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1

Back to St Clare’s

Pat and Isabel O’Sullivan walked along the station platform in a sedate manner, as befitted the head girls of St Clare’s. A giggling group of second formers fell silent as they approached, looking at the twins in awe.

‘They look nice,’ whispered one new girl to her neighbour. ‘Who are they?’

‘Our head girls – the O’Sullivan twins. And they are nice – very nice.’

The twins heard and shared a secret smile, which held more than a touch of pride. ‘Just think of it, Pat. You and I, head girls of St Clare’s,’ said Isabel. ‘I still expect to wake up and find out it was all a dream.’

‘More like a dream come true,’ said Pat happily. ‘And Mummy and Daddy were almost as pleased for us as we were for ourselves.’

‘And proud,’ laughed Isabel. ‘I think Mummy must have rung round all our relations to tell them the news. I half expected her to put an announcement in the local paper.’

‘Excuse me,’ came a small, lisping voice from behind them. ‘Can you help me, please?’

The twins turned and found themselves looking down at a little girl, so tiny that she looked too young even for the first form, although she wore the school uniform. Pat and Isabel thought her rather sweet, with her halo of golden curls, rosebud mouth and wide blue eyes. They became even wider as they rested on the two identical faces.

‘It’s all right, kid,’ said Isabel with a friendly smile. ‘You’re not seeing double. We’re your head girls, Pat and Isabel O’Sullivan. And who are you?’

‘Dora Lacey,’ answered the girl. ‘I seem to have lost the rest of my form.’

‘Come along with us, Dora,’ said Pat, putting a hand on her shoulder. ‘The first form aren’t usually difficult to find. Just follow the noise!’

Certainly the platform from which the St Clare’s train was to leave was extremely noisy, as what seemed like hundreds of excited girls milled about, greeting one another loudly and saying goodbye to parents.

‘Pat! Isabel! Over here!’ The twins looked up and there, coming towards them, was their cousin Alison, along with Hilary Wentworth.

‘Hi, twins! Good to see you again,’ said Hilary. Then, smiling down at the first former, ‘I see you’ve found a little stray. Miss Roberts is over there somewhere, with Bobby and Janet helping her try to round up the first form and herd them on to the train, like sheepdogs.’

‘Let’s go and help them out,’ said Alison, pulling her heavy winter coat tightly round her. ‘I’ll be glad when we get on to the train ourselves. At least it should be a little warmer.’

The January day was bitterly cold and many of the girls had already boarded the waiting train rather than stand about on the cold platform.

‘Dora!’ said the first-form mistress, Miss Roberts, in exasperation when she saw the girl walking towards her with the sixth formers. ‘I thought you were on the train already.’

‘I was, but I got off again.’

‘Well, get back on, and this time stay put!’ said Miss Roberts firmly. Then, turning to the twins, ‘It hardly seems five minutes since I had you two under my eye as unruly first formers and now here you are, head girls. Well done, both of you. I think Miss Theobald has made an excellent choice.’

‘Thanks, Miss Roberts,’ said Pat, flushing with pleasure. ‘We’ll certainly do our best.’

‘I’m sure you will,’ said Miss Roberts. ‘Oh, Lucy, where are you going? That’s the third-form carriage! Ours is here.’

‘Miss Roberts is certainly going to have her hands full this term,’ laughed Hilary.

‘Oh, look, here come Bobby and Janet with another group.’

‘Hallo all!’ called out Bobby and Janet as they shep-herded several small girls on to the train. ‘Were we this loopy when we were first formers?’

‘I suppose we must have been,’ said Isabel. ‘Though it seems hard to believe now. Dora! What on earth are you doing off the train again? Miss Roberts will skin you alive.’

Somehow, though none of the sixth formers had seen her get off, Dora was on the platform again.

‘I thought I might buy some chocolate to eat on the train,’ she said, quite unconcernedly.

‘You should have done that earlier,’ said Pat. ‘The train’s due to leave at any minute. Hey, Bobby, take this one along to her carriage, would you? And don’t turn your back on her!’

‘Sweet little thing,’ remarked Alison as Dora boarded the train yet again. ‘Rather angelic looking.’

Bobby Ellis wasn’t so sure. She saw a certain mischievous twinkle in the girl’s eyes, recognizing it because it was part of her own nature too. She had a distinct feeling that Dora Lacey could turn out to be more imp than angel.

At last all the first formers were settled, and the twins made their way to their own carriage, where a near-riot broke out.

‘Pat! Isabel! Had a good Christmas?’

‘Hi, twins! Good to see you both again!’

‘Better behave ourselves now that the head girls have turned up!’

‘Hallo, Doris … and Carlotta! And is that Gladys in the corner?’

Everyone moved along to make room for the twins and some of the others, who had just come in, Bobby and Janet among them.

‘Whew, those first formers are a handful!’ said Janet, collapsing on to the seat beside Pat. ‘Miss Roberts is going to have her work cut out keeping them in order.’

‘Hey, who’s that?’ said Doris, looking out of the window. ‘Must be a new arrival.’

The girls turned and saw a tall, striking-looking girl with long red curls standing on the platform, a sullen expression on her face as she spoke to the man with her.

‘That must be her father,’ said Gladys. ‘Look how similar their colouring is.’

‘Well, she’s certainly in a temper about something,’ said Hilary as the girl scowled fiercely at whatever her father had said. He put his hand gently on her arm and she shook it off angrily, flouncing away to board the train. Just in time, too, as the guard blew his whistle and the journey to St Clare’s began.

‘Wow, has she got a temper!’ exclaimed Alison. ‘She looks about our age, too. Let’s hope she’s not in the sixth.’

‘Oh, I don’t know. She might be rather exciting to have around,’ said Bobby. ‘Are we expecting any new girls in our form?’

‘Miss Theobald said at the end of last term that there would be a couple,’ replied Pat. ‘And Priscilla Parsons of the old sixth is staying on. She’s too young to leave yet.’

The listening girls groaned. ‘You’re kidding!’ said Hilary. ‘I know none of the old sixth form could stand her.’

‘No wonder,’ said Janet. ‘Spiteful, snobbish, interfering – and those are her good points!’

The others laughed. ‘Well, we’ll just have to set Carlotta on to her if she tries any of her tricks on us,’ said Bobby with her wicked grin. ‘Remember how she dealt with old Sour Milk Prudence back in the first form?’

The girls laughed as they remembered the fiery creature Carlotta had been when she first came to St Clare’s – all except Carlotta herself. In fact, Pat realized suddenly, Carlotta didn’t seem her usual carefree self at all and her normally laughing brown eyes looked decidedly stormy.

‘Anything up, Carlotta?’ asked Pat in concern. ‘Is it the thought of going back to school, or just after-Christmas blues?’

The others stopped their chatter, new girls forgotten as they, too, realized that something was wrong with their friend. Carlotta was a very popular member of the form and if she was in trouble they wanted to know about it, and help if they could.

‘Neither,’ said the girl, with a shadow of her wide smile, as the concern she saw on the faces around her warmed her a little. ‘The fact is, I’m in a mess and I don’t know if anyone can help me out of it.’

‘Hey, that sounds serious!’ said Doris, looking alarmed.

‘It is,’ said Carlotta. ‘You see, my dad has got it into his head – or, to be more precise, my grandmother has drummed it into his head – that I need to go to some fancy finishing school once I’ve finished at St Clare’s.’

‘But you can’t!’ cried Bobby, horrified. ‘You’re coming to university with Janet, the twins and me.’

‘That’s what I’d like to do,’ sighed Carlotta. ‘Instead I’m supposed to learn elocution and deportment and cordon-bleu cookery – which, in my case, will probably be cordon-bleurgh!’

‘You’re not serious!’ exclaimed Pat, quite unable to picture the spirited Carlotta fitting in at such a place. ‘Finishing school! It’ll probably finish you off altogether.’

Carlotta gave a bitter laugh. ‘Don’t I know it! But Gran’s determined that I ought to learn what she calls “social graces”.’

‘Social graces!’ snorted Doris. ‘Sorry, Carlotta. No disrespect to your gran, but there are more important things in life than learning how to walk like a model and all that kind of stuff.’

‘Right!’ agreed Hilary warmly. Carlotta’s manners had improved considerably from when she was a first former, fresh from circus life and inclined to fly into a rage at the slightest thing. Her impulsiveness and outspokenness, however, hadn’t changed a bit, part of the girl’s vivacious personality. And that, thought all the sixth formers, was as it should be. It would be just awful if her individuality was crushed.

‘But what’s your dad thinking of to agree to such a thing?’ asked Alison.

‘He always thinks that Gran knows best when it comes to “feminine” matters,’ said Carlotta impatiently. ‘Girls, help! What am I going to do?’

The sixth formers couldn’t bear to hear Carlotta sound so despairing. ‘Don’t you worry,’ Pat reassured her. ‘We’ll get you out of this somehow.’

‘Yes,’ put in the quiet little Gladys. ‘We’ll get up a petition and send it to your father.’

‘We’ll tell him the rotten finishing school’s burnt down,’ added Bobby.

‘If it comes to it, we’ll kidnap you and smuggle you into university with us,’ said Janet.

‘Even better, we’ll kidnap your grandmother,’ said Doris quite seriously.

‘Idiots!’ Carlotta gave a laugh she hadn’t thought she had in her. ‘Do you know, you’ve actually cheered me up a bit.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ said Pat. ‘Try not to get too worked up about it. After all, we’ve a whole year to think up a plan.’

Just then the carriage door opened and there stood little Dora Lacey. ‘Oh!’ she said blankly, looking surprised.

‘Don’t tell me,’ sighed Isabel. ‘You’re lost again.’ Dora nodded. ‘I just slipped out to the toilet, and when I came back the carriage seemed to have disappeared.’ She sighed. ‘I’m just not used to finding my own way around. My older sister was supposed to be starting at St Clare’s this term too, but she got chickenpox and won’t be back for a couple of weeks.’

‘That’s tough,’ said Hilary sympathetically. ‘All the same, you ought to be learning to stand on your own two feet a bit now, you know. Your big sister won’t want to baby-sit you all the time when she does come to school. Come on.’ She stood up. ‘I’d better return you to Miss Roberts before she thinks you’ve jumped off and pulls the communication cord.’

‘That bad-tempered-looking girl never joined our carriage after all,’ remarked Janet as the door closed behind Hilary. ‘Perhaps she’s in the fifth.’

‘Well, they’re a good crowd this term,’ said Pat. ‘No doubt they’ll take her in hand. Pam Boardman’s staying down with them, you know. She’s to be head of the form.

‘I’ll miss little Pam, although she was so quiet,’ said Isabel.

‘Me too,’ said Doris in dismay. ‘She was my study companion. Now what am I going to do?’

‘Oh, well, I guess one of us others will have to put up with your peculiar little ways,’ said Alison, earning herself a playful punch on the arm from Doris.

‘Doesn’t Pauline usually come by train?’ asked Gladys.

‘Oh, haven’t you heard? She’s not coming back,’ said Bobby. ‘Apparently she’s decided to take a secretarial course, then she’s going to find a job.’

‘And Felicity’s left too,’ said Janet. ‘She’s to have a long rest before making any decisions about her future.’

Felicity Ray, a musical genius, had been with the girls in the fifth, but had worked so hard at her music that she had driven herself almost to a nervous breakdown.

‘Poor Felicity,’ said Pat. ‘And poor Alma Pudden. She’s to have that operation for her glands soon, so she won’t be returning either.’

The girls listened to this with mixed feelings. None of them had liked the Alma with her strange tempers, but once they had learnt that her problems had been due to ill health, they had all felt a little uncomfortable.

‘Guess what?’ said Hilary, coming back in. ‘I’ve just seen that red-haired girl standing out in the corridor, absolutely sobbing her heart out.’

‘She’s a little old to be suffering from homesickness,’ said Janet scornfully.

‘It wasn’t that kind of crying,’ said Hilary thoughtfully as she took her seat. ‘More sort of bitter and angry, as though she had a grudge against the whole world. I went over and asked if I could help, but she turned on me and nearly bit my head off.’

‘Wonder what her problem is?’ said Bobby.

No one could imagine, and Carlotta said, ‘So she could be in our form after all. Who else is still to come back?’

‘Claudine, Anne-Marie, Angela and Mirabel,’ said Doris. ‘I know that Claudine and Antoinette were due to travel back from France yesterday, and presumably the others are going by car.’

‘Angela’s driving herself,’ put in Alison. ‘Her folks bought her the neatest little sports car for Christmas. Her dad wasn’t too thrilled about it, but you know what Angela and her mum are like once they’ve set their hearts on something.’

‘I didn’t know Angela and her mum possessed hearts,’ said Carlotta rather maliciously. ‘I’m surprised she didn’t get her own chauffeur as well.’

Alison, who was Angela’s friend, flushed but said nothing. No longer unaware of the beautiful, but spoilt, girl’s faults, she knew that Carlotta had every reason to sneer at the girl who looked down on her so terribly. The vain Alison had grown up a lot over the past few years, thought Pat, watching her cousin, and was now much more likeable for it.

‘Will Angela and Mirabel be coming up into the sixth with us?’ asked Hilary ‘You know they both failed last term’s exams dismally.’

‘Mirabel certainly is,’ said Gladys, who had spent part of the holidays with her friend. ‘And she’s to resit the exams. Her dad was so disappointed and gave her a dreadful lecture. The upshot was extra coaching during the holidays, and she’s to have some lessons and study periods away from the rest of us so that she can concentrate on her exam work.’

‘Yes, Angela’s doing the same,’ said Alison. ‘It’s tough on them, just when the rest of us are looking forward to taking things a bit easier after all our hard work last term.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Hilary. ‘I know they brought it on themselves but, all the same, I can’t help feeling sorry for them.’
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