrible,’ Gillian Moffatt said. ‘Smelly things. I wouldn’t have one.’

         ‘Some poor dog got a lucky escape there,’ Babs said.

         ‘I did say collies are too lively for the town,’ Fran said. ‘Anyway, you have to let puppies chew and play. It’s in their nature.’

         Before they could argue any more, Miss West came in to take the register and send them all off to Prayers.

         ‘How’s Giulia?’ Mabel asked, as they lined up at the door. ‘Matron wouldn’t tell me anything. She just took the sweets and told me to run along.’

         ‘Oh, she’s not too bad,’ Miss West said. ‘Matron’s keeping her quiet, but she should be back with you in a day or so if she’s not running a temperature. Now, girls, we must get to Prayers or Miss Rea will think you have all run away to join the circus.’

      
   


   
      
         181
            Chapter 25

            The Netball Team

         

         Miss Rea sent for Enid at lunchtime and gave her a stern lecture on responsibility. Enid told the rest of lower fourth all about it as they changed for netball.

         ‘It’s none of her business,’ she complained. ‘He’s my dog, in my house. Just because she’s headmistress doesn’t mean she can tell me what to do.’

         ‘It is her business,’ Fran said, ‘when he comes to her house and terrifies her cat.’

         ‘Our cat,’ Linnet said.

         ‘But dogs always chase cats.’ Enid wriggled out of her tunic and pulled her regulation games gymslip out of her bag. ‘It’s their nature – that’s what you’d say, Fran.’

         ‘But he shouldn’t have had the chance to chase Mim,’ Fran persisted. ‘Josie told me this morning she was too frightened to go outside so she did her business in the back hall. Cook’s had to put out a litter box.’ 182

         ‘Ugh.’ Gillian wrinkled her nose.

         ‘Ugh yourself,’ Robin said.

         ‘Oh, hurry up, everyone,’ Mabel said. ‘Miss Curran’s promised us a proper game today and if we do well enough she’s going to pick teams and challenge Ellis House or Avery House. Lucy’s coming to see how we do.’

         Robin pulled up her stockings and made sure her plimsolls were tightly laced. Lucy! The games captain! She must make sure to play her best. It might not be hockey, but there was still no sign of a new pitch, so in the meantime, if there was a netball team, Robin wanted to be in it.

         ‘You look very fierce.’ Enid fell into step beside her and Babs as they walked to the gym. Fran had chummed with Linnet. Sadie swung along with Evangeline. Now that Miss Curran had given her remedial exercises, she was supposed to do those quietly at the back of the gym during netball.

         Robin laughed. ‘Just thinking about the game. You look fierce yourself.’

         ‘It’s Fran and Linnet,’ Enid said. ‘They’re so boring the way they go on. Rudy didn’t mean any harm. Anyway, Mim scratched his nose, so they’re evens.’

         ‘I suppose they are a bit boring,’ Robin said. ‘But it’s because they care about Mim.’

         ‘Well, I care about Rudy,’ Enid said hotly.

         Fran and Linnet caught up with them, and had clearly overheard. 183

         ‘I don’t think you do,’ Fran said. ‘Or you’d look after him better.’

         ‘You can’t watch him every minute of the day,’ Enid argued. ‘Anyway, it was Ellie’s fault.’

         ‘Well, you shouldn’t have trusted her with him.’

         ‘She wanted to play with him,’ Enid said, ‘and she cries if she doesn’t get her own way. You don’t know how lucky you are not to have a wee sister.’

         ‘If I did have one, she wouldn’t be so spoilt,’ Fran said, ‘and my dog would be better cared for.’

         ‘How dare you!’ Enid flushed with anger. ‘Rudy is well cared for. Cook gave him all the chicken bones for breakfast.’

         ‘Chicken bones are bad for dogs,’ Fran said. ‘You’ll be lucky if that puppy lives to grow up.’

         ‘Do you have to be such a know-all?’ Enid demanded. ‘It’s really annoying.’

         Mabel stepped between them. ‘What’s really annoying,’ she said, ‘is people bickering about cats and dogs when they should be getting ready for an important netball game.’

         ‘Bickering like cats and dogs,’ Robin said, but nobody laughed.

         For the next hour or so Robin gave herself up totally to netball. Miss Curran made her centre for the yellows. Her role was to be quick and decisive, to help move the ball swiftly up the court.

         At the end of the first quarter, when Miss Curran blew the whistle for a quick breather and a sip of water from the fountain in the corner, Lucy said to Robin, ‘You’ve taken to netball very well.’ 184

         ‘Oh, thanks, Lucy! Um, do you have any tips for how I can improve?’

         Lucy considered. ‘You could be bolder in your marking,’ she said. ‘Don’t be afraid to be really firm when you try to block.’

         ‘I’ll do my best.’ Her counterpart on the blues was Gillian, which was a bit scary, but she tried to forget that Gillian was anything other than a rival player she must keep the ball from at all costs. And she saw Lucy noticing and smiling, and she felt about seven feet tall.

         At the end of the game, Miss Curran and Miss Taylor brought them all together. Robin was hot and sweating, her heart pounding as hard as after a hockey match. To think she’d once thought netball a sissy game!

         ‘Well done, everyone,’ Miss Taylor said. ‘And especially Miss Curran for getting you to such a high standard in only six weeks.’

         Miss Curran looked nonchalant. ‘Well, I am a games mistress,’ she said.

         ‘The good news is,’ Miss Taylor went on, ‘that we’ve got you a fixture – you’re going to play the junior team from Ellis House on Friday week – just before half term.’

         ‘Now the bad news,’ Miss Curran said. ‘We can’t use all of you.’ People like Babs and Linnet, who would never be in a team and didn’t care, grinned. People like Enid and Evangeline, who did care, tried to look as though they didn’t. ‘We’ve chosen a squad of twelve and, when you practise together, we’ll see who will make the final team.’ 185

         ‘It’s not just about skills,’ Miss Taylor said. ‘It’s about how you work together.’

         ‘Quite,’ Miss Curran said. ‘Anyway, we’ve chosen five from lower fourth, and we’ll finalise positions after a few practices. A warning – you’ll be expected to work hard. Ellis House have quite a reputation for netball, and I want Fernside to make a good showing. There’ll be a senior team too.’

         Nerves fluttered in Robin’s tummy. Five from lower fourth! Was she good enough? Mabel was a cert. Fran was pretty good. Annoyingly, so was Gillian. Phoebe was great – long-legged and speedy. Robin swallowed and sat on her own hands so that the others couldn’t see her crossing her fingers tightly. She didn’t dare catch anyone’s eye. Oh, why didn’t Miss Curran just put up a list that they could look at in private? This public announcing was horrible; she supposed it was meant to be character building.

         ‘The girls chosen from lower fourth are – Mabel Stewart, Frances Elliott, Phoebe Adair, Gillian Moffatt’ – Robin hardly dared breathe, and concentrated on looking as though she didn’t mind at all – ‘and Robin Grey. Well done, girls. But the hard work starts now.’

         ‘Hip, hip, hooray,’ called Evangeline. ‘Well done, you four!’

         Miss Curran looked at Evangeline as though she couldn’t believe such a low specimen would dare to interrupt her. ‘But,’ she looked round them very severely, ‘it goes without saying that anyone receiving bad reports – for work or conduct – will automatically lose her place.’ 186

         Robin couldn’t remember a happier moment in her three and a half terms at Fernside. But Miss Curran was right – the hard work started now. She was in the squad, not yet the team. She had no way of knowing, until they all played together, if she was one of the stronger players, or had only just scraped in. But if hard work could get her into that team, there was nothing she wouldn’t do to make sure she succeeded! As for losing her place for bad work or conduct – well, she didn’t even entertain the idea. Nobody would be so stupid!
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            Chapter 26

            What Linnet Saw

         

         Linnet’s adventure with Sadie had cured her of sneaking off to Rowanbank, and at first she felt mostly relief. Fear of capture had always dimmed the joy of escape, and now there was the suspicion that something horrible was happening there. She would have liked to discuss it with Robin, but since she had got into the netball squad, Robin was fanatical. She had training every day, and she and Mabel would disappear to the gym at odd moments to practise running up and down or something equally tedious and pointless.

         Fran declined to join them.

         ‘But you mightn’t get in the team!’ Mabel said. ‘Phoebe’s getting off her tram two stops early to get fitter. She says she feels the good of it already.’

         ‘I’m delighted for her,’ Fran said. ‘Look, Mabel, I’ll go to practices and do my best, but that’s it.’ 188

         ‘You do know that the more lower fourths make it into the team, the more points we’ll get towards the Form Shield?’ Mabel persisted.

         ‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Fran said coolly, and Mabel looked outraged at her lack of form spirit.

         ‘It’d be nice to make the team,’ Fran told Linnet as they sat by the common room window, Mabel and Robin having buzzed off in to the gym, ‘but it’s not the end of the world if I don’t. Look, there’s a jay. Isn’t he colourful?’

         It was lovely having someone else so interested in animals. Linnet wasn’t sure if she and Fran were friends – she didn’t know enough about how friendships worked – but she thought they might be moving in that direction. She realised that Fran was looking at her oddly.

         ‘What?’ Linnet asked.

         Fran shook her head. ‘Nothing. Only most friends would say something like, Of course you’ll get in. But you didn’t.’

         ‘But you said you didn’t mind much.’ Linnet bit her lip. Deep down, in the part of herself she didn’t really like to look at too closely, was the hope that Fran wouldn’t make the team. Which was very mean, especially as Fran had indeed used the word friend.

         But even this casual attitude to the netball team meant Fran having to practise every afternoon, so Linnet was often alone. She had always craved solitude, but now she found herself sometimes bored and lonely. She had promised not to go back to Rowanbank, 189but she couldn’t silence the voice in her head that said, What’s going on there? What was that scream? Could Doctor Flynn really be trapping animals? And what about those disappearing animals Josie told us about? Is it just silly gossip, or is there something in it?

         The more she tried not to think about it, the more she did.

         After Mim’s rescue, most of lower fourth lost interest in the mystery of Rowanbank, even Sadie. Giulia was released from the San, her arm in a sling and under strict orders to take life quietly, and a friendship sprang up between her and Sadie. They swopped books and giggled in corners, and Giulia taught Sadie to play chess.

         One wet day, when Fran and Robin were at netball, and the common room was pulsing so hard with noise that Linnet seemed to feel it beat in her temples, she knew she must go somewhere quiet or she would explode. Not Rowanbank, not anywhere outside …

         The attic! That little window from which you could see so far. Just five minutes’ looking out, seeing something beyond the busy world of Fernside, would be enough. Linnet paused. The attics were out of bounds. What if she were caught by one of the maids whose room was up there? She couldn’t bear anyone to think she was poking about.

         She remembered Miss Rea, that first terrible morning. Come to me, she had said, if anything confuses you. But Linnet wasn’t confused; she knew what she wanted: to be allowed to climb a staircase, walk along a corridor, and look out of a window. A reasonable request, surely? 190

         But Miss Rea would say that if she gave Linnet permission she would have to allow other girls to go where they liked. And she couldn’t. So if I don’t ask, Linnet reasoned, she can’t say no, and I won’t be disobeying an actual order. So she didn’t ask, but slipped down the passage to the back stairs, pausing to pet Mim who was sitting on the windowsill, looking out at the wet garden with sad green eyes.

         ‘You’re like me, Mim,’ she murmured. ‘You want to be outside, but you’re scared.’

         It was creepier in the attic without Robin, and Linnet lost no time in going straight to the window and hoisting herself up by her elbows.

         I’ll look at something nearby, she decided, something in the middle distance, and something far away on the horizon. It was a trick Daddy had taught her, to help her to be observant and to calm her down when she was getting into a state. She stared hard at a sprig of ivy growing just outside the window, counting the leaves, tracing their delicate lines, noticing the different shades of green on stem and leaves.

         She shifted her focus to the middle distance. Hmm, not much to see in the garden today – oh yes: there was Josie picking something from the raised vegetable beds, bent over like an old woman. Poor Josie. She wasn’t much older than the lower fourth – maybe fourteen. It couldn’t be much fun being a kitchen maid. 191

         Far distance – nothing stirred on the damp grey riverbank. She made her eyes slide right, to take in Rowanbank, heart pounding as if she was afraid of what she might see. Though it was a dank, dull day, she saw quite a lot: the dense protecting wall of trees and bushes, many of them now rust and gold, the rowanberries burning bright red through the greyness, and inside their embrace, the house, some outbuildings – stables, built around a cobbled yard. Oh, she had missed Rowanbank!

         When Linnet was small she had had a toy farm; her greatest treat was to be allowed to set it up on the fireside rug in the sitting room. The rug was green, and the farm never looked as real on the patterned carpet in her bedroom, or the dull wood of the nursery table. Looking down at Rowanbank now reminded her of that farm. There were even three or four hens, tiny from this distance, pecking in the yard. Were they the ones she had met? And if so – where were the rest? (She hurried this thought along.) And was that a tiny piebald donkey in that little green paddock at the bottom of the yard? She looked harder. No, it was a goat.

         The goat stopped grazing and flung up its head as though startled. A wheelchair appeared. She couldn’t see who was in it, except that it was a man; he was well wrapped up against the October afternoon, with a muffler round his neck and a blanket over his knees, rather like the ones lower fourth made for Activities. Maybe Doctor Flynn had an aged father? Or was the man a patient, or a visitor? He pushed himself across the yard and stopped at one of 192the sheds, where he reached out of the chair to look over the half door rather as Linnet was stretching up to see out of the window. How she wished she could have seen what he was looking at!

         The bell clanged through the house. Linnet sighed and scrambled down from her perch. That was the worst of school: no sooner were you absorbed in something than the bell summoned you somewhere else. She slipped down the staircase, and hurried to afternoon prep to wrestle with the perfect tense in French and colouring in the thirty-two counties of Ireland.

         Before she turned into the bottom corridor she heard squeals and shouts, and names being called.

         ‘Who’d have thought Betty would get in? Up the thirds!’

         ‘Hooray! We’re both in!’

         ‘Ugh – Ghastly Gillian.’

         ‘Shh!’

         ‘Why? She can’t hear me from – well, wherever she lives.’

         ‘It’s not the final team – it’s the eight best – one will be a reserve.’

         ‘Bags not me!’

         The netball team.

         Linnet’s heart thumped as she turned the corner and slowed down to look at the noticeboard. She skimmed past the names that didn’t matter – Betty Barbour of the third, some upper fourths she didn’t know – and read Robin Grey. Fran’s name wasn’t there. She tried not to feel glad.
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            Chapter 27

            A Cry in the Morning

         

         ‘But do you really, really not mind?’ In Fran’s place Robin would have been, what was that Italian word Giulia used? – devastata – rather than cheerfully washing her face and telling Linnet about the time she had jumped Nutmeg at the county show.

         ‘I really, really don’t mind.’ Fran reached past Robin to turn on the taps. ‘You and Mabel are better, and you trained harder. You deserve to be in the team. It’s a pain that Gillian’s there, but …’ She shrugged.

         ‘Phoebe worked just as hard,’ Robin said. ‘She’ll be disappointed when she finds out tomorrow.’ She couldn’t wait to tell Mother in her weekly letter. Mother had never played games, but Father had been a keen cricketer. There was a photograph of him with his school first eleven in the dining room at home. Robin had always thought Father looked almost grown up in that photo, but now she realised he must have been Lucy and Nancy’s age. It crushed a little part of her that she and Mother never talked about Father. 194Sometimes, lately, Robin had thought Mother would like to, but not talking about him had become a habit they didn’t know how to break. Maybe she could do it in a letter – ask Mother if she thought Father would have been pleased about the team? That might be easier than talking.

         ‘I’m glad Fran didn’t get in,’ Linnet said, hanging up her towel on the peg, ‘or I’d have had nobody to talk to – nobody interesting, that is.’

         ‘Now, that,’ said Babs, who had just come in, ‘is one of those things that only you could get away with saying. Budge up, Robin.’

         ‘What d’you mean?’ Linnet looked hurt.

         ‘Well, if I said that, people would think I was being unkind and selfish.’ Babs grinned. ‘And to be fair, they’d be right. But when you say it you’re just being … well, how you are.’ She squeezed paste on to her toothbrush and added, ‘I hope you’ – she looked at Robin – ‘aren’t going to become unbearably hearty now you’re in a team. One Mabel is enough.’

         ‘Mabel’s all right,’ Robin said.

         She wasn’t so sure of this next morning when Mabel appeared at the door of Lilac to ask Robin to join her for a quick run before breakfast.

         ‘It’s too early!’

         ‘Oh, come on.’ Mabel glanced back over her shoulder as if imagining Matron about to pounce. It was unlike her to risk trouble by visiting another dormitory. ‘Fifteen minutes. Just a few laps 195round the tennis court. It could make all the difference. Imagine if Ellis House beat us by one goal and—’

         ‘Oh, all right.’ It was easier to give in. ‘But I’ll have to make my bed first.’

         ‘I’ll do it,’ offered Linnet.

         Robin bit her lip. It was kind of Linnet, but bedmaking was one of the many practical tasks she had not taken to easily.

         ‘I’ll make them both,’ Evangeline said. ‘It could be my contribution to the team even though God hasn’t seen fit to endow me with athletic ability.’

         ‘No,’ Linnet said, her face stubborn. ‘I have to learn to do it properly.’

         ‘Oh, for goodness sake!’ Mabel said from the doorway.

         ‘Linnet can make them, and I’ll supervise,’ Evangeline said. ‘Now go!’

         Robin would have been happy with a gentle stroll down to the tennis courts, but Mabel insisted on marching – ‘to get our blood pumping and our muscles warmed up before we start,’ she explained as they let themselves out into the crisp morning.

         Robin yawned.

         ‘Being on the team will give us points for the Form Shield,’ Mabel said. ‘It’s a pity Phoebe and Fran didn’t try harder.’

         ‘Phoebe did her best,’ Robin said. ‘And Fran doesn’t care much.’

         ‘Well, she should,’ Mabel said. Her eyes burned with purpose.

         ‘Why are you so bothered about the Shield?’ Robin asked, as 196they made their way down a garden hung with sparkling spider webs.

         Mabel shrugged. ‘People think we’re young and silly. I want to prove them wrong.’

         ‘People? Mistresses?’

         ‘And seniors. Let’s run while we talk. Jog to the net, then sprint back.’ Mabel was halfway down the court before Robin realised what was happening.

         ‘I don’t care what people like Nell McGreavy think,’ Robin huffed.

         ‘You care about Lucy and Nancy.’

         ‘Well, yes.’ And Mother. For a moment Robin let herself imagine lower fourth winning the Form Shield. Saw it displayed in their form room all of next term. Miss West would be pleased. Mother would be delighted. But it was impossible. Lower fourths didn’t do enough of the things you won points for – they were less likely to be on teams or to do public exams.

         ‘I don’t suppose anyone below upper fifth has ever won it,’ she said.

         Mabel caught her up. ‘That’s where you’re wrong,’ she said. ‘Margaret’s form won it in upper fourth – in 1920.’

         ‘And you want to go one better than your sister?’

         ‘I didn’t say that.’ Mabel started doing star-jumps, her arms and legs scissoring in and out as though her life depended on it.

         Robin copied her, wishing the breakfast bell would hurry up and ring. Of course she was thrilled to be on the team, and 197determined to do her absolute best, only – well, she’d thought it might be more fun. Would Mabel expect her to do early practice every day?

         ‘I was thinking,’ Mabel said, ‘that we should stop eating cakes and sweets.’

         Robin sighed, and for the first time felt herself slightly looking forward to the match being safely over. She was also looking forward to spending breakfast time with Babs, who could be relied on not to talk about the Form Shield or expect her to do star-jumps or to give up sweets. She was about to say so when a strange noise tore the morning stillness – not quite a scream, not quite a howl, but an unmistakable cry of agony. Robin didn’t know if it was human or animal. She knew only that it came from Rowanbank, and that it made even Mabel stop star-jumping, and say, in a frightened voice, ‘What on earth was that?’
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            Chapter 28

            Lost Dog

         

         Miss West looked up from the register. ‘Enid?’ she said. ‘No? Has anyone seen Enid?’

         Lower fourth exchanged glances and shook heads. It was always more mysterious when a daygirl was absent, and so far the only daygirl who had missed the odd day was Gillian, and nobody ever asked her why. When a boarder wasn’t in school, you always knew why, and had possibly witnessed her being carted off by Matron.

         ‘I sometimes walk down Fernside Road with her,’ Phoebe said, ‘but I was early today so I didn’t see her.’

         Robin felt a pang for Phoebe – she must have come in early to see the team list.

         ‘Probably a cold or a bilious attack,’ Miss West said.

         But before she had finished the roll, the door was flung open and Enid rushed in. Her plait was untidy, and she was red and breathless.

         ‘Enid! I’ve just marked you absent.’

         ‘I’m sorry. We – we’ve had a drama.’ 199

         Most of lower fourth pricked up their ears, especially people like Sadie and Babs who loved excitement.

         Enid burst out, ‘Has anyone seen Rudy? He’s run off. I hoped he might have come back here.’

         ‘Again?’ Miss West asked, at the same time as Fran burst out, ‘I’m not surprised, the way you treat him.’

         ‘Frances,’ Miss West said in a warning voice.

         Robin couldn’t help agreeing with Fran, but she felt sorry for Enid, who was clearly on the edge of tears. Her mind went to that strange noise she and Mabel had heard: could that have had anything to do with Rudy? But it hadn’t sounded like a dog, and it had died away almost at once. Maybe it wouldn’t be helpful to mention it.

         Miss West sounded impatient. ‘I sincerely hope your dog is not here, causing the sort of mayhem he did the other night,’ she said. Enid’s cheeks flushed even redder and she looked intently at the floor. ‘Take yourself off to the cloakroom and tidy yourself up,’ Miss West said. ‘I’ll excuse you from Prayers. Off you go, girls. And Enid, I shall go to the kitchen and ask if Cook or any of the servants have seen Rudy – but you must not miss class.’

         ‘I knew this would happen,’ Fran said, as lower fourth made their way to Prayers.

         ‘You needn’t sound so pleased about it,’ Robin said. ‘He might have hurt himself.’

         ‘I’m not pleased,’ Fran said. ‘I’m just right.’ 200

         ‘We should help Enid,’ Robin said, ‘not boast about who’s right and who’s wrong.’

         ‘He’d better not frighten Mim again,’ Linnet said.

         ‘I bet he’s nowhere near here,’ Babs said. ‘He’s probably gone in the other direction – behind the shop, or on to the main road.’

         ‘Under a tram,’ Fran said. ‘I said he’d get run over.’

         ‘We can’t exactly look for him,’ Robin said, ignoring this, ‘since we aren’t allowed to leave the grounds.’

         ‘Oh, but we must find him!’ Sadie said. ‘The lower fourth solves the mystery!’

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ Babs said. ‘There isn’t a mystery. It’s not a story. It’s just a dog that’s gone AWOL.’

         ‘Shh,’ Robin warned, as they reached the hall, where Nell McGreavy was on duty to check everyone was entering prayerfully, or at least quietly. ‘We’ll talk about it at breaktime.’

         At breaktime they lined up for their milk – water for Linnet – and, as the day was fine, though cold, headed out to the garden, bringing a very subdued Enid with them.

         ‘No news,’ Enid said. ‘Mummy said she’d telephone Miss Rea if he came home.’ She sighed and nibbled distractedly at her bun. ‘I’ll be home for lunch but that feels hours away.’

         ‘So did he just escape from the garden again?’ Sadie asked. She had her notebook out. Breaktime Meeting, Robin saw her write in her bold handwriting. Present – Robin, Linnet, Sadie, Fran, Babs (Investigators) & Enid (owner). 201

         ‘N-not exactly.’ Enid looked uncomfortable.

         ‘So what happened?’

         ‘He bit Ellie last night. Quite hard; her wrist was bleeding.’

         ‘She must have teased him,’ Fran said. ‘Dogs don’t bite for nothing.’

         ‘She might have, but actually he is quite snappy—’

         ‘Collies can be,’ Fran said in her know-all voice. ‘They get frustrated easily when they aren’t properly—’

         ‘Can you let Enid tell the story?’ Robin said.

         ‘I was only …’ But nobody was listening to Fran and, with a miffed sigh, she subsided.

         ‘Daddy beat him for it.’

         Everyone gasped, and Enid looked uncomfortable.

         ‘Not hard,’ she said. ‘Just a few whacks. Then he tied him up and we think he chewed through the rope. He was gone when we got up this morning.’

         ‘I don’t blame him,’ Fran said hotly. ‘Your family doesn’t deserve a dog. I’m going to report you to the USPCA.’ She half rose, as if about to march off and do just that.

         Robin pulled her down. ‘That’s not helping us find Rudy,’ she said.

         ‘I don’t think he should be found,’ Linnet said. ‘I hope he’s run away somewhere lovely and found a family that appreciates him.’

         Fran nodded. ‘Exactly.’ She glared at Enid. ‘I could see your family hadn’t a clue how to look after a dog,’ she said, ‘but I didn’t know you were actually cruel.’ 202

         ‘It – it was Daddy,’ Enid stammered. ‘He lost his temper because—’

         ‘You shouldn’t lose your temper with animals,’ Fran shouted.

         ‘Or with people,’ Robin said. ‘This isn’t helping. And the bell will go for French in a minute. Let’s think of something sensible. Linnet, you could look out of the attic window to see if you can spot him anywhere about. Linnet’s extremely observant,’ she explained to the others. ‘She notices things most people ignore.’

         ‘And we can ask Josie,’ Linnet suggested.

         Robin nodded. ‘She seems to know everything that’s going on locally. Remember she told us about animals going missing?’

         ‘I did too!’ Enid said. ‘Remember I told you about Bertie McGeown’s greyhound? I’d forgotten.’ She wrinkled her nose in deep thought. ‘Ellie was allowed to go to the shop on her own the other day and she came back full of some silly story about a stolen billy goat, but I didn’t pay it much heed. She’s always talking nonsense. Oh, gosh, I hope Rudy hasn’t been stolen!’

         Linnet gave a little squeak, but whatever she was about to say was drowned out by the bell.

         On the way back into school, Robin hung back and caught Linnet on her own.

         ‘D’you know something?’ she asked. ‘About the goat?’

         ‘I might,’ Linnet said. ‘Look, there’s too many people around. I’ll sneak up to the attic now and you ask Mademoiselle if you can 203go and look for me – say I felt sick or something. And follow me up there. Then I can – maybe – show you.’

         ‘It seems risky.’

         ‘If we get caught, I’ll take the blame.’ And before Robin could argue, Linnet was pulling away, determinedly making for the back staircase, her plaits swinging.

         When Mademoiselle looked concerned at the non-appearance of la petite Linette, Robin, praying the French mistress would believe her, said, ‘She was upset at breaktime, Mademoiselle. May I go and look for her?’

         ‘Ah, la pauvre! She has the sensitive nature. Yes, my dear, you may go.’

         This was almost too easy, Robin thought as she sped to the bottom of the back stairs and flew up them as quickly and quietly as she could. And of course she had a ready excuse – and a mistress’s permission – should she be unfortunate enough to run into Matron. Her luck held, and she found Linnet, as promised, looking out the attic window.

         ‘I thought you weren’t coming.’ Linnet sounded unusually excited. She made room, and pointed to the right. ‘Rowanbank,’ she said. ‘See the stableyard? In the middle, behind the house? No – further right. You have to sort of twist your neck until it hurts.’

         Robin had been in the stableyard at Rowanbank several times, and had played hide-and-seek there in the golden days before Doctor Flynn. It was a ramshackle, neglected place, full of dust, 204with dandelions poking up between the cobbles, and some of the doors hanging off the stables. You couldn’t see any of that from here. It was all so tiny and clear, it reminded her of something – she had been very small, and Linnet had been there too, and she had cried …

         ‘Your farm!’ she said. ‘It looks like your toy farm.’

         ‘You remember it too?’

         ‘Your mother said you had to share, and you cried because you didn’t want to.’

         Linnet flushed.

         Robin giggled. ‘I’ve just remembered – I stole one of your ducks. I hid it in the pocket of my pinafore. I didn’t even want it. I just did it for badness.’

         ‘I knew there was a duck missing!’ Linnet sounded indignant. ‘I remember telling Mummy there should be six and I could only find five. She didn’t believe I could count to six; she told me not to be silly.’

         For a moment Robin thought of the forthcoming half term: what would it be like to have Linnet at home with her for a whole week? But she couldn’t worry about that now: there was a limit to how long they could safely stay away from class.

         ‘So what am I looking for?’ she asked.

         ‘Bottom corner, in the paddock.’

         She looked. ‘A goat!’ she said. ‘Oh! D’you think it’s the one Enid was talking about?’ 205

         ‘How many goats do you see in suburban Belfast?’

         ‘It is nearly the country.’

         ‘But it’s a coincidence, isn’t it? With the hens too.’

         ‘You mean – you think Doctor Flynn is stealing people’s animals? But why?’

         Linnet shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But there’s something else strange. I’ve been coming up here – well, from time to time – and I’ve seen him three times now.’

         ‘Doctor Flynn?’

         ‘I’m not sure. The man I’ve seen is in a wheelchair. Could you be a doctor in a wheelchair?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ Robin said. ‘Mabel and I heard a terrible noise from Rowanbank this morning – like the one you and Sadie heard. It was horrible.’ She shivered at the memory of that anguished cry. Something else tugged at her memory. A sound. A trundling, screechy sound, like wheels on gravel. ‘Linnet,’ she said. ‘Do you remember the day we cut through there with Sadie and Babs? Someone called the dog, and we only just made it through the fence.’

         ‘I remember.’

         ‘We heard a funny noise. I didn’t know what it was then, but it could have been wheels, couldn’t it? It sounded like a bike but yet not quite like a bike …’

         Somewhere below a clock struck the half hour.

         ‘We’d better get back to class,’ Robin said. ‘Can you make 206yourself look like you’ve been in one of your states? Rub your eyes so you look like you’ve been crying.’

         Linnet obeyed, and luckily she had the kind of skin that blotched easily, so that when, as they slipped down the stairs, they ran into the grim and unwelcome figure of Matron, she accepted Robin’s stammered explanation that Linnet had been feeling upset and she had gone to find her.

         ‘And where did this “feeling upset” occur?’ Matron demanded, regarding Linnet with disdain.

         Robin swallowed, but Linnet said, ‘In the dormitory, Matron.’

         ‘A conduct mark each, for being out of bounds.’

         Robin’s stomach somersaulted. She heard Miss Curran’s warning: Anyone receiving bad reports will automatically lose her place in the team. And what would Mother say then?

         She gulped, but before she could say a word in her defence Linnet said clearly, ‘But Matron, Robin was only coming to find me. Mademoiselle said she could. It’s not fair to give her a conduct mark,’ Linnet said. ‘I don’t mind taking one.’

         Matron’s eyes bulged at Linnet. ‘You may take an extra one, Linnet Grey, for presuming to tell me what is and isn’t fair. Now get along to class.’

         ‘But does Robin have to take a bad conduct mark?’ Linnet persisted. ‘Because she …’

         Matron’s face reddened, and Robin thought she might explode. But after a long huffing breath, she said, ‘Hmmm. Well. 207I suppose if Mademoiselle sent you. But another time I won’t be so lenient.’

         ‘There won’t be another time. Thank you, Matron,’ Robin said, feeling her insides settle.

         ‘Get along to class, then,’ Matron barked.

         They obeyed. But before they entered the lower-fourth form room, Linnet said, ‘There’s definitely something going on in Rowanbank. And I think it’s all connected. Maybe with Rudy too. Let’s meet in the garden after lunch and tell the others.’

         Robin remembered Mabel telling Fran that you could be right, but sort of wrong too. And though it might be the right thing to look for Rudy, and even to investigate Rowanbank, a voice inside her, not unlike Mabel’s, told her it could be very much the wrong thing too – at least for someone who didn’t want to get into trouble. She had wriggled out of that bad conduct mark – or Linnet had managed it for her – but she couldn’t expect to be so lucky another time.

         ‘I don’t think we should …’

         ‘Of course we should,’ Linnet said fiercely, the way she had told Matron she didn’t mind about getting the bad conduct marks. And Robin, who minded very much, knew that once Linnet and Sadie and Fran got together, there would be no stopping them. And who knew where that would lead?
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            Chapter 29

            Vanished into Thin Air

         

         ‘Linnet Grey, don’t bolt your food.’

         Six weeks ago, Linnet would have been mortified by this public scolding; now she just said, through a mouthful of apple crumble, ‘Sorry, Nell.’

         ‘And don’t talk with your mouth full! You lower fourths have the table manners of guttersnipes.’

         At last lunch was over and they could carry out their plan, though Robin had gone very quiet about it. It was a cold day, and most people preferred to stay indoors, so the garden was quiet apart from some hardy second formers having a noisy skipping game.

         ‘Enid’s going to meet us beside Mim’s tree,’ Sadie said. ‘We won’t be overheard there.’ She was fingering her notebook as though she couldn’t wait to start jotting down notes.

         Babs said, ‘I bet Enid comes back from lunch and tell us he’s found – mystery over. Not that it ever was one.’ 209

         It seemed as though Babs might be right, because no Enid appeared.

         ‘I bet she’s scoffing bread-and-butter pudding with Rudy begging under the table,’ Babs said.

         Before Fran could say that dogs shouldn’t be encouraged to beg, Sadie said, ‘Here’s Josie with scraps for the compost heap. Good chance to talk to her.’

         ‘We can’t all go,’ Babs said. ‘Linnet – you go; you’re nice and gentle.’

         Linnet was torn between pleasure at the compliment and fear at having to tackle Josie alone, but she got up obediently.

         ‘I’ll go too,’ Fran said. ‘Two heads are better than one at remembering stuff. No, Sadie, don’t come with your notebook! You make the poor girl nervous.’

         It was easier talking to Josie without a crowd. Fran explained that Enid’s puppy had run away, leaving out the biting and the smacking.

         ‘We wondered if you saw anything on your way to work. I know you start early,’ Linnet said.

         ‘Six o’clock,’ Josie said. Linnet imagined her thinking, When you lazy madams are fast asleep. ‘No, I never saw nothing. I’m always half-asleep at that time. My ma says she doesn’t know how I get to work in one piece.’ Then she frowned. ‘Here – I never saw nothing, but I heard something. At the time I passed no remark, but I suppose it could have been the wee dog.’ 210

         ‘What sort of something?’ Linnet thought about the noise Robin had reported – though that certainly hadn’t been at six o’clock.

         ‘Like a motorcar braking – and then a squeal. Could have been a puppy.’

         You mean you ignored it?’ Fran demanded. ‘Why did you not go and see?’

         ‘I wasn’t sure,’ Josie said. ‘And’ – her face took on its narrow, stern look – ‘it’s easy for you to say. Cook would dismiss me for being late.’

         Linnet thought back to Enid’s late arrival today: Miss West had been annoyed, but there were no repercussions. Even if Enid had been given one of those bad conduct marks Robin and Mabel were so bothered by, it wouldn’t have hurt. Not like losing her job.

         Josie looked back over her shoulder at the kitchen window. ‘I can’t let Cook see me talking. Yous’ll get me into trouble.’

         ‘We don’t want that,’ Fran said. ‘Thanks, Josie – you’ve been really helpful.’

         They dashed back to the others, who had been joined by Enid. One look at her face told Linnet that Rudy was not home.

         ‘It’s like he’s vanished into thin air,’ she said.

         Fran and Linnet looked at each other.

         ‘We might have a clue,’ Linnet said, ‘but it’s not altogether a very hopeful one.’ 211

         ‘It’s only something Josie heard,’ Fran put in quickly. ‘And she wasn’t even that sure.’ Quickly she outlined what Josie had said.

         ‘But if he’d been run over on Fernside Road, people would be talking about it,’ Enid said. ‘Mummy asked at the shop – she waited until it was busy – but nobody had seen or heard anything.’

         ‘He could have run into a hedge,’ Fran suggested. ‘When animals are hurt they often hide away. I bet if we looked in every hedge in this road we’d find him.’

         ‘I called him and called him,’ Enid said, her voice thick with tears. ‘All the way home and back again. That’s why it took me so long. It’s not that I was eating my lunch. I couldn’t eat a bite.’

         ‘If he’s in Fernside Road,’ Sadie said, ‘we’ll find him.’

         ‘Fine words, Sadie, but how?’ Babs demanded. ‘We’re not allowed out of the grounds except on Saturdays, and it’s Tuesday. Which means in precisely’ – she looked at her watch – ‘seven minutes, we’re expected to yomp up and down a netball court. Which, pardon me for saying so, Robin, is even more boring now that Miss Curran’s only interested in the team.’

         Robin, who hadn’t spoken the whole time – it was very unlike her, Linnet thought – gave a tight smile.

         ‘That’s it!’ Linnet said. ‘If Miss Curran doesn’t care about the rest of us, why don’t we search for Rudy instead? If we poke about under all the hedges, and ask anyone we see, we’re bound to find him.’

         ‘Even if he’s dead,’ Fran said, ‘which is quite likely, you’d rather know, wouldn’t you?’ 212

         Enid gulped but nodded.

         ‘So all we have to do is get permission,’ Linnet said. ‘I don’t mind asking Miss Rea.’

         ‘I don’t think Miss Rea would approve of her girls poking under hedges,’ Babs said.

         ‘She’d approve of us helping a classmate and an injured puppy,’ Fran said.

         ‘We don’t know that he’s injured.’

         ‘We don’t really know anything,’ Sadie said. ‘Which is why we need to investigate.’
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            Chapter 30

            Under the Hedge

         

         Miss Rea set down the papers she was reading and smiled. ‘What can I do for you, Linnet?’ she asked. ‘No more upsets, I hope?’

         Linnet explained, rather haltingly.

         ‘I see.’ Miss Rea looked thoughtful. ‘Barbara is correct in thinking I would not like you girls running amok on Fernside Road.’

         ‘But we wouldn’t be! We’re very serious about finding the puppy.’

         Miss Rea looked serious. ‘Linnet, if what you tell me is true – that there’s some evidence to suggest the dog was in a motor accident, you do know that—’

         Linnet nodded. ‘We might find a dead body. But we mightn’t – and if he’s injured, then the sooner we take him to a vet the better!’

         ‘Remind me: who is involved?’

         Linnet told her.

         Miss Rea looked thoughtful. ‘So Sadie is joining in?’ 214

         ‘She joins in everything she can.’

         ‘Excellent. And Enid of course – I’m troubled that the daygirls and boarders don’t mix as much they could. I’m sorry Robin can’t be with you – such a sensible girl.’ Linnet stored up this description to tell Robin later. ‘And Fran?’

         ‘She knows all about animals,’ Linnet said. ‘She wants to be a vet.’

         ‘Very well,’ Miss Rea said. ‘You may look for the dog. But you must promise not to leave Fernside Road.’

         ‘Oh, thank you!’ Linnet’s heart soared with triumph, and a little with the excitement of escape for an afternoon.

         ‘And of course, you must be supervised.’ Linnet’s heart sank again. Miss Rea consulted the big timetable on the wall behind her desk. ‘Hmm, it’s a difficult afternoon. No mistresses free. I wonder if Matron …’ Linnet’s heart went lower than she knew hearts could go, but lifted again when Miss Rea frowned and said, ‘No. It will have to be a prefect. I’ll find out who’s free and she will meet you at the front gate in – let’s see, ten minutes. Make sure you wear coats and hats, and behave sensibly. I’ll speak to Miss Curran about your missing netball.’ Her mouth twitched. ‘It’s very public-spirited of you to give up your games afternoon.’

         ‘Oh, we all hate games,’ Linnet said. ‘Well, Sadie doesn’t, she’d love to join in, and Fran doesn’t hate them, she just likes other things better. But I’m hopeless, and Babs despises them, and—’

         ‘Quite.’ Miss Rea looked slightly bemused. ‘Well, off you go and remember what I said. Oh, and Linnet – this is most important – I 215don’t want any of you being bitten. If you find the dog, you must send someone to fetch me. Don’t try to move him. If he’s hurt, he’s likely to bite. Will you promise?’

         Linnet nodded.

         Ten minutes later, the five girls – Sadie was trying, despite Babs’s squashing, to call them the Fernside Five – waited by the front gate, watching for the prefect.

         ‘Please not Nell,’ Sadie said, echoing what they all felt.

         ‘It won’t be Lucy on a games day,’ Fran said.

         A tall fair girl, looking very fed up, made her way down the drive.

         ‘Catherine,’ Babs said. ‘Remember she walked us to Enid’s? She’s not exactly overbrimming with love for her juniors.’

         Catherine said, as soon as she joined them, ‘This is not how I’d planned to spend my afternoon. I’m preparing for Cambridge entrance and Dr Bell will be incensed if I haven’t finished this.’ She pulled a red cloth-bound book out of her coat pocket.

         ‘Scientific Ideas of To-Day,’ Fran read. ‘Ooh, that looks good. Is it in the school library?’

         Catherine gave her a withering look and ignored the question. ‘I don’t care what you do as long as you don’t bother me. I’m going to sit on the wall outside number seven, and you’re on your honour not to do anything dangerous or conspicuous. Agreed?’

         ‘If something goes wrong, she’ll get into trouble for not supervising us properly,’ Sadie said, as Catherine strode off to take up her position. ‘I can’t imagine a prefect in a book—’ 216

         ‘Oh, Sadie – just be grateful it’s not Nell,’ Linnet said. ‘Come on, everyone. If this puppy is in Fernside Road, we’re not going home until we find him!’

         ‘Dead or alive,’ Fran said, and a little shiver rippled down Linnet’s spine.

         ‘Don’t!’ Enid begged.

         Fernside Road looked off-puttingly long, and its hedges very thick and dense.

         Fran took charge. ‘Right, you three stay on this side of the road, and Linnet and I will cross over.’

         ‘What about further down, towards the river?’ Babs asked.

         Rowanbank, Linnet thought. Could he be in Rowanbank? But she didn’t want to think about what might be happening to him if he were. Better to try the road first.

         Fran considered. ‘Well, if he’s hurt, you’d think he couldn’t go that far. But if we don’t find anything we could try that afterwards. Come on, Linnet, let’s you and me do this side.’

         They worked their way up the road, looking into all the hedges, keeping an eye out for clues, but didn’t find anything obvious – a body or bloodstains. At the second house they came to, a small boy licking a lollipop swung on the gate and watched them with round eyes.

         ‘Have you seen a puppy?’ Fran asked. ‘A black-and-white one?’

         He was a very small boy who couldn’t say his Rs.

         ‘I have to wait for the gweengwocer,’ he said. ‘I’m not allowed to talk to stwangers.’ He licked his lollipop hard and looked 217important. ‘The gweengwocer’s got no hoss. That’s why he’s late. He has to push everything on a bawwow. My gwanny’s got a puppy,’ he went on.

         Fran turned to Linnet with dancing eyes. ‘Herron’s horse! D’you think he’s resting him at last?’

         ‘Maybe.’ But Linnet remembered the angry greengrocer and couldn’t imagine him resting his horse. Maybe the horse had been stolen, or worse.

         But there was only time to worry about one animal right now, and that was Rudy.

         The next couple of houses had fences, not hedges, so it was easy to see that no dog was hiding. Across the road, the others were more or less keeping pace with them. Every so often Sadie would call across to update them.

         ‘We thought we saw fur but it was feathers.’

         ‘Nothing here.’

         Linnet began to feel that her great idea had been silly after all.

         And then Fran, stopping low to look under a thick hawthorn hedge, said, ‘Is that – blood?’

         Linnet, swallowing a mixture of relief and trepidation, knelt down to look. It was a prickly hedge and there wasn’t much space underneath, but sure enough, there were some trails of dark red blood congealing on the mulch of old leaves and damp earth.

         ‘There’s a sort of hollow there,’ Fran said, ‘as if something – Rudy? – was lying there for a while.’ 218

         ‘Any pawprints?’

         They both looked, but the earth was so muddy and trampled that they couldn’t be sure.

         ‘What’s this?’ Linnet pulled at little clump of white hair caught in the hedge. Rudy was black and white!

         Fran sighed. ‘It looks like he’s been here. Recently.’ She touched one of the bloodstains and her fingertip came away red. Linnet tried not to wince. ‘But goodness knows where he went afterwards. Crawled off to die, probably.’

         ‘Oh, Fran!’ Linnet thought of that lively puppy, only a few months old, mortally injured and terrified, dying alone in a ditch.

         ‘Someone’s been here on a bike,’ Fran went on, pointing out a wheeltrack on the ground. ‘Wonder if it was before or after.’

         ‘Could they have taken him?’

         ‘On a bike? I wouldn’t have thought so. Look – it’s two bikes – probably boys out cycling together. And the tracks might be quite old. I really don’t think the bikes have got anything to do with it. Let’s call the others to see.’

         When Enid saw the blood and the white hairs, she gulped, and two tears rolled down her cheeks.

         ‘It doesn’t look very hopeful, does it?’ she whispered.

         And Linnet couldn’t help but agree.
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            Chapter 31

            A Cry in the Night

         

         ‘You’ll need to do better than that on Friday,’ Mabel said as she and Robin wriggled out of their gymslips and back into their tunics. ‘Were you even trying to get the ball?’

         Robin sighed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, not wanting the whole changing room to overhear. ‘I was worried about Enid’s puppy.’

         Mabel looked severe. ‘You must forget everything when you’re playing in a match,’ she said.

         ‘Well, when I’m playing in a match, I will,’ Robin said.

         ‘If, not when,’ Mabel said crossly. ‘At this rate you’re going to be shoved down to Reserve.’

         Robin’s tummy plummeted. How could she bear being Reserve? How could she tell Mother? Mother had been so thrilled about the team. Father would be so proud, she had written. The first time she had mentioned Father for years. Oh, why had she not been able to concentrate on her game? Why was her head all churned up with Rowanbank and Rudy? 220

         She sped up to school. Would the others have found anything? Was Rudy dead or alive? But when she went in to tea, Linnet and Babs and the rest of the crowd were calmly eating fishpaste sandwiches, which they surely wouldn’t be doing if they’d found a dead puppy. Well – not exactly calmly, she realised as she grew closer. There was a flatness about the group, a sort of resigned disappointment.

         ‘You haven’t found him?’ Robin said as she sat down.

         ‘No,’ Linnet said.

         ‘But we found where he’d been – we think.’ Fran told her about seeing recent bloodstains under a hedge, and a scrap of hair.

         Robin shivered. It was much more gruesome and real than she’d let herself imagine.

         ‘We’d a good search all round, but nothing,’ Fran said.

         ‘Except the bicycle tracks.’ Linnet went into a long ramble about two bicycles being ridden alongside each other. It didn’t sound to Robin as though it could have anything to do with Rudy.

         ‘I think he must be dead somewhere,’ Fran said, with finality. ‘And when we reported back to Miss Rea she agreed.’

         ‘But she said she was proud of us for going to so much trouble to help a fellow Fernside girl and a dumb animal,’ Sadie said. ‘She even gave us a good conduct mark each for being public-spirited.’

         ‘And she also said that the bloodstains could have been from a bird or a fox or a rabbit – anything at all,’ Babs said. ‘And I agree. I think Rudy is alive and well and chewing on a big juicy bone 221somewhere where he’s not being dressed up and forced into a doll’s perambulator by the evil Ellie.’

         ‘I wonder,’ Robin said, ‘if he’s missing at all?’

         ‘What d’you mean?’

         ‘Well, maybe Enid’s parents got rid of him – or had him destroyed, and they’re just pretending he ran away because they don’t want to admit it.’

         ‘But surely they’d admit it to Enid? Maybe not Ellie, seeing as they treat her like a baby, but Enid’s thirteen!’

         ‘I don’t suppose we’ll ever know,’ Sadie said sadly. ‘It will be the Unsolved Mystery of Fernside House.’

         ‘It wasn’t really anything to do with Fernside House. We just made it our business,’ Robin said, wishing now that she hadn’t made it her business to the extent that she might have damaged her chances in the netball team.

         ‘Just encouraging you girls to take an interest in the world outside our gates,’ Babs said in the voice she used to mimic Miss Rea.

         The world outside our gates. The words nudged at Robin as she sat in prep and wrestled with long division problems she would usually have worked out easily. They followed her upstairs and made her dreamy and snappy when she was washing, and then lie awake for ages after the rest of the dorm was asleep.

         What was actually outside the gates – or at least beyond the fence?

         Rowanbank. 222

         Disappearing animals.

         Doctor Flynn and his experiments. Something to do with pain, Josie said. Something to do with blood.

         That’s daft, she had told Josie. And it probably was. Except—

         A noise cut through the still night. She had heard it before. A howl of suffering.

         It died down before she could be sure if she’d actually heard it, or if her mind, fretful and overtired, was playing tricks. She got out of bed and, moving as quietly as possible so as not to disturb the others, went to the window. It was dark, of course; she could see nothing but shadows and shapes, a world of black and grey, but over where she knew Rowanbank’s stableyard was she saw a light. A bright steady light. And though there was certainly no law against burning a light at – she checked her wristwatch – a quarter to one in the morning – it was yet another thing that was Very Strange Indeed.

         She thought of the man in the wheelchair that Linnet had seen several times now. Was he the Doctor? Josie said Doctor Flynn had suffered in the war.

         But as she got back between her cooling sheets, other concerns snagged at her: You’ll need to do better than that on Friday. And Father would be so proud of you.

         She tried to herd her skittering thoughts.

         What did she want to do?

         I want to find out, she thought. I want to know the truth. 223

         But.

         She also didn’t want to get into trouble. And more than anything, she didn’t want to lose her place in the netball team, a place that seemed to be slipping out of her grasp. And she made up her mind once and for all. Rowanbank was none of her business. Staying on the netball team was.
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            Chapter 32

            We Don’t Need You

         

         The rising bell clanged into her dreams. Robin rubbed her eyes and flumped back into her warm bed with a groan.

         All around her, her dormmates were stirring – Sadie yawning; Babs muttering that she hated Wednesdays because of Latin; Evangeline saying that it was the day the Lord had made, Latin or no Latin, and Babs should rejoice and be glad in it; Linnet wailing that she couldn’t find her stockings; Fran saying if Robin didn’t get up and go the bathroom, she was going to take her place.

         Just another morning at Fernside.

         Robin dragged herself out of bed, grabbed her sponge bag from its hook at the back of the dorm door and fumbled her way, yawning, to the bathroom with Sadie and Linnet, her fellow first bathers.

         As she turned on the taps in one of the big basins and began to wash, a thought punched her: oh hang! – she had been meant to meet Mabel before breakfast again. This wasn’t the way to stay on the team! 225

         ‘Robin?’ She became aware that Sadie was talking. ‘Are you listening? What do you think?’

         The answer to the first question was no; the answer to the second too complicated, so Robin simply grimaced at the soap and said, ‘Um?’

         ‘We think they could be wheelchair tracks,’ Linnet said, sounding triumphant, ‘not two bicycles at all. Sadie thought of it last night.’

         ‘I had to use a wheelchair for a wee while,’ Sadie said, ‘and I suddenly remembered what the tracks looked like.’

         ‘Oh. I suppose they could be.’

         ‘You don’t seem very interested.’ Sadie sounded affronted, and if they hadn’t been in the bathroom in their vests and knickers Robin thought she would have taken out her precious notebook to write it all down. ‘Do you not care?’

         ‘Anyway,’ Linnet said, ‘it doesn’t matter. The fact is, we need to go and check the tracks again.’

         ‘Why?’ Robin splashed cool water on her face.

         ‘To see if we’re right,’ Sadie said. ‘Only we need you to do it.’

         ‘Me?’

         ‘You’re the fastest,’ Linnet explained. ‘All that running you do for netball. We thought we could keep a lookout at the front gates at breaktime, and you could run up to the hedge and check.’

         ‘No.’ The word flew out of her mouth so quickly she didn’t even have time to formulate the thought. 226

         Linnet and Sadie both looked outraged.

         ‘But you have to,’ Linnet said. ‘I’m too slow. You know how I run.’

         ‘And I’m even slower.’ It was unlike Sadie to acknowledge this, and Robin felt terrible. All the same—

         ‘No,’ she said again. ‘I’m not risking it. I’m sorry. I don’t even see the point. What’s it meant prove?’

         ‘That Rudy’s in Rowanbank, of course!’ Sadie said. ‘Linnet told me she’s seen a man in a wheelchair there.’

         ‘And if he is?’

         ‘Then we go and find him,’ Linnet said, as if it were obvious. As if it were easy.

         ‘You can’t – you’ll get into terrible trouble,’ Robin said. ‘Or,’ she added after a pause, ‘get yourselves hurt.’

         ‘You?’ Sadie asked coldly. ‘I thought it was we?’

         ‘Oh, Sadie!’ Robin thought of Sadie’s notebook. Of trying to be the Fernside Five. ‘You need to be realistic.’

         ‘You mean you do,’ Fran said unexpectedly from the doorway. Robin didn’t know how long she’d been standing there, holding her blue sponge bag. ‘Realistic about not getting into trouble. Realistic about not losing your stupid conduct marks. Realistic about keeping your place on the netball team – as if throwing a ball into a net matters when there’s a puppy’s life at stake.’

         Linnet’s eyes were wide and disbelieving. ‘I can’t believe you don’t care about Rudy,’ she said, rounding on Robin. 227

         ‘I do, but—’

         ‘Don’t bother,’ Sadie said, more coldly than Robin could have believed possible. ‘We’ll sort it out ourselves. We don’t need you.’

         And with immense dignity, she turned and left the bathroom.

         Linnet lingered, chewing at her lip the way she did when she was upset.

         ‘Are you really not going to help?’ she asked.

         Robin frowned and shook her head. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘but no. I think you’re ridiculous—’

         But Linnet was no longer there.

         Fran took up Linnet’s place at the sink, but she didn’t even look at Robin, and Robin, feeling more alone than she ever had in her life, pulled out the plug in her basin and went to dress.

         She wasn’t really alone, of course. Babs was on her side. But Robin hadn’t wanted there to be sides.

         ‘It’s just that I think they’re being silly,’ she tried to explain to Babs as they queued up at breaktime for their milk and buns. Linnet, Sadie and Fran were nowhere to be seen, and Robin didn’t even let herself consider that they might have broken bounds to check on those wheeltracks. Stupid of them if they had – the rain had poured steadily all day, so there wouldn’t even be any tracks. ‘Sadie just wants to make excitement out of nothing. And Fran’s such a know-all and she’s got a bee in her bonnet about the puppy.’

         ‘And Linnet’s … Linnet,’ Babs said.

         ‘Yes.’ 228

         ‘They’re all a bit mad,’ Babs added. ‘Let’s go and start that new jigsaw.’

         ‘I’d love to.’ Robin thought of how satisfying a jigsaw was, how when a piece slotted into place, you just knew that it fitted. A few minutes at a jigsaw, with Babs, was just what she needed.

         ‘Robin?’ Mabel was suddenly in front of her. ‘Coming for extra practice? Some of us are doing fifteen minutes in the gym.’ She looked with disapproval at the bun in Robin’s hand.

         Robin didn’t know if she would like to be divided in two, or simply disappear.

         ‘And some of us aren’t,’ Babs said. She licked the icing off her own bun. ‘Gosh, this is delicious, Mabel. And it will give Robin so much energy for netball this afternoon.’

         Mabel sniffed. ‘She’d do better to come and practise.’

         ‘Can you two stop talking about me as though I’m not here?’ Robin looked from one to the other. ‘I suppose I should practise,’ she said. ‘The match is only two days away.’

         ‘Don’t let me stop you,’ Babs said, and before Robin could say anything, she had half turned away and was waving to someone. ‘Giulia!’ she called. ‘Come and do a jigsaw.’

         ‘Hopefully you’ll be in better form than yesterday,’ Mabel said, as they jogged down to the gym. ‘Miss Curran’s announcing the final positions this evening.’

         ‘I’ll do my best,’ Robin promised.

         And she did. 229

         But though she gave netball practice her absolute best, both at breaktime and later that afternoon, her bad night came back to haunt her. She muffed a few catches, foot-faulted and gave away a free pass to the other side for holding on to the ball for too long.

         ‘This is not how to get on the team!’ Miss Curran said, and Robin gritted her teeth in annoyance – more at herself than at the games mistress. As they ran off the court at the end of the session, Lucy came along beside her.

         ‘You’re a little off your game,’ she said. ‘Will you be all right by the big day?’

         Robin swallowed. For a moment Lucy’s kindness made tears prick at the back of her gritty eyes. This must be what it felt like to be Linnet! She forced a smile. ‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘I’m just tired.’

         ‘I hope you haven’t been overdoing the practising,’ Lucy said. ‘I know some of you kids can get a bit overkeen.’

         ‘I’m not overkeen,’ Robin promised. ‘I mean’ – as Miss Curran passed and gave her a strange look, ‘I’m keen, of course, but I won’t overdo it. I’ll be on top form on Friday, I promise.’
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            Chapter 33

            Plans

         

         The boot room, the only place you could find privacy on a wet day, smelt of feet and damp. Linnet wondered how Fran and Sadie could stand it.

         ‘So,’ Sadie said. ‘We go to Rowanbank and see what we can find?’ She said it as though it was simple. And in some ways, Linnet knew, it was: push back the loose boards and slip through the fence. But in others—

         She thought of that horrible howling scream – in her imagination it had soared to the wail of a banshee; of the hens and cats and ponies and goats who had disappeared; of experiments and traps and snares; of bloodstains under a hedge. She thought of how, even before she had heard of those things, Rowanbank, so tempting and beautiful, had reached out its tares and brambles to grab her hair and scratch her cheek.

         And she was frightened. More frightened than when Daddy had left her at Fernside House and driven away. 231

         More frightened than when Matron had pushed the milk at her and forced her to drink it.

         And yet.

         The thing that had frightened her most about coming to school was the fear of never making friends. Of course Robin only put up with her as a sort of payment for Daddy paying her fees, but even without Robin, who was being so horrible and unhelpful about Rowanbank, here she was with two friends. With Sadie, who took it for granted that Linnet was an important part of this adventure. With Fran, the first person she had ever met who enjoyed conversations such as ‘list your top ten favourite dog breeds in order’, and seeing how many different birds you could spot in ten minutes in the garden.

         She was scared of the adventure but nowhere near as scared as she was of being left out.

         ‘But when can we go?’ Sadie asked. ‘Our time’s so organised. We can’t miss tea or prep.’ She chewed a fingernail, thoughtfully.

         ‘It’s dark around six,’ Linnet said. ‘And it’s not the kind of thing we could do in the dark, even if we could get someone to cover for us in the common room.’

         ‘Oh, but we’ll have to do it in the dark,’ Fran said, as though this had already been decided. ‘There’s no other time.’

         ‘You mean – at night? After lights out?’ Linnet’s voice was a squeak.

         ‘No. Early morning,’ Fran said. ‘It doesn’t get light until about 232eight, but we can get up at five. That gives us ages before the rising bell.’

         ‘And at five in the morning we’re unlikely to meet the mad doctor himself,’ Sadie said, sounding rather disappointed about that. ‘We can gather evidence and be back for breakfast.’

         What was meant to happen after that, nobody seemed to know, or want to consider.

         There was something else nobody seemed to have thought about. And Linnet didn’t know how to say it.

         How would Sadie manage?

         It was hard enough for her to move around during the day, in the dry, flat school corridors. Before dawn, with the ground slippery with dew – it would be madness. But how could they tell her that? Her eyes were shining at the prospect of the adventure. Linnet remembered how difficult it had been for Sadie that time they had cut through Rowanbank from the riverside – and that had been with Robin in charge. Robin was being an absolute beast about this, but there was no doubt they would miss her; she was so calm and sensible.

         ‘When?’ she asked.

         ‘Tomorrow morning,’ Fran said. ‘No point in hanging about.’

         ‘And half term starts on Friday,’ Sadie said. ‘I can’t wait to tell my parents about solving the mystery! Then they’ll know they did the right thing, letting me come to Fernside!’

         ‘We haven’t solved it yet,’ Linnet said, but they ignored her. 233

         ‘I’m going to ride Nutmeg every single day,’ Fran said, ‘and not change out of jodhpurs and an old jumper for the whole week.’

         Linnet thought of spending a whole week at Robin’s house. With Aunt Elsie who always seemed so sad and not quite present, and with Robin, who seemed to have turned from friend to enemy.

         She sighed.

         On the way to the form room they passed Lucy pinning a notice to the noticeboard.

         ‘Oh look,’ Fran said, pointing. ‘Saint Robin hasn’t made the team after all.’

         ‘Well, she needn’t think she can change her mind and come with us now,’ Sadie said. ‘She had her chance. She chose netball.’

         ‘She’s something called Reserve,’ Linnet said.

         ‘I suppose someone could break a leg or get sick,’ Sadie said. ‘That happens quite a lot in stories.’

         Just then they saw Robin herself walking towards them, and the board. She had her chin up as if she was trying very hard to look jaunty and cool. Linnet didn’t know what to do, so she didn’t do anything, just watched her cousin glance at the notice, read it, then turn away without changing her expression. But Linnet noticed a bulge come and go in her throat, as if she was swallowing a disappointment and it wasn’t going down easily.
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            Chapter 34

            I Can’t Go

         

         Linnet set her alarm for five o’clock and slid it under her pillow so it wouldn’t wake the whole dorm. But she need not have bothered. The rain had battered down all night and was still falling steadily. Half the garden was under inches of standing water. There was absolutely no chance of going to Rowanbank. They decided this in a series of urgent whispers, then Linnet curled up in her warm sheets and tried to sleep again. But she heard, through the rain, the school clock chime the quarters, every single one of them before the rising bell went at last.

         If we’d gone today, she couldn’t help thinking, we’d be safely home by now.

         Because she couldn’t listen to that other thought that was clamouring to be heard: But we might not be.

         ‘What’ll we do if the rain doesn’t stop?’ she asked Fran and Sadie, as they stood looking at the streaming windows in the form room. 235

         ‘It has to stop.’ Sadie sounded very fierce. ‘Tomorrow’s our only chance.’

         ‘We’ll go anyway,’ Fran said. ‘We won’t drown.’

         No, thought Linnet, but what about Sadie? Wet ground made things much harder for her than for anyone else. How on earth would she manage in long, sodden grass, her crutches slipping and sliding? Six weeks ago Linnet would have blurted that out – and why not? It wasn’t unkind; it was simply a statement of fact. But she knew now that people didn’t always appreciate you saying things just because they were true.

         All day she was conscious of Robin, who always seemed to be looking in another direction; it was funny how you were more aware of someone when you weren’t speaking than when you were. Surely it should be the other way round? It was puzzling and rather exhausting.

         By late afternoon the sky had cleared, and Miss West sent lower fourth outside.

         ‘Just for a breath of air,’ she said.

         It was glorious to be outside, even in such a wet world. Linnet, glad to be away from other people, made her way down the drive towards the gate. The rain had stopped, but everything in the garden dripped, and the long drive was deeply puddled. Those daygirls sensible enough to have put wellingtons on that morning looked smug as they waded through the pools, while others tried to skirt the edges. 236

         Halfway along, a few second formers – Alice, her pal Margery and a couple Linnet didn’t know – were daring each other to jump them, which looked quite fun, Linnet thought. She had always liked jumping puddles, but she suspected it wasn’t considered quite the thing for lower fourths.

         ‘Watch out, babies!’ Gillian Moffatt called, aiming her bike through the middle of the puddle, straight at Alice, who stood out because of her albino colouring. The little girl was doused from head to foot. She stood for a moment, too shocked to move, her glasses streaming, her hair dripping, while Gillian whizzed on through the gates, apparently oblivious – but Linnet knew she wasn’t oblivious at all.

         Linnet went to Alice, who was blinking in hurt bemusement. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’ll take you back to school.’

         ‘It was a big girl,’ Alice said, when the prefect on door duty, who happened to be Lucy, asked her what had happened. ‘I d-don’t know her name.’

         ‘Gillian Moffatt,’ Linnet said clearly. ‘I saw it all. She went straight for Alice.’

         ‘Gillian? Surely Gillian of all people …’ Lucy shook her head. ‘Well, she’ll have some rough music to face tomorrow,’ she promised. ‘Now, I have to stay here on duty, but could—’

         ‘I’ll look after her,’ Linnet said, and Alice gave her a watery smile.

         ‘That big girl’s a nasty bully, isn’t she?’ she said. ‘She calls me White Mouse. And Margery, my pal – Gillian calls her Margarine.’ 237

         ‘That’s silly,’ Linnet said. ‘She calls me Baby Bird.’

         ‘Well, that’s even sillier,’ Alice said seriously. ‘You’re a big girl; you can’t be babyish.’

         ‘Exactly.’ Linnet took Alice’s hand. ‘I’ve got some chocolate from America – my parents sent it last week. We’ll get you dried first, and then I’ll give you some.’

         On the way out of prep that evening, Lucy, who was supervising, asked Linnet to stay behind.

         ‘It’s about what happened earlier,’ she said. ‘Can you tell me what you saw? I know you juniors don’t like to tell tales but—’

         ‘I don’t mind telling tales,’ Linnet said. She explained how Gillian had ridden straight at Alice. ‘It wasn’t an accident,’ she said. ‘She’s always doing mean things. She calls people names too.’ She outlined some of Gillian’s unkindnesses. ‘And everyone knows,’ she says, ‘but nobody does anything.’

         ‘Well, I’m going to,’ Lucy said. ‘Thank you for being so frank, Linnet.’

         ‘Um, Lucy? Can I ask you something?’ Without waiting for an answer, Linnet said, ‘This afternoon, you sounded surprised that it was Gillian. You said, “Surely Gillian of all people” as if – well, as if she should know better. I mean, everyone should know better, but you said it like – I don’t know, like she had a special reason. And I know she was absent a lot last year and I just – sort of – wondered.’

         Lucy hesitated. ‘It’s not really anyone’s business,’ she said slowly. ‘But I suppose it might help her if some of her classmates knew.’ 238

         ‘Knew what?’ And what was all this about helping Gillian?

         ‘I only know this because my aunt goes to the same church as the Moffatts,’ Lucy said. ‘I don’t think anyone at school knows, apart from the mistresses, of course. The fact is, Gillian doesn’t have an easy time at home. She had two little brothers, and they were terribly sickly. I’m not sure what’s wrong, but one of the little boys died last year, and the other one is often ill. That’s why Gillian’s kept off school so much – to help look after him.’

         Linnet tried to imagine Gillian looking after a sick child. She frowned. ‘But surely having sick little brothers would make her more sympathetic to people?’

         ‘You’d think so,’ Lucy said. ‘But it doesn’t seem to have worked that way. Look, it’s a matter for Miss Rea. Can I trust you not to tell anyone? At least until after I’ve seen her?’

         ‘Of course.’ Linnet felt very grown up indeed as she left the room.

         So much so that, as they went to bed that night and Fran said, quietly, ‘All set for five o’clock?’ she said, firmly, if not quite truthfully, ‘I can’t wait.’

         Again, the alarm went off early. This time there was no battering of rain against the window. The dorm was quiet, apart from the usual little huffs and snuffs of sleeping girls. Shivering, Linnet pulled on gymslip and blazer, and felt under her bed for the wellington boots she had hidden there. She twisted her hair up and pulled her beret down firmly over it. She dropped a boot 239and it hit the wooden floor with a thud that made all three of them jump.

         ‘Careful!’ Fran said.

         Robin muttered in her sleep. The three adventurers held their breath for a moment and then relaxed as she stopped.

         They made their way down the dusky, silent hallways, opened the side door as quietly as they could and slipped out into a morning chill that made them gasp. Only Sadie had a torch, which she had given to Linnet to hold, and it lit up the inky pre-dawn in an eerie yellowy beam.

         ‘Well, we won’t drown,’ Fran whispered, as they started to cross the sodden garden, ‘but we might freeze to death.’

         ‘It’s not that cold,’ Linnet said. ‘Sadie – what’s up?’

         For Sadie had stopped. ‘I can’t go,’ she said. Her voice was small but very firm. They turned to her in disbelief. ‘I want to,’ she said. ‘But I’m worried about holding you back.’

         ‘No, you won’t,’ Fran said. ‘As if we’d be so unkind as to leave you out!’

         ‘It’s all right,’ Sadie said. ‘You aren’t being unkind. I’d be unkind if I insisted on coming just because I want to. It’ll be much easier for you without me, won’t it?’

         Linnet said, ‘Well, yes, it will really. Ouch, Fran!’ – as Fran gave her a dig in the ribs.

         ‘Shh!’ Sadie said. ‘Linnet’s right, Fran. I’m going back. I don’t want to, but I know it’s sensible.’ She sounded very definite. 240

         ‘If anything happens’ – Linnet shivered at the idea – ‘you’re the only one who knows where we are. If we aren’t back by breakfast, you must tell Miss Rea we’ve gone to Rowanbank.’

         ‘Only don’t make it sound like a dare or a prank,’ Fran said. ‘Make sure she knows our intentions are serious and honourable. We don’t want to get into trouble.’

         Again Linnet shivered. Because if they didn’t get back from Rowanbank by breakfast time, they would have something much bigger to worry about than trouble at school.
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            Chapter 35

            Rowanbank in the Morning

         

         So now they were two! And Fran had never been in Rowanbank before. I have to lead the way, Linnet thought, not liking it much. But she thought of how she had helped Alice, how Lucy had confided in her, and she squared her shoulders and said, ‘Your eyes get used to the dark, don’t they?’

         Rowanbank seemed to sleep in the pre-dawn, the light from their shared torch giving it a spooky air. The house was in darkness. The grass was so long that it slapped Linnet’s legs even over her wellingtons, soaking her stockings. They pushed through thick bushes and skirted the edges of the garden to the stableyard. Whatever was going on, it seemed to be centred on there: that was where Linnet had seen lights and the goat and the man in the wheelchair.

         Linnet had never penetrated this deep into Rowanbank. The stableyard was shabbier than it looked from the window, weeds poking up between the cobbles, but even by torchlight she saw 242that all the doors were firm and sound, all the top doors shut. They stopped at the corner of the yard.

         Fran said, ‘I’d love stables like this for Nutmeg. We only have a stall Daddy converted from an old pigsty.’

         ‘We’re looking for evidence,’ Linnet said, thinking of what Robin would say if she were here. ‘For animals. That means opening some of these doors. But be careful. We don’t know what’s in there.’

         Inside the buildings, something stirred – a shifting in the straw, a breathing.

         Linnet’s stomach flipped. What were they going to find? Snares, experiments, pain, blood … Everything she had heard about what might be going on in Rowanbank swam around in her head.

         ‘We’ll try this one first,’ she said, choosing the door in the corner. ‘I’ll only open the top door, so nothing can escape.’

         ‘Unless it’s something like pigeons,’ Fran said.

         It wasn’t pigeons. When Linnet drew back the bolt of the top door, she leant over the bottom door and saw, in the beam of her torch …

         An empty stable. A golden straw bed, a dish of water in the corner, but nothing else. She was about to shut the door again, in relieved disappointment, when the straw stirred and a skinny hen looked up with bright eyes. Gradually, the whole bed came alive, as more and more hens woke from their roosting. Heads peeped out from under wings, wings fluttered and scattered strands of straw. Linnet sneezed. 243

         ‘What is it?’ said Fran.

         ‘Only hens,’ Linnet said. ‘I wonder if they’ll recognise me? There was a very sweet, greedy little one with a black speck on her neck. I wonder if I can spot her?’

         ‘We haven’t time for joyful reunions,’ Fran said. ‘Shut this door again in case they make a racket! There could be a cockerel for all we know.’

         Fran drew back the bolt of the next door. There was a great meowing and squeaking, and, as the top door opened, they found themselves face to face with a tiny black-and-white kitten, disturbed in the middle of climbing up the door. It goggled at them with gooseberry eyes, then dropped to the floor and began to wash itself furiously.

         ‘Cats!’ Fran said.

         ‘Shh,’ Linnet said. ‘I heard something.’

         They froze, but could hear nothing except cats. Even when you are on a secret daring mission, it is hard to resist kittens at play. There seemed to be about a dozen of them, rolling in the straw and jumping on to the old corner manger.

         ‘Surely nobody’s done experiments on those kittens?’ Fran said. ‘They look fine. Though it’s not all one litter; some of them are only a few weeks old and some look older.’

         ‘Look!’ Linnet said, pointing to the corner of the stable. A sleek black cat stretched and regarded them with clear amber eyes.

         ‘I thought she was dead!’ Fran said. ‘Look at her now!’ 244

         ‘It can’t be the same cat!’ Linnet said, but when she looked closely, she thought she recognised the raggedy ears. She was about to say so when she felt something tickle the back of her legs and she gave a yelp.

         ‘Shh!’ Fran said. ‘Look! It’s just another cat.’

         A huge white cat looked up at Linnet with calm green eyes, then leapt up to the half door, and jumped down into the stable, where she was immediately besieged by demanding kittens. She batted them away with an impatient paw and made straight for a feeding bowl in the corner.

         ‘It’s like the junior common room,’ Linnet said.

         Fran opened the next stable, but it was clean and empty, apart from a scrubbed table in the middle. A strong antiseptic smell wrinkled Linnet’s nose.

         ‘Carbolic acid,’ Fran said. ‘Daddy uses it.’

         ‘It’s very sneeze-making,’ Linnet said, and sneezed three times.

         And then she felt a hand on her shoulder.

         Linnet screamed and Fran said, ‘For goodness sake, shut up!’

         ‘Both of you shut up.’

         They spun round.

         ‘Robin! And Sadie! What are you—?’

         ‘Shhh,’ Robin said. ‘We’ll explain later. What have you found?’

         As they shut the door, Fran said, ‘We haven’t found Rudy. We haven’t found anything nasty. All these animals look happy and healthy.’ 245

         ‘The hens are very thin,’ Linnet said, but she remembered what Josie had said about the scraggy old broilers who weren’t even worth killing for the pot. Had they been brought here to live out their lives comfortably?

         ‘Why are you here?’ Fran asked. ‘I thought you didn’t agree with us coming.’

         ‘I don’t,’ Robin said. ‘But I woke up when Sadie came back.’

         ‘I’m not the best at being quiet,’ Sadie admitted.

         ‘And you blabbed?’ Fran sounded scornful.

         ‘She hadn’t much choice,’ Robin said. ‘I saw your empty beds. We both tried to go back to sleep, but, well, we were worried about you.’

         ‘We thought you could do with reinforcements,’ Sadie said. ‘I was going to stay behind again, but Robin wouldn’t let me.’ She smiled at Robin. ‘And I managed pretty well.’

         ‘I’m glad,’ Linnet said. ‘It feels safer with you. Both of you.’

         ‘It doesn’t look like you’ve found anything bad,’ Robin said. ‘We might as well have stayed in our nice warm beds.’

         Fran pulled open the next top-door and gave a gasp. ‘Look! The greengrocer’s horse!’ A long grey face poked over the half door. There were welts where the noseband had cut into its skin. Fran leaned over the door, stroking the horse and crooning nonsense to it.

         ‘D’you think they stole him?’ Linnet said.

         ‘I don’t care,’ Fran said. ‘I wish I’d been able to steal him.’ 246

         Robin had moved on to the next door, which gave a squeak when she unbolted it. Linnet heard her gasp. Then Robin jumped back from the door, her hand clasped to her mouth.

         ‘What is it?’ demanded Sadie.

         Linnet, insides fluttering with unease, took Robin’s place and looked in.

         She smelt the dog before she saw it. Not Rudy. A small shaggy dog, ribby as a toast-rack, cowered in the corner of the stable, whimpering. Its rough brown coat was covered in welts and bald patches and the face that lifted itself fearfully to the open door had a bloody bandage round its eyes.

         ‘That one’s not well-cared for and happy,’ Robin said. ‘Those welts – from a beating, surely? They looked fresh. And what’s going on with the eyes?’

         Fran had left the horse and was already pulling open the next door. Linnet saw her back freeze. Then Fran turned to them with a look of horror. ‘Th-three legs!’ she said. ‘He’s chopped Rudy’s leg off! It’s horrible.’

         But before Linnet could go and see what she meant, there came the rattling of wheels on cobbles, and a man’s deep voice said, ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’
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            Chapter 36

            Trespassers

         

         Linnet opened her mouth, but nothing came out, except a strangled yelp. The others seemed to be in much the same state. Sadie’s hand shook a little and she grabbed her crutches more tightly.

         ‘I – we – er …’

         ‘We were looking for Rudy,’ Linnet whispered.

         ‘This is private property,’ said the man in the wheelchair. ‘I could have you all up for trespass.’

         Fran found her voice. ‘And we could have you up for animal cruelty,’ she said. ‘That wee brown dog’s been beaten almost to death! That’s more against the law than trespassing is.’

         ‘And you’ve cut Rudy’s leg off,’ Linnet said.

         ‘I’d cut yours off if it stopped you interfering with people’s business,’ the man growled.

         Linnet gulped. Should they run? There were four of them and he was in a wheelchair. Surely they could escape? Sadie could move quite fast, even on her crutches. Robin must have had the 248same thought. ‘Run!’ she said, and made a sudden dash to push past the wheelchair. But the man – Doctor Flynn – was too quick for her. With one hand he angled the chair so it bashed into her legs and she hopped and yelped in pain.

         We’ll have to go the other way, Linnet thought wildly, through the undergrowth and down the lane to the riverbank. But if we leave now, we’ll never find out for sure …

         ‘Tell us what you’re doing,’ she said, fighting to keep her voice steady.

         ‘We’ve heard rumours,’ Sadie added, ‘but …’

         ‘Rumours, have you?’ He scowled. He wasn’t an old man, probably about thirty, and even sitting in his chair she could see he was tall and broad. Josie’s words came back to her: He came back from the war … mad … taken the animals for his experiments … something to do with pain … something to do with blood.

         Linnet made herself look at his face. Into his eyes. She had no idea what a madman’s eyes looked like. Doctor Flynn’s eyes were red-rimmed and tired-looking. Sad, Linnet would have said, rather than mad.

         ‘You’re all from that school, I suppose?’ he said. ‘I knew that would be a mistake. Meddling, nosy little girls and schoolmarms. But it wasn’t easy to find the right place. I need peace,’ he said fiercely. ‘Absolute peace.’

         Linnet stepped forward. ‘I-I understand that,’ she whispered. ‘I need peace too.’ 249

         ‘What should I do with you?’ he said. ‘I suppose I could lock you all up.’ And he pushed himself up from the wheelchair and started to walk towards them, looming tall. They all stepped back.

         Linnet screamed.

         Sadie gulped. ‘Please, Doctor Flynn,’ she begged. ‘We didn’t mean any harm. Honestly. We just wanted to find our friend’s puppy.’

         ‘Doctor Flynn?’ He barked out a harsh laugh. ‘I’m not Doctor Flynn. I’m only the helper.’

         And a new voice said, very coldly, ‘I’m Doctor Flynn.’
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            Chapter 37

            Doctor Flynn

         

         They swung round. Linnet thought her heart couldn’t beat any faster. Her knees shook.

         A tall figure in an old tweed coat, with a black greyhound at heel and a blacker scowl on her face was looking at them even more crossly than the man. The greyhound slunk in behind her and watched them.

         ‘I’m Doctor Flynn,’ the woman repeated. It was the woman they had seen outside the shop in the shabby tweed coat, the woman they had assumed was the housekeeper. ‘But never mind that: what on earth are you doing here? You’re disturbing my work.’

         ‘Wh-what is your work?’ Robin asked.

         ‘I should have thought that was obvious,’ she snapped. ‘Theo, sit down, for goodness’ sake.’ Linnet thought she meant the greyhound, but realised it was the man when she went on, ‘You know you get the wobbles when you stand too long and quite frankly 251I haven’t the time for your aches and pains today.’ She pointed at Sadie’s crutches. ‘That’s what I’m always telling you to get, Theo. You wouldn’t know yourself with a good pair of crutches.’ She stepped forward and grabbed one of Sadie’s upper arms. ‘Excuse me, young lady, but – yes! Just as I thought. Excellent muscle tone. That’s what you need, Theo. This girl has a lot more sense than you’ll ever have.’

         ‘I don’t always,’ Sadie modestly. ‘But my crutches do help me.’

         ‘Exactly,’ the woman said. ‘Right, better get on. I need to check the pup’s wound and get started on the wee terrier – goodness knows if it’ll live or die.’ She sighed. ‘I haven’t time for gawpers.’

         ‘We’re not gawpers,’ Linnet said. ‘We told your – um, this man’ – Theo, Doctor Flynn had called him, but she couldn’t call a grown-up stranger by his first name, especially when he was such a scary one.

         ‘I’m her brother,’ he said, remaining standing, though he looked unsteady on his feet and his hands had started to shake. He would indeed, Linnet thought, benefit from crutches like Sadie’s. ‘Theo Flynn.’

         ‘Captain Flynn,’ his sister said.

         He made a face like the one Linnet made when she smelt milk. ‘You know I don’t …’ Captain Flynn’s legs juddered – Linnet knew just how he felt – and he reached behind him for the wheelchair. It had moved a little and, without thinking, Linnet sprang forward and wheeled it into position for him. 252

         ‘I did warn you, Theo,’ Doctor Flynn said, as he sank into the chair. ‘You’re so damned stubborn. Anyway, it’s after six. I have to rub some ointment on that wee dog. And you’re not much use to me in that state.’

         ‘I’m sorry, Sis.’

         They’re mad, Linnet thought; they’re both completely mad.

         ‘Are you girls any good with animals?’ Doctor Flynn asked. ‘I need someone with a steady hand and a strong stomach. Theo’s not as much help as he thinks he is.’

         The four girls looked at each other.

         ‘We all love animals,’ Fran said. ‘That’s why we’re here, really.’

         We’d heard … we wanted to find out …’ Sadie said.

         ‘I don’t have a strong stomach,’ Linnet whispered.

         ‘I do,’ Robin said, ‘and Fran’s father’s a vet. I’m surprised she hasn’t told you yet.’

         Doctor Flynn looked at Fran closely. ‘Aren’t you the girl who tackled that terrible grocer for mistreating his poor horse?’

         Fran beamed. ‘Yes. I see you’ve stolen him. Good for you. I wish I—’

         ‘I most certainly did not steal him. But there’s no time for all that now. Come.’ Doctor Flynn turned and led the way to the stable which housed the little dog. Linnet didn’t dare follow, but the others set off behind the doctor, Robin limping on her hurt leg.

         Linnet was caught between two evils: the horrors of what was in the stable – she didn’t think she could look at that 253pitiful little dog again – and the brooding grimness of Captain Flynn. But now that she looked at him closely, he didn’t seem so frightening. He looked the way she often felt after one of her states.

         ‘What happened to you?’ she asked.

         He looked at her in surprise. ‘Very direct, aren’t you? Has nobody ever told you it’s rude to make personal remarks?’

         ‘Oh yes,’ Linnet said, pleased to be asked a question she could answer so easily. ‘All the time.’

         ‘Huh.’

         ‘Was it the war?’ Linnet asked. When young men were disabled it was usually the war.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Rheumatism.’

         ‘I thought old people got that.’

         ‘Old people and young men stuck in wet trenches for days on end. Not as romantic as a leg blown off or a handsome scar, is it?’

         ‘I don’t think either of those sound romantic,’ Linnet said. ‘Will you always need a wheelchair?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘There’s times I don’t need it now, and times I do. My legs can’t be relied on.’

         ‘Like Sadie,’ Linnet said. ‘She had polio, but you saw how well she gets about on her crutches. Is your sister really a doctor?’

         He nodded. ‘Dr Anne Flynn,’ he said. ‘She’s my big sister – you can tell by how bossy she is.’ But his face softened. ‘She’s suffered too – in the war, I mean. She saw terrible things.’ 254

         ‘I didn’t think women doctors went to war,’ Linnet said in surprise. ‘Only nurses.’

         ‘Doctors too,’ Captain Flynn said. ‘She served in a military hospital in London staffed entirely by women. She treated all kind of terrible injuries; that’s why she can help the animals so well.’ He started wheeling in the direction of the open stable. ‘Come on,’ he said.

         Linnet hesitated. It had been bad enough seeing Rudy with three legs.

         ‘My arms have gone terribly weak,’ Captain Flynn said. ‘Surely you wouldn’t deny me a push?’

         She didn’t believe in his weak arms for one moment, but she couldn’t think how to refuse, so she pushed the chair towards the yawning stable door.

         I won’t look, she told herself. But as they approached the door, the sounds coming from inside were so interesting that curiosity overcame her fear, and she wasn’t sure who led whom inside.

         She heard Doctor Flynn talk in a soft, gentling voice, very different from the abrupt manner she had shown them. ‘That’s right, good lad. Nobody’s going to hurt you anymore. That’s the fella.’

         She peeked inside. Fran, looking very important, was holding the little dog. Linnet caught her breath at the state of him.

         ‘He was very badly abused,’ Captain Flynn said very quietly behind her. ‘We were at the Royal Hospital for one of my medical appointments, and Anne saw some boys stoning him in a back 255alley. Being Anne, she rushed in where angels fear to tread – but not in time to save his eyes.’

         ‘How can he live with no eyes?’ Linnet whispered.

         Dr Flynn heard her and said, in the same gentle tone, ‘I think I can save one of them. He’ll probably manage – if he recovers from the trauma and learns to trust people.’ She gave her attention back to the dog. ‘Just going to put this nice stuff on your poor back now. Yes, it stings a bit. Good lad. And well done you,’ she added to Fran, who was holding the dog still and soothing it with rhythmic strokes, murmuring reassurance all the time.

         Fran smiled, and Sadie and Robin, standing just behind her, looked proud by association.

         ‘Right, let’s go and see how my poor young tripod has survived the night.’

         Rudy had survived the night pretty well. This time, knowing what to expect, Linnet didn’t flinch so much at his missing off-hind leg. She could see now that it was neatly done, a long, stitched wound covering the stump. He didn’t seem unduly bothered by his lost limb and tried to jump up on Doctor Flynn balancing on his one hind leg as though he had never known what it was it have the standard allocation.

         ‘Jolly good,’ Doctor Flynn said, running a finger gently along the wound. ‘See, girls? Healing cleanly. It was so terribly mangled when I found him I knew I’d have to take it off.’ She spoke as though amputating a limb was no more than removing a speck of 256dirt from an eye. I suppose, to her, it’s all in a day’s work, Linnet thought. She could see Doctor Flynn, bending over injured soldiers, saving lives.

         Something to do with pain, Josie had said. Something to do with blood.

         Linnet still didn’t know exactly what was happening in Rowanbank, but she understood something very clearly: whatever Doctor Anne Flynn was doing, it had everything to do with kindness.
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            Chapter 38

            Explanations

         

         Aweak dawn was struggling above the stable roofs. It must be almost time for the rising bell, Linnet thought, but the little world of Fernside, with its bells and rules and Matron seemed much further away than just over the fence. As for fighting with Robin, that didn’t seem to matter anymore either. And Robin couldn’t dislike her that much, she thought, or she and Sadie wouldn’t have come after them.

         They left Rudy to rest, though he seemed more interested in chewing the toe of Robin’s wellington boot.

         Doctor Anne – Linnet couldn’t keep thinking of her as Doctor Flynn – said, ‘It’s breakfast time. Would you like to join us and maybe explain properly what you’re doing in our stableyard at’ – she glanced at her big, battered wristwatch – ‘twenty to seven in the morning?’

         Plenty of time before the rising bell. Linnet felt suddenly very hungry as she followed the others up to the house, the greyhound 258snaking along close to his mistress. Rowanbank was smaller than Fernside House, more of a farmhouse, and much shabbier.

         ‘Forgive the state of it,’ Doctor Anne said. ‘But we weren’t expecting visitors.’

         ‘We weren’t expecting breakfast,’ Sadie said, and everyone laughed.

         Linnet thought it was lovely. She didn’t like fussy houses like Enid’s, where you worried about spilling something. Rowanbank was old-fashioned, still lit with gas, and the room they were shown into was a low-beamed kitchen, with a blackened range, and a faded rug on the stone-flagged floor. Captain Flynn wheeled over to the range and put the kettle on to boil. Doctor Anne cut slices from a big loaf and handed out toasting forks.

         Soon they were all eating toast with homemade bramble jam and drinking from big mugs of tea.

         ‘So,’ Doctor Anne said. ‘Tell me exactly why you broke in.’

         Linnet gulped at ‘broke in’. She looked for one of the others to explain, but Fran was busy buttering a piece of toast, Robin was rubbing her leg in a distracted way and Sadie was offering Captain Flynn a go on her crutches. It was up to her. ‘We were looking for Rudy,’ she said.

         ‘The collie pup?’

         Linnet nodded. ‘He belongs to a girl in our form. He’d escaped and we guessed he’d been hit by a car.’

         ‘They don’t look after him properly,’ Fran cut in. ‘They don’t deserve a dog.’ 259

         Doctor Anne sighed, and the greyhound, stretched out at her feet, raised his long nose from his paws and looked up with warm brown eyes. ‘Many people don’t,’ she said. ‘But what made you think he was here?’

         Linnet explained about the blood and the wheelchair tracks.

         ‘I borrowed the chair to fetch the pup,’ Doctor Anne explained. ‘I spotted him when I was coming home from the shop. He was too badly injured to carry. I was afraid of hurting him, so I used the chair as an ambulance. But that still doesn’t explain how you knew …?’

         Robin looked up from the leg she was rubbing. ‘We couldn’t help seeing – and hearing – quite a few things, that made us think you kept animals here.’

         ‘We thought you’d stolen them,’ Linnet said. ‘People are saying … but it’s just silly gossip,’ she finished hurriedly.

         ‘It was never stealing. It was rescuing.’ Doctor Anne counted on her fingers. ‘The horse – I’d seen him once too often being beaten up that hill with his heavy cart. And half-starved and lame.’ The indignation in her voice reminded Linnet of Fran. ‘I followed his owner home one day. He didn’t want to sell, but I threatened him with the police. I didn’t expect him to give in so easily, but I suspect there’s one or two things at his yard that he didn’t want the police looking at too closely, and in the end he gave in.

         ‘The hens were just scratching around; nobody wanted them. It was easy to put them in a sack and carry them here. Their laying days are done, but they enjoy themselves.’ 260

         Prompted by the girls, she told them about all the animals. The sickly black cat had found her own way to Rowanbank, with her kittens in tow. The other litter could, she admitted, have been described as stolen, but she had overheard the owner say she planned to drown them.

         ‘She says you stole her cat as well, though,’ Robin said.

         Doctor Anne laughed. ‘I’m not a thief,’ she said. ‘The cat followed her kittens; she knew where she was well off. The goat was unwanted because he was male.’

         She poured herself another cup of tea from the big charred pot on the range. ‘During the war,’ she said, ‘I felt helpless. There were so many men, horribly injured, and often I couldn’t even ease their pain as they died.’

         Robin shuddered and Doctor Flynn looked at her with a kindly, expectant interest.

         ‘My father,’ Robin whispered. ‘He – you know…’

         Doctor Anne nodded. ‘I do know,’ she said. ‘So many fathers, and husbands, and brothers.’

         Linnet remembered that Uncle Robert had been killed in the war. Robin never mentioned it.

         ‘And then there was that terrible flu,’ Doctor Anne went on, ‘as if people hadn’t suffered enough. And afterwards, I just wanted to hide away.’

         ‘No, you didn’t,’ her brother said. ‘Hiding away’s not your style.’ He grimaced. ‘Anne moved here for me. The war left me … as you 261see. And sometimes the pain … well …’ He looked embarrassed. ‘I needed somewhere quiet. Somewhere people couldn’t see me.’

         ‘Or hear you scream?’ Linnet asked, and yelped as a sharp elbow dig into her ribs. ‘Ouch – Robin! That hurt.’

         Captain Flynn smiled at Robin. ‘She’s right. Sometimes I don’t manage to hide the pain.’

         Linnet thought of those raw, anguished cries, and shivered. She knew, without him having to say so, that the pain he was talking about wasn’t only physical.

         ‘That’s why we wanted somewhere quiet,’ Doctor Anne said. ‘But not too remote because Theo attends the hospital regularly for injections in his back and legs. I didn’t intend to start an animal sanctuary. It just sort of happened. The cat came, and then’ – she reached down to fondle the greyhound’s ears – ‘I found old Tod. He was used for coursing – chasing hares. I came upon his owner dragging him home one morning; he said he was useless. I persuaded him to let me have him.’

         ‘He said the dog was stolen!’

         Doctor Anne shrugged. ‘Maybe he didn’t want to admit he’d sold him. I should have called him Shadow because he never leaves my side. I can see he’s useless as a hunter. He doesn’t even bother with the hens, but he excels at being a friend.’

         Linnet remembered hearing Tod bark that long-ago day they had cut through Rowanbank. How funny to have thought he was a fierce guard dog. And she thought of what Miss Rea had said, 262that first morning: Everyone has something she excels at; it’s simply a matter of finding it. She looked round at her friends. Fran was easy – she was wonderful with animals. Robin was pretty good at most things as well as being kind. And Sadie – well, she was determined and brave, even if she made a face when you said so.

         ‘I’d love to do what you do,’ Fran said.

         ‘It’s rewarding,’ Doctor Anne said, ‘but hard work.’ Her face clouded. ‘And we don’t have a lot of money. One of these days I’m going to have to go back to work.’

         ‘Doctoring?’

         She shook her head. ‘It wouldn’t be easy to do that and look after things here.’

         ‘You could teach science at Fernside,’ Fran said. ‘They’re desperate for someone.’

         Doctor Anne laughed. ‘I’m not a science teacher.’

         ‘You’re a doctor! I bet you know enough to teach the juniors,’ Linnet said. ‘There’s a real science master for the seniors. Oh, please do it! I can ask Miss Rea for you. She’s not as scary as you’d imagine. And you’d have lots of time to look after the animals.’

         ‘And we could help,’ Fran said. ‘I miss my pony so much; I’d love to help with yours. I’m going to be a vet.’

         Linnet saw how it might be, and the thought of being in Rowanbank without fear of discovery, of mad doctors and ravening dogs, was so joyous that she felt a little happy hum start in her throat and she had to suppress it. 263

         Doctor Anne looked thoughtful. ‘We couldn’t have lots of people coming and upsetting the animals. But I could trust you four.’

         ‘I don’t think, though,’ Robin said, bringing Linnet down to earth and making Fran look very cross, ‘that Miss Rea would let the four of us do something that other people aren’t allowed to do.’

         ‘But we’re the ones Doctor Anne’s inviting—’

         ‘And it’s her house.’

         ‘I know, but school doesn’t work that way,’ Robin said.

         ‘Well, it should.’ Fran sounded huffy.

         Doctor Anne looked from one to the other. ‘Maybe,’ she said slowly, ‘I should go and have a word with this headmistress of yours. It’s time I introduced myself. I didn’t intend to be quite so unneighbourly, but …’

         ‘It’s my fault,’ her brother said. ‘This is the first place I’ve lived in after – well, quite a long time in various hospitals and convalescent homes. I’d become so used to being in an institution that it’s taken time to adjust to ordinary life. Anne was trying to protect me by keeping people out.’

         ‘Especially when we realised there was a school next door,’ his sister said. ‘The house agent didn’t exactly make that clear.’

         ‘And at first,’ Captain Flynn admitted, ‘I found the noise and the bells – oh, the constant bells! – jarred my nerves terribly.’ 264

         ‘Me too,’ Linnet said. ‘Even now I sometimes feel I have to get away somewhere peaceful. Somewhere like here,’ she added quietly.

         ‘Talking of bells,’ Robin said. ‘I hope we haven’t missed the breakfast one. Not that we’re hungry. We’ve had a lovely breakfast here. But we are here without permission. We need to sneak back.’

         Doctor Anne looked at her watch. ‘It’s ten past eight,’ she said, and Tod gave a startled yelp when all four girls jumped up.

         ‘We’ll be murdered,’ Sadie said dramatically, reaching for her crutches.

         ‘Not actually murdered,’ Robin said quickly to Linnet. ‘But we do need to get back to school this instant.’
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            Chapter 39

            Second Chance

         

         Fernside felt like a different world. Sneaking out of the Lilac dorm seemed to have happened yesterday, or last week, or in another life. As for the row with Linnet and the others – it felt too silly to remember. Robin’s head was so crowded with rescued animals and injured soldiers, that she didn’t know how she would focus on lessons, and half term, and netball – obviously she would have to go and cheer on the junior team, no matter how it would needle her to see Gillian Moffatt running on to the court instead of her.

         But before that there was the little matter of getting safely back to Lilac. They made it up the garden, and across the yard. There was only the back door to negotiate now, and if they ran into Cook or Josie, they wouldn’t actually be in trouble, not like being caught by—

         ‘Matron!’

         Robin felt Linnet slide to a halt beside her just before she spluttered out the word. 266

         ‘And where have you four been?’

         ‘N-nowhere,’ Fran said.

         ‘That is patently untrue as well as being physically impossible,’ snapped Matron. She looked pointedly at their wellingtons.

         ‘We went for an early walk, Matron,’ Robin said.

         ‘We wanted to take advantage of the fresh air,’ Fran said. ‘After being cooped up yesterday.’

         ‘You know the doctors said I needed as much fresh air as possible,’ Sadie said sweetly.

         ‘It’s not against school rules,’ Linnet added.

         ‘Indeed, Miss Grey? Well, it’s against my rules to go outside before you’ve done your dormitory work. Are you telling me you’ve already made your beds?’

         The girls looked at each other and then Linnet, who never lied, said, ‘Yes, Matron. All our beds are made.’

         Robin’s insides shivered, remembering the dorm as she and Sadie had crept out at dawn, those incriminating empty, unmade beds. What was Linnet thinking of? Whatever trouble they were in now would only be made worse when Matron found out the truth.

         ‘Well, let’s just see, shall we?’ Matron said. ‘And if I find out you’re lying, you’ll be spending this afternoon mending sheets with me instead of watching the netball matches. And take off those filthy boots!’

         As they trooped after her, Robin’s stomach plummeting with anticipatory doom, she nudged Linnet. ‘What did you have to 267say that for?’ she mouthed. ‘You’ve only made things worse.’ But Linnet smiled. ‘It’ll be fine,’ she mouthed back.

         They dragged up the stairs after Matron, all the magic and excitement of the morning evaporating with every step. And, ouch! – Robin’s leg, where she’d bashed it on Captain Flynn’s wheel, was sore!

         All the dormitory doors were open, the usual early-morning sounds drifting on to the landing: Hurry up! Oh, where’s my hair-ribbon? Has anyone seen …?

         We really are going to be murdered, Robin thought, as she stepped into the Lilac dorm, bracing herself to find—

         Six neatly made beds.

         ‘Told you so,’ Linnet whispered.

         ‘Hmm,’ Matron said. ‘But kindly tidy yourselves for breakfast. Linnet Grey – that hair is disgraceful.’

         ‘Thank you, Matron,’ Linnet said.

         When they were sure Matron had gone, Babs and Evangeline ran up to the adventurers.

         ‘I thought you’d been kidnapped!’ Evangeline said, her brown eyes wide.

         ‘I didn’t,’ Babs said.

         Robin wondered if she was annoyed at being left out, but she didn’t seem annoyed, more relieved to see them.

         ‘How did you know about the beds?’ she asked Linnet. ‘I can’t believe you lied to Matron!’ 268

         ‘It wasn’t a lie,’ Linnet said. ‘I said they were made, and they are – I didn’t say we’d made them.’

         ‘But how did you …?’

         ‘I knew we could rely on Evangeline to do it,’ Linnet said simply.

         Evangeline beamed. ‘Babs helped,’ she said.

         ‘But Babs never even believed there was a mystery!’ Robin exclaimed.

         Babs shrugged. ‘Doesn’t mean I wanted my friends getting into trouble,’ she said. ‘Now tell us what you found!’

         ‘Get ready while you talk,’ Evangeline advised. ‘The bell will go soon.’

         Robin was suddenly exhausted, and glad for Fran and Sadie to do most of the talking.

         The six Lilac girls walked down to breakfast, on time, and tidy, though Linnet’s hasty plait wasn’t one of Madame Françoise’s very best coiffeurs and Fran smelt faintly of carbolic. As for Robin, she was concentrating hard on not limping.

         It was quite an effort not to yawn at breakfast. At least, Robin thought, there’s only morning lessons to get through, and then all I have to do is watch the match. Maybe I can find a cosy seat at the back for a wee doze.

         But as it happened, there was too much excitement in class that morning for anyone, even someone who had been adventuring since dawn, to think about dozing. 269

         The first thing, of course, was telling Enid about Rudy. They managed to get her in a huddle on the way to Prayers and she listened in shock.

         ‘I thought you’d be pleased,’ Robin said.

         ‘I’m glad he’s not dead but … three legs?’ Enid winced. ‘I don’t think we’d like a dog with three legs.’

         ‘Well, that’s fine,’ Fran said, ‘because I don’t think Doctor Flynn would give him back to you anyway.’

         ‘It’s not up to her,’ Enid said. ‘He’s still our dog!’

         ‘What Fran means,’ Sadie said, ‘is that he seems happy where he is, and maybe they’re better able to care for him.’

         ‘Ugh,’ said a voice behind them. ‘Three legs? That’s disgusting. I wouldn’t even want to look at a dog with three legs.’

         ‘And he wouldn’t want to look at you either, Gillian Moffatt,’ Fran said.

         ‘This is a private conversation,’ Linnet added.

         All morning, Robin felt only half there. Partly tiredness, partly the nagging ache in her leg, partly looking forward to half term, but mainly the strangeness of knowing what was really going on next door. If Fernside was its own world of lessons and games and friendships, then there was a completely different, no less important world next door. And oh, how she wanted the two worlds to come together! She hadn’t known how much she had missed Rowanbank until today. When would they know? I must speak to your headmistress, Doctor Anne had said, but she seemed so busy 270and so caught up in her work – she might not visit Miss Rea for weeks, or months, or at all …

         Just after break, a knock came to the classroom door, and Delia, one of the duller prefects, handed Miss West a note. She read it, frowned, and looked up.

         ‘Gillian – you’re to go and see Miss Rea.’

         Gillian wrinkled her forehead. ‘Why?’

         ‘Excuse me?’ Miss West asked, with that mock-shock that mistresses always employed to suggest that you had said something unbelievably outrageous, though usually you’d only said Can I instead of May I. ‘That is for Miss Rea to tell you. Go now, please.’

         ‘I expect you’ve won a prize for helpfulness,’ Babs said, and a few people snickered.

         ‘Babs,’ Miss West, but her tone was by no means as sharp as it had been to Gillian.

         They carried on with the rivers of Ireland, Robin giving them only half her attention, and mixing up the Bann and the Blackwater. Gillian didn’t return. In the middle of French, the door knocked again, but it wasn’t Gillian. It was Lucy.

         ‘Sorry to interrupt, Mademoiselle, but Miss Curran would like to see Robin Grey.’

         ‘Me? May I be excused, Mademoiselle?’

         ‘Bien sûr, ma chère.’

         In the corridor, she dared to ask Lucy, ‘What have I done?’ 271

         Lucy glanced around. ‘Well … I don’t know if you’re meant to know but …’

         ‘Oh, go on.’

         ‘It’s Gillian Moffatt. She’s been suspended.’

         ‘Suspended!’ Robin had heard of this punishment, second only to expulsion, but had never imagined it happening, least of all to a lower fourth.

         ‘She’s been caught bullying. You know the little girl with white hair in the second form?’

         ‘Alice. Of course.’

         ‘Gillian’s been horrid to her all term – calling her names, that sort of thing.’

         ‘That sounds like Gillian. Anyone the least bit different – I don’t know what her problem is.’

         ‘Well, this time she did it in front of the wrong people – me, and your cousin Linnet. Linnet was very quick to tell tales.’ Lucy sounded admiring rather than anything else.

         Robin smiled. ‘She would be.’

         ‘Anyway, she’s been suspended for a week.’ Lucy looked serious. ‘I think Miss Rea will want to have a talk with the lower fourth about it all before she comes back. There are some things you should know … But that’s for another day. In the meantime’ – her voice brightened and she turned her warm smile on Robin –‘we need another netball player in the junior team. And that’s you!’
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            Chapter 40

            Team Player

         

         Robin gaped at Lucy in stunned delight. ‘Really?’

         ‘Of course really. You’re the reserve. Well done!’

         ‘I don’t know why you didn’t make the team in the first place,’ Miss Curran said, when they reached her office.

         ‘I let myself be distracted,’ Robin admitted. ‘But I promise that won’t happen today. I’ll play my heart out!’

         ‘I know you will,’ Miss Curran said. ‘Now, you’re playing wing attack, and I know you’re more used to centre, but don’t worry about that. There’s no time to feel nervous!’

         ‘I’m not nervous; I’m thrilled,’ Robin said. ‘Mother will be so proud! She likes me being good at sport.’

         ‘Is she sporty herself?’ Lucy asked.

         Robin shook her head. ‘F-Father was – he played cricket for his college. He was killed in the war.’ She didn’t usually say this; something seemed to have happened this term – maybe it had happened that very morning, in Rowanbank – that made her not 273mind talking about Father. Maybe at half term she would start to ask Mother about him. She could tell her about Captain Flynn and let that lead on to talking about Father.

         Miss Curran looked at her watch. ‘You’ve half an hour before lunch. You can tell your classmates. I know they’ll be pleased for you. Well done, Robin. Now hurry back to class!’

         Robin obeyed, her heart singing. This almost made up for being left out in the first place! To have had the disappointment and then the reprieve! It was worth that heart-stopping moment when she’d checked the list and her name hadn’t been there. Worth that whole day of trying to pretend she didn’t mind. She’d make Miss Curran glad she chose her. And after half term there would be other fixtures, and she’d make sure she was a regular on the team. She imagined herself today, fast and strong, all over the pitch, the cornerstone of her team. Girl of the match! She couldn’t imagine herself shooting the winning goal, because wing attack wasn’t allowed in the goal circle, but she’d make sure that the ball got to the people who could score. That was what teamwork was all about.

         And then, just as she turned into the bottom corridor, her steps slowed and she crashed into a very unwelcome thought: what about my leg?

         It would be fine! It was only a bruise. She had hardly felt it the whole time she’d been talking to Lucy and Miss Curran. She could just as easily dismiss it for the duration of the match. Mind 274over matter! Miss West always said. But now that she was thinking about it, the thought wouldn’t go away – and neither would the pain. But it was a niggle, not a constant ache. She wasn’t limping – couldn’t have been, or Lucy and Miss Curran would have noticed. How lucky they hadn’t noticed! Imagine if they had, and thought she wasn’t fit to play. No – she wouldn’t mention her leg to a soul, and would play her heart out as she’d promised. She would be like one of the heroines of Sadie’s School Friend stories. Brave and stoical. She thought of the shuddering little dog she had held this morning. Blind and battered, with no reason to do anything but hate and fear humans, it had been brave enough to trust Fran. Compared to that, running round a court, throwing a ball around – well, it was nothing!

         Nothing. And yet …

         It wouldn’t be nothing if Fernside House lost because of her. Because of her selfishness in putting her desire to play ahead of anything else.

         She slipped into the nearest cloakroom, sat on a bench and started to peel down her left stocking. There was no doubt about it – the bruising was worse. It would be fine in a day or so, and she should be grateful for that. There would be other chances to play. No doubt, she thought, in one of Sadie’s beloved stories, the heroine would play with a sprained ankle and score the winning goal, and everyone would hail her as a heroine. 275

         But they weren’t in a story. And Robin knew that for her to play today wouldn’t be heroic at all – it would be selfish and silly. She didn’t want to be a liability to her team. She rolled her stocking back up, buttoned it and made her way back to the gym to explain to Miss Curran that she wouldn’t be playing after all.
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            Chapter 41

            Happy Half Term!

         

         Lower fourth were tidying away their books and pencil boxes before lunch. The room was quiet, but Linnet felt the buzz of tension in the air. Miss West had just told them, in a very serious voice, that Gillian had been suspended for bullying. How lovely not to see her for ages! A week of half term and then a week of suspension. She couldn’t wait to discuss it with Robin. After all, Linnet had played a big part in Gillian being found out.

         Where was Robin? She had been gone for ages.

         Just then the door burst open and Robin entered. ‘Sorry, Miss West,’ she said when the mistress looked up in surprise. ‘But Miss Curran wants to see Phoebe.’

         ‘What a morning of interruptions!’ said Miss West, but not crossly, as Phoebe, looking puzzled, set down her books and left the room.

         ‘She’s taking Gillian’s place on the team,’ Robin whispered to Linnet as she sat down and gathered up her books. 277

         When Phoebe returned she was so thrilled she almost disgraced herself by bursting into tears.

         ‘But you’re the reserve,’ she said to Robin. ‘It’s not fair.’

         ‘It is fair,’ Robin said. ‘I couldn’t play with this silly leg. And we’ll all come and cheer you on – boarders and daygirls alike.’

         Phoebe looked troubled. ‘Is that why I got the place?’ she asked, raising her voice above the bell which was clanging for lunch. ‘Because Gillian’s a daygirl and so am I? Did Miss Curran put me on the team as a sort of token daygirl?’

         ‘Of course not. She put you on the team because you’re the best player,’ Robin said. ‘Now let’s get to lunch. I’m starving.’

         ‘I’m too nervous to eat,’ Phoebe said.

         At the end of lunch, Miss Rea stood up to wish both teams well.

         ‘Our very first netball fixture,’ she said. ‘And remember, girls, we are also the hosts – we must make the girls from Ellis House feel welcome. I don’t want any vulgar chanting or any nonsense about which is the better school.’

         ‘We are!’ called out little Alice, and Miss Rea pretended to look cross while the rest of the second formers ssshhhed her.

         ‘I shall be there, of course,’ Miss Rea finished, ‘cheering you on.’ She smiled in the direction of the special table where both the junior and senior teams were sitting. Lucy, as games captain, stood up and said, ‘Thank you, Miss Rea. We’ll do our best for you.’ The teams cheered and Miss Rea smiled and raised her water glass to them as she sat down. 278

         Again, Linnet wondered about Robin. Wasn’t she upset not to be part of that camaraderie and importance? But Robin was eating jam roly-poly and custard as cheerfully as anyone.

         ‘I don’t understand netball,’ Linnet said as she took up her seat beside Robin round the outside of the court, with what looked like most of the school, plus a handful of Ellis House girls in green, and several mistresses, including Miss Rea.

         ‘Well, you should,’ Fran said severely. ‘You’ve been playing all term.’

         ‘Not exactly playing,’ Linnet said. ‘Only when Miss Curran’s looking.’

         ‘Shall I quickly go over the rules?’ Robin offered.

         ‘Oh, please don’t!’

         ‘Just cheer when we score,’ Sadie said. ‘You know we’re in blue, don’t you?’

         The seniors played first, and were so fast that Linnet could barely keep up with what was happening, but she liked how the blue and green made patterns of movement and energy – like a dance. The roars when Fernside scored made her jump; the polite ripple when the visitors did was much easier on the ears, but she tried not to want Fernside to lose because of that, and she found the cheering was less jump-making when she joined in.

         Ellis House won by seventeen goals to thirteen, and then it was the juniors’ turn. 279

         ‘Where’s Miss Rea gone?’ Sadie asked. ‘She promised to watch both games.’

         ‘The lavatory?’ suggested Babs and they all, except Evangeline, giggled at the idea of a headmistress going to the lavatory. But wherever she was, she didn’t return.

         ‘That’s not fair,’ Robin said. ‘She watched the big girls. Nobody ever takes the juniors seriously. I bet she thought we wouldn’t notice.’

         ‘Maybe she’s mortified because the seniors lost,’ Babs said, ‘and she just can’t take another defeat.’

         ‘Don’t be silly,’ Robin said. ‘Anyway, I don’t think we’ll lose. Look how well everyone’s playing.’

         There was much more roaring this time, and a good deal of shouting:

         ‘Come on, Mabel – shoot!’

         ‘Play up, Fernside!’

         ‘Fernside! Fernside!’

         And, more than once, from Robin – so loudly and so close that Linnet was tempted to put her fingers in her ears: ‘Come on, Phoebe!’

         ‘She’s playing brilliantly,’ she told Linnet.

         ‘Is she?’

         ‘Up and down the court like a bullet. And that catch – oh well played! I wouldn’t have been as good. Not today. Not the way my leg is.’ 280

         ‘I hope your leg doesn’t spoil your half term,’ Linnet said.

         ‘Nothing can spoil half term,’ Robin said firmly.

         ‘Not even having me to stay?’

         ‘Don’t be daft! It will be fun.’

         Linnet bit her lip. ‘I know you didn’t really want me at Fernside,’ she said.

         ‘That’s not true! Haven’t I always looked after you?’ Robin sounded hurt.

         ‘Yes, but …’

         ‘But what?’

         ‘You felt you had to …’

         Robin looked surprised.

         ‘B-because of the money.’ As soon as the words were out Linnet wished she could suck them back in again, and yet it was a relief too.

         ‘Money?’ Robin wrinkled her forehead. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. Ooh no – another goal to Ellis House! That’s them equal and there’s only a minute or so left!’

         Linnet lowered her voice, though everyone else seemed absorbed in what was happening on the court. ‘You know – Daddy paying your school fees. I thought you were being nice because of that.’

         Robin went very still and didn’t speak for a long time. Then she said, ‘I never knew.’ Her voice was so fierce and steady that Linnet knew she was speaking the truth. 281

         ‘At first I helped you because you were family,’ she said, ‘and then because I liked you. I mean, you drive me mad, but I do like you.’ She sounded almost surprised to hear herself say this.

         ‘I thought I annoyed you …’

         ‘At this moment? Yes. Most of the time? No more than most people. You’re very good at – well, at just being yourself.’

         ‘Oh.’ Linnet thought this a strange thing to say – who else could she be? – but she knew Robin meant it kindly. And the anxiety that Robin only put up with her to pay Daddy back melted away.

         ‘We’ll have a good time,’ Robin said. ‘We can go …’

         ‘Shh,’ said a senior girl behind them. ‘You lower fourths are a disgrace to the school.’

         ‘Apart from when we score the winning goal,’ Robin said as Mabel, right from the back of the goal circle, in what looked an impossible position, sent the ball through the net in what even Linnet recognised as a brilliant shot.

         ‘And Miss Rea wasn’t there to see it!’ mourned Sadie, as they all pressed forwards to greet the victors.

         But Miss Rea was at tea, and toasted both teams, the losing seniors and the winning juniors, leading the school in rousing cheers for both. (Linnet put her hands over her ears.)

         ‘I’m sorry I missed the junior team’s wonderful performance,’ their headmistress said. ‘The fact was, I had an unexpected visitor.’

         Robin, Linnet, Sadie and Fran exchanged glances. 282

         ‘Doctor Anne?’ Sadie whispered, but of course they didn’t know for sure.

         ‘No prep tonight,’ Miss Rea went on. ‘You’re all to tidy up your form rooms and cloakrooms. You can borrow up to four books from the library.’ Sadie and Linnet beamed at this. ‘And there’s dancing in the senior common room at eight for those who’d like it.’

         ‘Dancing for me,’ Babs said.

         ‘Library for me,’ Linnet said.

         ‘Watching dancing for me,’ Robin said, and Sadie gave her a friendly nudge. ‘I’ll watch with you,’ she said, ‘after I’ve chosen my library books.’

         ‘And me.’ Giulia gestured with her still-bandaged hand.

         Before she sat down, Miss Rea said, ‘I’d like to see Robin and Linnet Grey, Sadie Hayes and Frances Elliott in my study after tea.’

         The adventurers exchanged glances. Were they in trouble? They knew it must be something to do with their visit to Doctor Anne.

         ‘I’ll explain that you and Sadie only came to help us,’ Linnet said privately to Robin as they made their way to the study. ‘I know you don’t like getting into trouble.’

         ‘It’s just – I always felt bad that Mother was making such sacrifices to pay the fees,’ Robin said.

         ‘Well, don’t turn into a rebel just because she isn’t,’ Linnet said, and Robin gave her a friendly punch.

         There was no orange cordial and biscuits this time, and Miss Rea looked grave as she greeted them. 283

         ‘You could all have been hurt,’ she began. ‘Especially you, Sadie. Going out of bounds – trespassing! – and at that hour of the morning. I hope you’re all very sorry.’

         ‘I don’t think we are,’ Linnet said, and felt, rather than heard, Robin give a little groan.

         ‘And I’m honestly fine, Miss Rea,’ Sadie said. ‘I’m much stronger than I was at the start of term.’

         ‘We just wanted to find Rudy,’ Fran said.

         ‘That dog has caused a lot of bother, one way and another,’ Miss Rea said. ‘However, you acted out of public spirit and kindness. And I am very glad to have made the acquaintance of our neighbour at last. She’s a splendid person – exactly the sort of role model I would like you girls to have.’

         ‘Is Doctor Anne going to be our science mistress?’ Fran demanded.

         ‘Doctor Flynn, I hope you mean!’ But Miss Rea nodded. ‘For the next half term anyway, until we see if we are suited to each other. In addition, she would like to offer some girls – very carefully chosen of course, the chance to learn some basic first aid and animal husbandry at Rowanbank.’

         Linnet felt her face crease into a huge grin; there didn’t seem to be anything she could do to prevent it, and when she looked at Robin and Fran, they were both smiling too.

         As was Miss Rea.

         ‘The new science lab was designed to give the most up-to-date educational experience,’ she said, ‘but I am sorry that it had to be 284at the expense of some of your outdoor space. I realise that school must feel crowded at times. I hope you will all enjoy the privilege of being able to extend your bounds as far as Rowanbank – at the agreed times, of course.’

         ‘Oh, we will,’ Linnet said.

         ‘I shall talk to the whole school about this after half term,’ Miss Rea said, ‘but I thought it only fair to speak to you four – what shall I call you?’ Her face creased in kindly amusement. ‘Reprobates?’

         ‘Adventurers,’ suggested Robin.

         ‘Pioneers,’ said Fran.

         ‘Out-of-bounders?’ said Sadie and they all smiled, even Miss Rea.

         Linnet felt dizzy with joy – a week with Robin, who did want her after all, and then back to school – a school that might often be challenging, but which offered good friends inside its gates, and somewhere magical to go just beyond.

         She imagined Fernside and Rowanbank in November, softened by carpets of golden leaves; she thought of the animals she might help with, and the lessons she might learn, and the friends she would be able to do all these things with. And though she was delighted to have a holiday from bells, and Matron, and tunics and plaits, she found that she was very much looking forward to coming back to Fernside.

      
   


   
      
         285
            Acknowledgements

         

         When Kunak McGann asked if I’d be interested in writing a girls’ school story for The O’Brien Press, I replied within minutes, possibly seconds, to say I’d love to. Fernside and its pupils arrived in my head later the same day. I think they’d been hiding there for years, waiting to break out.

         Writing First Term at Fernside has been an entirely joyful experience, not least because of the dedication, expertise and enthusiasm of everyone at The O’Brien Press. A heartfelt thank you to Kunak McGann, Susan Houlden, Emma Byrne, Chloe Coome and all the team for everything you’ve done to help bring Fernside to life and into the hands of readers. Rebecca Elizabeth Elliott’s cover design is just gorgeous – I keep finding new details to admire. Thanks to my wonderful agent, Faith O’Grady, who’s been with me since the beginning and is always so supportive and wise.

         Writing even such a fun book can be lonely. Thanks to all my writer friends for helping to make things less weird. A very special thanks to all the Placers for fellowship and advice. The Irish children’s books community – readers, writers, booksellers and librarians – always welcome me back warmly even when I sneak off and write books for grown-ups. I am hugely indebted to Children’s Books Ireland and the Tyrone Guthrie Centre for their generous and very timely bursary in February 2024. And when I can’t escape to an idyllic retreat, my lovely husband Seamus does 286more than his share of domestic drudgery to allow me to spend hours every day in fictional worlds. Thanks to my teammates on the Shamrock Shooters in Ballinderry for reintroducing me to netball: you can’t have a school story without a (little) bit of sport.

         Susanne Brownlie is the one person who reads my books as I write them. Her enthusiasm for every chapter, and her willingness to discuss at length such topics as the colour of tunic girdles and the names of dormitories are beyond heroic. It would not have been half as much fun without her. Elaine Fenton and Emma Pass also read and gave very insightful feedback on the first draft: I am so grateful to them all.

         I have been reading and collecting girls’ school stories for almost five decades. As a child, I felt very alone. Nobody I knew loved Malory Towers and the Chalet School quite as much as I did, let alone all the obscure and battered 1920s stories I would seize upon in second-hand bookshops. As an adult, I’m delighted to be part of several enthusiastic school-story groups: I hope they will enjoy Fernside. A special thanks to Sally Dore and Betula O’Neill for their tireless and inspired organisation of the biennial Bristol conference where I, and my books, have made so many friends.

         Because in the end, as Robin and Linnet find out, friendship is what it’s all about.

         
             

         

         Sheena Wilkinson, Ballyronan 2024

         287

      
   


   
      
         288

         
            [image: General end adverstisement for The O'Brien Press and link to website obrien.ie]

         

         
             

         

         Why CHILDREN love O’Brien:

         Over 350 books for all ages, including picture books, humour, fiction, true stories, nature and more

         Why TEACHERS love O’Brien:

         Hundreds of activities and teaching guides, created by teachers for teachers, all FREE to download from obrien.ie

         Visit, explore, buy

         obrien.ie

      
   


   
      
         
            About the Author

         

         
            [image: Photograph of Sheena Wilkinson]

         

         Described in the Irish Times as ‘one of our foremost writers for young people’, Sheena Wilkinson is the author of eight novels for children and young adults, and one for adults. Her books have won numerous awards, including the CBI Book of the Year in 2013 for Grounded, and she has been shortlisted three times for the Astrid Lindgren Award, the world’s biggest children’s literature award.

         Since 2015 she has concentrated on historical fiction, notably her acclaimed trilogy about young women in early twentieth-century Ireland, Name upon Name, Star by Star and Hope against Hope. A bookworm and history geek, Sheena lives in County Derry with her husband, stepson, two dogs and a big collection of girls’ school stories. She is happiest when reading, writing or walking the dogs – when she’s often making up stories anyway.

         Sheena has been a lifelong fan of girls’ school stories ever since reading the Malory Towers and Chalet School books – she even has a PhD on the subject! First Term at Fernside is her first book for The O’Brien Press. Find out more about Sheena on her website, sheenawilkinson.com.

      
   


   
      
         
            Copyright

         

         
            This eBook edition first published 2024 by

The O’Brien Press Ltd,

12 Terenure Road East, Rathgar,

Dublin 6, D06 HD27, Ireland.

Tel: +353 1 4923333; Fax: +353 1 4922777

E-mail: books@obrien.ie

Website: obrien.ie

The O’Brien Press is a member of Publishing Ireland

First published 2024.

            eBook ISBN: 978–1–78849–54–00

            Copyright for text © Sheena Wilkinson 2024

The moral rights of the author have been asserted.

Copyright for typesetting, layout, editing, design

© The O’Brien Press Ltd

            Layout and design by Emma Byrne

Cover illustration by Rebecca Elizabeth Elliott

            All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or utilised in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including for text and data mining, training artificial intelligence systems, photocopying, recording or in any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

            
               [image: Logo for Dublin: UNESCO City of Literature]

            

         

      
   

OPS/images/title_image_online.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEE
DDDDDD





OPS/images/a288_03_online.jpg
Growing up with

tots to teens and in between





OPS/images/a001_01_online.jpg





OPS/images/copy_logo_online.jpg
Published 1n

DUBLIN

~
UNESCO

City of Literature

Growing up with

obrien.ie





OPS/images/author_photo_online.jpg





OPS/images/9781788495400_cover_epub.jpg
‘Perfect for fans of
Malory Towers.’
Judi Curtin

] %
A » 3 {
-

# 7%& \ *?' | ¥ fi
SHEENA WILKINSON

)





OPS/TOC.xhtml

    Contents


  

		Half-title Page


   		Praise


   		Title Page


   		Dedication


   		Contents


   		1: Back to School


   		2: You Can’t Cry


   		3: Strictly Out of Bounds


   		4: The First Night


   		5: This Little World


   		6: In Miss West’s Form


   		7: A Disastrous Breaktime


   		8: The Form Election


   		9: The Disappearing Cat


   		10: The Last New Girl


   		11: On the Riverbank


   		12: The Forbidden Garden


   		13: Waiting for the Sword to Fall


   		14: The New Teacher


   		15: An Invitation


   		16: Rudy


   		17: On the Way Home


   		18: Linnet’s Secret


   		19: Caught!


   		20: Where’s Mim?


   		21: Sadie’s Story


   		22: From the Attic Window


   		23: The Rescue


   		24: Madame Françoise


   		25: The Netball Team


   		26: What Linnet Saw


   		27: A Cry in the Morning


   		28: Lost Dog


   		29: Vanished into Thin Air


   		30: Under the Hedge


   		31: A Cry in the Night


   		32: We Don’t Need You


   		33: Plans


   		34: I Can’t Go


   		35: Rowanbank in the Morning


   		36: Trespassers


   		37: Doctor Flynn


   		38: Explanations


   		39: Second Chance


   		40: Team Player


   		41: Happy Half Term!


   		Acknowledgements


   		Other Books


   		About the Author


   		Copyright





  

