Turtle Walk

––––––––

Joanne Macgregor 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Other books in this series

For Precious and Blessing, with all my love.

– 1 – | Comings and goings

– 2 – | Droppings and dormitories

– 3 – | The princess and the bee

– 4 – | Tea, toast and teachers

– 5 – | Meet and beat

– 6 – | Debits and credits

– 7 – | Teammates and other enemies

– 8 – | Lies and Landies

– 9 – | Moms and musicians

– 10 – | Beaches and creatures

– 11 – | A turtle and a trick

– 12 – | Rhymes and roses

– 13 – | Admirers and Apples

– 14 – | Sounds and music

– 15 – | Scenes and slurs

– 16 – | Projects and presents

– 17 – | Nuns and Nazis

– 18 – | Blackout and breakup

– 19 – | Turtle walk

– 20 – | Death and danger

– 21 – | A penguin, a patient and a potion

– 22 – | Cats and brats

– 23 – | Pranks and punishment

– 24 – | Rights and revenge

– 25 – | Death and disaster

– 26 – | Damage and decision

– 27 – | Lines and crossings

– 28 – | Fight, flight and freeze

– 29 – | Cold cash and filthy hypocrites

– 30 – | Scene-stealing and other bad habits

– 31 – | Lights and lows

– 32 – | Bores and babies

– 33 – | Fame and Fiasco

– 34 – | Invitations and humiliations

– 35 – | Procrastinations and examinations

– 36 – | Storms and sightings

– 37 – | Guns and gowns

– 38 – | Celebs and plebs

– 39 – | Inside and out

Glossary of South African terms

Older Young Adult books by this author

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Other books in this series

[image: image]


Other books in this series

Rock Steady (Ecowarriors book 2)

Fault Lines (Ecowarriors book 3)

––––––––
[image: image]


VIP READERS’ GROUP: If you would like to receive my author’s newsletter, with tips on great books, a behind-the-scenes look at my writing and publishing processes, and notice of new books, giveaways and special offers, then sign up at my website, www.joannemacgregor.com.

Turtle Walk by Joanne Macgregor (First published in 2011 by Protea Boekhuis)

ISBN:  978-0-6398109-0-4 (print)

ISBN:  978-0-6398109-1-1 (eBook)

Copyright 2017 Joanne Macgregor, revised edition 2019

The right of Joanne Macgregor to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No parts of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form of by any means, mechanical or electronic, including photocopying and recording, or be stored in any information storage or retrieval system, without the prior written permission from the author.

Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. All the characters, institutions and events described in it are fictional and the products of the author’s imagination.

Changing the world isn’t easy, but that won’t stop these teens from trying!

When thirteen year-old Samantha Steadman starts high school at an elite boarding school, little does she know that she will soon be engaged in an ecological war for the survival of the endangered leatherback turtle. 

Samantha and her friends — rich and sassy Jessie Delaney, and politician’s daughter Nomusa Gule — take the fight from the classroom to the open seas. Their adventures range from dangerous night-time skirmishes with illegal fishermen, to crazy antics for television cameras.  

Back at school, they have to deal with romances and heartbreaks, a joint musical production with the neighbouring boys’ school, encounters with an eccentric bunch of teachers, conflicts with parents, and skirmishes with bitter rivals.

The trio will need to work together to face their fears, and to hold on to the hope that individuals can make a difference.
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A quick note

THIS BOOK IS SET IN South Africa and so it uses UK English spelling, grammar and punctuation standards. Words like colour, favourite, maths, centre, sceptic, grey, towards and realise are not spelling mistakes. 

For some of the more exotic South African words, there is a glossary at the end of the book.
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Comings and goings
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“NERVOUS, SAMANTHA?” asked Mr. Steadman.

He met his daughter’s dark grey eyes in the rear-view mirror and gave her a reassuring smile as he tugged on the steering wheel of their car. 

Next to Samantha, Daniel jerked his head to indicate the view through the rear window. “Cheer up, sis, it looks like you’re going to be really popular before you even get there,” he said with a grin.

Samantha turned and peered over her shoulder through the back window. Immediately behind them was a sleek, grey German sedan behind which a line of cars was backing up as they bumped and lurched along the narrow, mountain road. 

“The accelerator is the pedal on the right, Dad,” Daniel said. 

Sitting up front, their oldest brother James was plugged into his phone, nodding in time to the music which filled his head.

Mr. Steadman pushed up the spectacles which were forever sliding down his nose. “You’re starting high school, Sam. It’s a big day — perfectly normal to be a little nervous.”

“Mmmm,” said Samantha.

She felt more than “a little nervous”. She felt sick to her stomach, though how much of this was due to nerves and how much to her father’s slow and jerky driving on the twisting roads, she could not have said. Although it was still early, the January sun was already making the day uncomfortably hot. Imagining her breakfast swirling around in her stomach, the soggy cornflakes floating like sad, limp boats on a bubbling lake of milk curdled by orange juice, she felt queasy. What if she threw up and had to make her entrance splattered in sick?

“Granted, there’ll be lots of strange faces, and a new set of teachers, but that’s nothing to worry about,” Mr. Steadman said.

Samantha glanced backwards again and began to twist a strand of her long hair around a finger. Through the dust coating the rear window, the snake of cars following them had lengthened. Every so often, the vehicle immediately behind would snarl impatiently alongside to try overtake, only to fall back at a blind rise or sharp corner.

Her father swerved suddenly to avoid a goat which had wandered down the steep grass embankment and into the road. One of its horns pointed forwards, while the other curled backwards, and its tufted tail twitched while it stared stupidly at them with its mad, blank eyes. 

Closing her own eyes at the squeal of brakes behind them, Samantha said, “Perhaps we should pull over, and let the other cars pass.”

“What other cars?” Mr. Steadman asked, then peered into the rear-view mirror. “Oh. Well, Sam, that’s no way to approach this new phase of your life. Pulling over to allow others to pass, indeed! Where would you be if you took that tack in your academics? Certainly not the recipient of the Clifford House full scholarship award! No, no, there’s to be no ‘pulling over’ for others from now on, my dear — you need to keep your marks up if you want to keep the scholarship. That shouldn’t be too difficult for a clever girl like you. Although, of course, there will be a whole host of new subjects and a real step-up in the standard,” he said. “Not to mention new school routines and customs, and new buildings and grounds.”

Alongside Samantha, Dan was laughingly counting off all the new things on his fingers.

“Dad, you’re not helping!” Samantha snapped, giving Dan a dig with her elbow. 

She sighed with relief as they reached the imposing wrought-iron gates which marked the entrance to the school grounds. The sign read: Clifford House, Private School for Girls.

As they drove down the long driveway lined with borders of blazing red and yellow cannas, Samantha caught her first sight of the school. It was a large, slate-roofed sandstone building, flanked by two enormous oak trees. A set of shallow steps led up to the arched entrance. 

The Steadman car shuddered to a halt in the parking lot to the side of the main building, while the vehicles which had been trailing in their wake eased themselves quietly and smoothly into parking bays alongside and disgorged their occupants. Samantha climbed out, stretched, and looked around.

A pretty girl dressed all in pink and with long blonde hair falling over her shoulders stood beside the large car that had been immediately behind theirs, talking loudly on her phone.

“But where are you, Kitty? I don’t see you anywhere!”

Samantha’s tentative smile faded as the girl continued, “No, we’ve just arrived. We were stuck for ages and ages behind the slowest driver on the planet. Honestly, it was like being behind an ox-wagon!”

The blonde girl caught sight of the Steadmans, and the scathing gaze of her ice-blue eyes travelled up from Samantha’s sneakers and jeans, to the top of her sun-streaked, sandy brown hair, before shifting to Mr. Steadman, who was unloading the mismatched collection of bags from their dust-coated car.

“A girl just got of the ox-wagon. New girl. Hysterical — you should see it!” she said. “Hmm? ... Where? ... Kitty!” she screeched, and ran across the parking lot to another girl, who was also holding a phone.

Feeling her face grow hot, Samantha lifted her chin and turned to the girl getting out of the car on the other side of theirs.

“Hello,” she said. “I’m Samantha Steadman, grade eight.”

“Hi,” said the girl, with a friendly smile. “I’m also in grade eight. I’m Nomusa Gule”. She was a thin girl, with large brown eyes. “Are you new? I don’t remember you from last year,” Nomusa asked.

“I was at Balgowan Primary in Howick last year.”

“I’ve been here since grade five. I can show you around later, if you like.”

“That would be great.”

“And this is my father and mother,” Nomusa said.

Samantha and her father exchanged introductions with the expensively-suited man and the elegant, aristocratic-looking woman standing beside him.

“Not the Justice Gule, Member of Parliament?” Mr. Steadman asked.

“One and the same,” Mr. Gule said in a deep voice. “Come along, Nomusa.” 

Nomusa waved goodbye to Samantha as her father shepherded her towards the grand entrance of the school.

“Mmm-mmmm. Not too shabby,” said Daniel, looking towards where two girls were climbing out of an enormous gold BMW parked right next to the main entrance.

“You and your cars!” Mr. Steadman said fondly. “You’d better wait here, boys, there’s sure to be some paperwork to complete before I can drive you two on to Clifford Heights.”

James nodded and Daniel cast another admiring glance in the direction of the car. All around them were girls saying goodbye to their parents and getting last-minute instructions. 

Mr. Steadman gave Samantha a quick hug. “You’ll be fine, my dear. Your mother would’ve been so proud. Work hard and call regularly.” 

With a last kiss on her forehead, he ambled off in the direction of the entrance, muttering something about finding the office.

Samantha pointed at her luggage and gave her brothers an exasperated look. “Guys, please help.”

James scooped up the heaviest suitcase and, grabbing the rest of the bags, Samantha and Daniel followed him towards the great doors at the top of the steps.

As they came alongside the enormous gold car, Samantha noticed that it was parked in a handicapped bay. The older of the two girls, who had short auburn hair and a T-shirt which read Do I look bothered? glanced up as James passed by, flicking a lock of thick brown hair out of his eyes. Her hazel eyes widened, and her mouth fell open. Samantha grinned. She was used to girls having this reaction to her outrageously handsome older brother.

Daniel walked up to where the girl stared in the direction of James’s departing back. He put a fingertip under her chin and lifted it to close her mouth.

“You were beginning to drool,” he said, unperturbed by the cross, embarrassed look the girl flashed him.

“Don’t mind him,” Samantha said quickly. “This is my brother, Daniel. He’s in grade ten at Clifford Heights.”

“And the other one?” asked the girl, craning her neck to see if she could catch a last glimpse.

“That would be James,” Samantha said. “He’s in matric.”

“James,” sighed the girl.

“James,” Daniel imitated, rolling his blue eyes and heading off after his brother.

“I’m Samantha Steadman, sister of the more gorgeous James.”

The other girl grinned. “I’m Jessie Delaney, and this is my sister, Caz.” 

She clamped a hand on the shoulder of the younger girl, whose auburn curls bounced as she squirmed to get free.

“My name,” said her sister in an indignant voice, “is Cassandra.”

“Caz is in the junior school, grade five,” Jessie said. “I’m in grade eight.”

“Me too,” Samantha said, smiling.

Behind Jessie, a thin woman got out of the car and whispered furiously at the man who was unloading a set of matching suitcases while talking into the phone wedged between his jaw and shoulder.

“You’d think you could get off that thing” — the woman pointed a long nail at the phone — “long enough to spend just five minutes with your family. But no, it’s always work-work-work! We’re never the priority, are we?”

Ignoring her, the man continued his conversation. The woman slammed the car door shut, then withdrew a silver cigarette case from her handbag, lit one up and inhaled as deeply as if sucking in her last breath. She wore a white linen blouse and a pair of tight white designer jeans with a complicated, blingy belt. Heavy necklaces dripped from the thin neck which supported her tight face. Samantha worried briefly that the woman’s skinny frame would buckle under the weight of all that gold.

“All work and no play, Jack,” the woman continued, wagging a finger at the man so that the collection of gold bracelets on her bony wrist jangled, “has made you a very dull boy!”

Following Samantha’s gaze, Jessie grimaced. “The man with the cell welded to his head is my father, and the stick insect is my mother. They parked in this handicapped bay in recognition of the fact that they’re both emotionally crippled.”

Samantha was torn between shock and the urge to giggle.

Jessie’s father finally finished his call and said, “Let’s not forget that it’s my work which has paid for your lifestyle, my dear. Not to mention your face.” 

He picked up two suitcases and headed for the door.

“How dare you!” his wife hissed.

Without a backward glance at her daughters, she stalked after her husband to continue the fight. Cassandra trailed after them, trying to catch hold of her mother’s hand.

“What a pair of old lovebirds, eh?” Jessie joked, but Samantha couldn’t help noticing that her face was strained beneath the smile.

James and Daniel emerged from the doors.

“We’ve dumped your bags at the table for S-surnames,” said James. He gave Samantha a hug, and said, “Cheers. See you in February.”

Jessie stepped up to Samantha’s side, looking hopeful, but she only got a brief, distracted smile from James, and another sighed “James!” from Daniel, who punched Samantha lightly on the arm and said, “Go get ‘em, Steadman!” before sauntering off towards the car.

Samantha hitched her bag higher onto her shoulder. “Should we go in? Or do you want to wait to say goodbye to your parents?”

“No. Let’s get in before they come out for round two.” 
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AS THE TWO GIRLS WALKED through the entrance, Samantha looked up and read the motto into the archway above: “Amat Victoria Curam.”

Following Samantha’s gaze, Jessie said, “It’s Latin. I can never remember what it means.”

“Victory favours those who take pains. Literally, ‘victory loves care’,” Samantha said. “I read it in the school prospectus.”

Jessie stared at her in amazement. “You read the school prospectus? Why would anyone do that?”

“Well,” said Samantha, a little embarrassed now, “I wanted to learn everything I could about the school, because I’m new, and I was, you know, a little nervous.”

“No need to be nervous of this old place! Stick with me kid, I’ll teach you everything you need to know. And the first thing you need to know is how to register. Come on, this way.”

A few minutes later, Samantha had completed her registration, and was given her class and house allocation, along with a fistful of forms — timetables, dormitory rules, maps of the grounds and codes of conduct. As she left the registration hall, headed in what she hoped was the direction of her dormitory, she reached a paved quadrangle, bordered by grey stone columns, with a water fountain bubbling in its centre. Stone benches and a sundial stood at the far end of the quad, while the near end was dominated by a statue of a young woman with a serene expression, looking down at an open book. A brace of pigeons sat on top of her head and apparently did so regularly, because a rising pile of pigeon droppings formed a small, mottled pyramid on the book’s pages.

“Rather ruins the impression, doesn’t it?”

Turning, Samantha saw Jessie leaning against one of the columns.

“Do you know, I’ve wondered for years what she’s reading,” Jessie said. “Because it looks to me like a pile of old cr—”

“This is our main quadrangle,” a commanding voice said. “Many of our girls enjoy spending their breaks or afternoons here, reading, studying or just contemplating.” 

A tall woman in an elegant grey business suit was approaching the quad. She had high cheekbones, a narrow nose and thin lips. Behind her trotted a cluster of new parents.

“The columns are in the Ionic style, as you see. We do like to pay homage to the classical here at Clifford House,” the woman continued. “Posture, Miss Delaney! And isn’t there somewhere else you ought to be?”

She spoke softly and smiled, but there was a hint of steel under the politeness.

Jessie stood up straighter and picked up her bags. “Yes, Mrs. Grieve.”

“And now, from classics to computers! This way to our newly refurbished information technology room. While we at Clifford House honour the past, we do also make the effort to stay abreast of current technological developments,” Mrs. Grieve said as she walked off briskly, the crocodile of parents in her wake.

“That was Mrs. Lilith Grieve, headmistress of the senior school,” Jessie told Samantha. “We’d better get to our dorms. Do you know where you’re going? What house have they sorted you into, anyway?”

“Um...” Samantha peered down at the papers clutched in her hand. “It looks like Austen House.”

“Samesies!” Jessie said. 

In the prospectus, Samantha had discovered that all the houses — Austen, Elliot and Bronte — were named after great female English novelists.

Struggling with her bags as they walked towards the dorms, Samantha said, “I’m glad I’m in the house named after Jane Austen. She was by far the best!” Catching a glimpse of Jessie’s face, which seemed to be both sceptical and amused, she added, “Well, I think so anyway. But I guess it’s a matter of personal taste, isn’t it?”

“Are you seriously telling me that you read all those old books?”

Samantha nodded sheepishly.

“You know, Steadman, you’re a little strange,” Jessie said. “I’m going to have to keep an eye on you, ‘cos I don’t think you’re absolutely normal. Not to worry, though. Strange can be good. Strange is better than boring. But still ... Prospectuses and classics? Sheez!”

Austen House was the furthest of the three dormitories from the main school building. It sat near the fenced border of the school property, at the edge of the golden green veld which stretched up the foothills to the peaks of the Ukahlamba Drakensberg mountains beyond.

“We may as well take the stairs,” Jessie said as they went inside. “Even when the lift does work, it’s slower than a sloth on sleeping tablets. At least we’ll be on the third floor with the grade nines this year. Last year we were another flight of stairs up. Grade ten and elevens are on the second floor, and the matrics are on the ground floor — lucky dogs!”

Samantha was beginning to pant. The handles of the heavy bags dug into her palms, and the stairs seemed to rise up endlessly.

“The common room is on the ground floor and there’s a small kitchenette where you can make tea and coffee. Each floor has its own bathrooms, of course, plus a real, old-fashioned public telephone. Here we are!” she said finally. “I’m in 314, and you?”

Samantha checked her forms, then said with a delighted smile, “Ditto!”

Jessie narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Are you stalking me? Have my parents sent you to spy on me, or something?” 

Samantha just smiled and they set off down the corridor, passing a notice board posted with a variety of notices and draped with one filthy sock.

“301, 302, 305,” Jessie called off the numbers to the rooms as they passed them. “Looks like we’ll be right at the end of the corridor. There are four girls to every bedroom.” 

“I hope we’ve got nice roommates.”

Samantha was worried about sharing a room. At home, Daniel and James shared a bedroom, but as the only girl, she’d always had her own room and she enjoyed her privacy. She’d never been to a boarding school before and wasn’t exactly eager to share every moment of her day with others. Her stomach clenched.

“I hope so, too, because whoever’s in your dorm room is also in your class,” Jessie said. “314! Any further and we’d have reached the source of the Nile.”

Samantha walked into the room and looked around. There were four pine beds, each with a bedside lamp on a chest of drawers alongside. Each bed had a pine chest at its foot and a double-doored tall wardrobe on the wall opposite. Cheerful red- and blue-patterned curtains framed a large window on the far wall through which sunlight blazed fiercely onto the wooden floor. Samantha was immediately drawn to the view through the window. Their room must be at the back of Austen House, because it looked out onto the purpled ridge of mountains to the northeast.

“That’s Devil’s Peak — see the two horns there and there?” Jessie pointed to two large peaks on the left of the ridge. “And there’s his bony back. He’s lying on his stomach, see? Those are his legs, and the pointy end of his tail is over there.”

“It’s beautiful. Rock-paper-scissors to decide who gets the bed nearest the view?”

“Sure,” Jessie said, putting her right hand behind her back, “Best of three. You call it.”

“One ... two ... three!” said Samantha, whipping out her fist.

Jessie groaned. “Your rock beats my scissors.”

Samantha counted again. This time they both brought out a flat hand.

“Ready?” Samantha asked, and counted to three.

“Rats!” Jessie said, when Samantha’s scissored fingers made to cut her own flat hand.

Samantha flopped onto the bed nearest the window, smiling mischievously. “I should’ve warned you — I always win at rock-paper-scissors. It’s one of my gifts.”

“You have more?” Jessie asked in a mock-horrified voice.

“Wait till you taste my fudge.”

“Did someone say, ‘fudge’?” asked a voice from the doorway.

“Nomusa, hi!” said Samantha as the friendly girl from the parking lot came into the room.

“Hi, again. It’s Samantha, right?” To Jessie, she said, “I’m Nomusa Gule.”

“Howzit,” Jessie said, “I’m —”

“You’re Jessie Delaney.”

“My fame precedes me.” Jessie gave a little bow. 

“We’ve just tossed for the end bed,” said Samantha, worriedly. It suddenly seemed unfair to her that they had decided the beds before all the girls had arrived. “But we can do it again, if you’d like.”

“It’s okay, I don’t mind where I sleep. This one is fine,” Nomusa said, tossing a bag onto the next bed. “I wonder who the fourth girl will be.”

“They always stick a list on the back of the door,” Jessie said.

Samantha peered behind the door. Sure enough, there was a list of four names. 

Delaney, Jessica

Gule, Nomusa

Oberzhitsky, Anastasia

Steadman, Samantha

“Anastasia Oberzhitsky,” Samantha said. “Sounds Russian.”

“Maybe she’s a diplomat’s daughter. We get a few of them here,” Jessie said. “Whoever she is, she’d better get here quick or I’ll nick her cupboard space!”

Nomusa neatly stacked her clothes in small piles on the shelves, then carefully placed three pairs of running shoes at the bottom of the wardrobe, while Jessie threw a tangle of shoes into the bottom of hers, then jammed and crammed her clothes and toiletries into the drawers and shelves in a haphazard way. 

Samantha hung her own clothes in categories: white school shirts on the left, tartan tunics in the middle, casual clothes on the right. She lined up her toiletries on the top shelf, making sure all the labels faced the front. She was just ordering her stationery — pencils in one jar, pens in another, pencil crayons in a third — when she felt eyes on her. Turning, she saw that both Jessie and Nomusa were staring at her with bemused expressions on their faces.

“What?” she said, defensively.

“Nothing,” Jessie said in an innocent tone, though she met Nomusa’s glance with raised eyebrows. “Like I said before, strange can be good. Tell you what, though, when you’re done organising your wardrobe, feel free to tackle mine!”

Laughing together with Jessie and Nomusa, Samantha thought, if this is how it’s going to be, then it’s not going to be too bad.
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SAMANTHA WAS WOKEN at half past five the following morning by a shaft of sunlight shining directly into her eyes — there were also disadvantages, it seemed, to having the bed nearest the window. Realising that it was the first real day of high school, she immediately felt the familiar tightening in her stomach. She’d never get back to sleep now that her mind was ticking worriedly on the day ahead, so Samantha decided to get a head start in the showers. All was quiet in the dormitory as she made her way down to the bathrooms, but when she returned, freshly scrubbed and brushed, yawning girls were beginning to emerge from the bedrooms.

In room 314, Jessie was still sleeping, with a sheet pulled right up over her face. Nomusa was awake, though — dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, and lacing up a pair of running shoes.

“Morning,” she said quietly. “Looks like Anastasia never arrived. I’m off for a quick run. Keep me a seat at breakfast?”

“Sure,” said Samantha. “Enjoy.”

Samantha dressed in her new uniform — a scarlet tartan tunic over a white shirt — and braided her hair into a neat plait. All the while, Jessie slept on, occasionally giving a soft snore. Samantha made her bed and straightened her already neat side-table, making more noise than was strictly necessary with this, but still Jessie slept.

Samantha checked her watch again. It was almost seven, now. She sat on her bed and reread the information notice titled Clifford House: Rules, Routines and Procedures. She already knew that breakfast started at seven o’clock, and school began at eight, but double-checked anyway to make sure she had it right. She rustled the papers loudly and cleared her throat, but Jessie did not wake.

Samantha knew she was being a baby. She was perfectly capable of finding the dining room and getting breakfast on her own, but it would be so much easier to do it with someone who already knew the ropes. If only Jessie would wake up! 

“Jessie,” she said, gently pushing Jessie’s shoulder. “Jessie!”

Jessie sat bolt upright, pushing hair out of her eyes. “Wassit? Wassertime?”

“It’s five to seven. I think we should —”

“Five to seven! Why didn’t you wake me earlier?” Jessie demanded and, grabbing her toiletry bag, ran out of the door.

“Not a morning person, then,” Samantha said wryly.

Soon Jessie was back and looking more cheerful. She flung some of the empty bags which still littered the floor onto the spare bed, grabbed Samantha by the arm with an explanatory, “Breakfast!” and headed for the door.

But at that moment, an enormous woman wearing a bright blue dress in a style somewhere between a nurse and a cleaner’s uniform arrived. A nametag pinned on her swelling bosom read, “Matron McKenzie,” and she carried a clipboard. She was out of breath and her round face was as red as the bun of hair on her head.

“Jessie Delaney,” she said, with a slight wheeze and a strong Scottish accent, and marked a tick next to a name on one of her lists.

“And you are?” She looked enquiringly at Samantha.

“Samantha Steadman.”

The Matron checked off another name. “And where is Miss Gule?”

“She’s gone for a run,” Samantha said. “She should be back any minute.”

“Good gracious,” said the Matron, looking deeply shocked. “Running! This early in the morning. And so hot already! Well, well. What baits one, banes another.” 

As if the thought of someone running made her feel even hotter, she began to fan her shining face with the clipboard. She eyed the last bed with the empty bags on it, and then peered back down at her list. “And that leaves Miss Oberziski, Obersizzi, Ober— Where is, er, Anastasia?”

“She didn’t —” began Samantha.

“She’s in the showers,” Jessie interrupted, meeting Samantha’s surprised glance with a quelling stare.

“All present and accounted for, then,” said Matron, making her final tick on the list. 

“Welcome to Austen House, Samantha. I am Matron McKenzie. You are to think of me as your housemother and come to me if you need any help, even help of a personal nature,” she said, whispering the word “personal”. 

“Now I must go upstairs and check the grade sevens. I suppose I must,” she said on a sigh, but stayed where she was, fanning herself, for a good few moments. Finally, she said, “Well, feather by feather the goose is plucked,” and began moving, though with clear reluctance.

As soon as she left, Samantha turned to Jessie. “You shouldn’t have said that. She’s sure to find out!”

Jessie made a dismissive noise. “She won’t discover it for a while. Not big on effort, is our Matron McKenzie. By the time she does figure it out, all the girls, including the latecomers, will have been assigned other rooms, and we’ll have the luxury of more space. Anyway, the Russian princess may yet turn up.”

“But we’ll get into such trouble!”

“Not much,” Jessie said. “Besides, Sam, some things in life are worth a detention. And I think that extra wardrobe space is one of them! On the other hand, few things are worth missing breakfast for. Let’s go.”

Breakfast, like all meals at Clifford House, was held in the dining hall — an enormous room with long tables and bentwood chairs. At the top end of the hall, food was served from counters stacked with trays, plates, bowls of fruit, jugs of milk and juices, and great stainless-steel dishes keeping food warm over simmering water. The teachers sat at their own tables in an alcove to the side of the hall, from where they could still keep an eye on the girls through a glass partition. 

Samantha and Jessie each grabbed a tray and joined the line of girls waiting in the serving queue. 

Jessie craned her neck to see what was being served. “Ew. It looks as bad as last night’s dinner. In fact, it looks like it is last night’s dinner — reheated and stirred into eggs! What exactly is this?” she asked one of the white-aproned servers, pointing at an unappetising mess of greyish scrambled eggs studded with bits of what looked like meat and chopped green beans. 

“Egg surprise. Do you want or don’t you?” asked the server.

“Er, no, I don’t think so. But I’d like a sausage, please.” Jessie turned to Samantha and muttered, “This is the part of the school they don’t show the parents — at least not while meals are being served. One day I’ll go on a hunger strike. But not today. May I have another sausage?” she asked with a charming smile.

Samantha stared at the large dishes of eggs, sausages and baked beans. Curiously, the food looked both dry and greasy. She wondered if the serving lady was also one of the cooks, and whether or not she would be offended if Samantha accepted none of the food. While she hesitated, the server took matters into her own hands and ladled great dollops of each of the foods onto a plate which she dumped on Samantha’s tray, before calling, “Next!”

Samantha shuffled unhappily up the queue, trying to catch up with Jessie. Just ahead was the blonde-haired girl Samantha had encountered in the parking lot, and her friend. On the girl’s plate were just two items — an apple and a hard-boiled egg — and a glass of water was perched on her tray. The girl stared pointedly at Samantha’s overloaded plate. She turned to whisper something to her friend, who also looked at the plate, and then up at Samantha. Both girls giggled and walked off to a nearby table.

“Oh, don’t let her get to you,” Jessie said as Samantha flushed. “That’s Cindy Atkins. She’s a straight A student, and a grade A bee with an itch.”
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Tea, toast and teachers
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“LET’S GET SOME TEA and then I’ll show you the best table,” Jessie said. “It’s an unofficial rule that the primary school kids have to sit in the middle tables. Tables along the walls and in the corners are strictly for the high school.”

Jessie led the way to a table in a corner of the hall from where, Samantha realised, they wouldn’t be visible from the teacher’s table.

“Ah, the privileges of seniority,” Jessie said with a sigh of satisfaction, as they sat down.

The dining hall was noisy with the chatter of hundreds of girls, the scraping of chairs and the clink of cutlery on plates. Over at the serving area, Nomusa was just emerging from the queue, and Samantha waved to get her attention.

When she reached the table, Nomusa glanced at the untouched and congealing mess on Samantha’s plate. “Any chance you’d prefer a piece of my toast?”

“Thanks! You’re a life-saver.” Samantha took a piece and spread it with butter and marmalade.

“I wonder which teachers we’ll be getting this year,” Nomusa said. “What second language are you taking?”

“French,” Jessie said, “I think my parents are hoping it will give me some continental sophistication.”

“Afrikaans — my dad thought it was a good idea. What about you?” Samantha asked Nomusa.

“Oh, I’ll be doing Zulu.”

“Don’t you speak it already?” Jessie asked.

“Yeah, of course. I mean, I am Zulu. I wanted to do
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