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         Red-faced and breathless, Daphne Blakeway stepped through the door into the main hall of St Rita’s School for Spirited Girls and surveyed the scene before her. Crisp winter-morning light angled in through the tall windows of the main hall onto the bustling pupils as they took their seats for the first morning assembly of the new term.

         Something was up; Daphne felt it at once, though it took her a moment to recognize what it was. There was a buzz about the place, but it wasn’t the usual near-riotous excitement that St Rita’s girls conjured 2 at the start of a day. This was something more constrained, more tense, like the air in an overinflated balloon waiting to explode. Not that explosions were so very unusual at St Rita’s, of course, but usually they would be joyful occasions (except for Mrs Klinghoffer, the chemistry mistress) whereas now the mood in the hall seemed to be fearful.

         Daphne scanned the rows of seated pupils for a particular face. As this particular face sat beneath an even more particular head of spectacularly unruly hair, and belonged to the only boy in the school, it was simple enough to locate it. She waved and smiled, and George gave a thin smile back as he lifted a book from the chair next to him.

         ‘Where have you been?’ he said, as Daphne shuffled along the row of fourth formers towards him. ‘Are you going to be late at the start of every term?’

         ‘Never mind that,’ said Daphne, sitting. ‘Why does it feel like someone’s died? Has someone died?’

         ‘Not this time.’ George’s tone implied that this would be preferable. ‘The rumour is there’s a new head coming in.’

         ‘But why?’ said Daphne. ‘Miss Bagley was doing 3 such a good job as a stand-in. Some of the girls were even starting to learn things! Why not just give her the job permanently?’
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         ‘Search me.’ George shrugged. ‘Reckon her face just doesn’t fit with the board of governors. So they’ve brought in this new woman called Woolley.’

         He waved a finger in the direction of the stage where the St Rita’s staff were assembled on a line of chairs, to the left of which Miss Bagley and another taller, formidable-looking woman stood in conversation.

         A new voice, harsh and rasping, joined George and Daphne’s conversation from the row behind 4 them. ‘Woolley, did you say? So the rumours are true, then? Well, well, well.’

         George rolled his eyes. ‘Hello, Cynthia.’

         Daphne turned to face St Rita’s head girl, Cynthia ‘The Roar’ Rawlinson, whose expression was even more smug and superior than usual.

         ‘What’s true?’ asked Daphne.

         ‘That our new head has come here from Wolfridge Manor.’

         George’s head snapped round. ‘Wolfridge Manor?’ he said in a cracked voice.

         ‘That’s right.’ Cynthia gave a leering grin. ‘My cousin there mentioned in her Christmas card that their deputy head, Miss Woolley, was leaving. And now it seems she’s come here.’

         ‘Oh, blimey!’

         ‘Is, er … is that bad, then?’ said Daphne.

         ‘Well,’ said George, ‘Wolfridge has a reputation for, um, being a bit strict.’

         ‘No it doesn’t.’ Cynthia’s narrowed eyes glinted in the winter light. ‘It has a reputation for being extremely strict. There’ll be no more of Bagley’s soft ways now she’s here. We’ll finally have what this place has always needed: some good firm 5 discipline.’ She crossed her arms and settled back in her chair. ‘And I for one will be very glad to help her provide it.’

         Daphne and George faced forward again.

         ‘Of course it could be a different Miss Woolley,’ said George, without a shred of conviction.

         They watched the imposing figure towering over Miss Bagley, her face stonily serious.

         ‘But if it’s not?’ said Daphne.

         ‘If it’s not,’ whispered George, ‘then that’s very bad.’

         Daphne nodded, then glanced to her side to see a familiar figure taking the seat next to her.

         ‘What ho, Daffers!’ said Marion Fink. ‘Good Christmas?’

         ‘Barely adequate,’ said Daphne. ‘But Auntie Millie gave me her old camera so that was nice at least. And you? I suppose you spent it in a castle or something, did you?’
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         ‘Oh no. Thank goodness. Awfully draughty, 6 the castles, this time of year, and Pater simply refuses to heat them. No, I went to see Mummy, over in Monte Carlo.’

         ‘Crikey! How was that?’

         ‘Oh, it was fine, I suppose. But she’d given most of the staff time off over Christmas so I had to open all my presents for myself! Can you imagine?’

         ‘Well …’

         ‘It took for ever. And I still don’t know how I’m supposed to get all those ponies shipped over here. I just don’t think Mater really thought it through at all. Still, mustn’t grumble, I suppose.’

         Daphne thought back to the pair of barely identifiable socks that her granny had knitted her. ‘No,’ she said.

         ‘Who are the new birds?’ Marion twitched a finger in the direction of the staff seated on the stage.

         ‘Well, apparently the new head is Miss Woolley – she’s the one talking to Miss Bagley. And, let’s see …’

         Daphne took a closer look at the figures sitting across the stage. On the left, in the chairs closest to where the head and deputy were winding up their chat, were three new faces. 7

         ‘They must be, um, physics, French and, erm …’ Daphne checked across the row of teachers trying to work out who was missing from last term’s line-up.

         ‘Art,’ said George. ‘I assume that’s the one with the frizzy hair and half a ton of jewellery.’

         ‘Oh, lawks!’ Marion wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘What a fright. And a shame too. I rather liked old Finnegan. She made a good fist of doing the scenery for the school play last term.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Daphne. ‘She really put her heart into that.’

         ‘Yes.’ Marion frowned. ‘Shame it all got destroyed in the dress rehearsal. But then giving Hemsby and Froome swords was never going to end well.’

         ‘No,’ said George, glancing up at the ceiling. ‘And Mr Thanet still hasn’t shifted that bloodstain.’ His gaze fell back to the front where Miss Bagley was taking centre stage to address the hall. ‘Ey up,’ he said. ‘Here comes the bad news.’

         ‘Now then,’ said Miss Bagley, with warm authority, ‘let’s have a bit of quiet, girls.’ The low murmuring hum that had previously filled the room fell to near silence. ‘As you know, or at least you should if you’ve 8 been paying any attention at all, me being head last term was only ever meant to be temporary while the governors found … someone proper to fill the post permanently.’ She paused, just for a moment, her face showing no sign of any emotion she might be feeling. ‘So, as of right now, I am back to being your deputy head, and I’d like you all to welcome – with polite applause: Wilkins, thank you; you can put the catapult away and see me after – your new headmistress, Miss Woolley, who joins us from Wolfridge Manor.’

         The mention of the new head’s previous school set off a fresh buzz of alarm amongst the girls as Miss Woolley strode over to the spot that Miss Bagley had just vacated. George recognized Cynthia Rawlinson’s distinctly gloating chuckle behind him.

         ‘She does look a bit scary.’ Daphne cast a worried look at Miss Woolley standing centre stage, strong and upright, staring out at her new charges. She raised a palm towards them and the room fell quiet. Miss Woolley paused, her face stern and unreadable, her lips pursed and utterly still.

         Then, at last, she spoke, in a deep and booming voice that was just as intimidating as her stature. 9 ‘What an opportunity!’ she said, scanning her audience with unnerving intensity.

         Silence fell.

         ‘As Miss Bagley said, I previously taught at Wolfridge Manor, which, I imagine some of you may know, has something of a reputation. The girls sent there are just like you. Very spirited. Some of them are … difficult, some rather troubled. All of them are wild.’ She paused again. ‘At least, they are when they arrive. But by the time they leave they are polite. Orderly. Tamed.
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         10‘Obedience and conformity are the watchwords at Wolfridge. Obedience, conformity and, above all, discipline.’ She drove a lumpen fist into the palm of the other hand to emphasize the word. ‘Fierce … hard … discipline.’ Three more emphatic thumps. ‘These are the foundations of the successful running of a school that the headmistress at Wolfridge, Mrs Crowhurst, drummed into me. There can be no learning, she always told me, without discipline!’ One last mighty thump sent a ripple of shock through the front few rows of girls.

         Cynthia gave a squeak of pleasure.

         Miss Woolley slowly turned her head first one way then the other, scanning the ranks of girls set out before her.

         ‘So,’ she said, ‘as I’m sure you can all well imagine …’ There was a glint in her eye, and her mouth tightened into an eager grin. But then her voice softened. ‘I am so relieved to have finally got away from that dreadful place, and Mrs Crowhurst’s positively medieval approach to education, and to have the chance, here at St Rita’s, finally to use my own methods.’ Miss Woolley raised her eyes to the 11 ceiling and smiled. All the tension seemed to pass out of her body as if a great weight had been lifted from her. ‘Because I am convinced, girls, that the real key to success lies not in obedience, but in freedom; not in conformity, but in self-expression; and not in discipline, but in compassion.’

         The girls of St Rita’s stared up at her in stunned silence.

         ‘So, as of today, there will be no corporal punishment: no use of the cane; no rapping of knuckles with a ruler; no clips round the ear.’

         Now it was the turn of several of the teachers seated behind Miss Woolley to look shocked.

         ‘What about slippers, miss?’ said a voice from the front row.

         ‘I beg your pardon … I’m so sorry, young lady, I don’t yet know your name.’ Miss Woolley moved to the edge of the stage and leaned forward to address the girl who had spoken.

         ‘Tilly, miss. Tilly Shaw.’

         ‘Well, hello, Tilly Shaw. I’m very pleased to meet you. What’s this about slippers?’

         ‘Mrs Butler uses a slipper, miss. Instead of a cane or a ruler. She says it sounds better.’ 12
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         ‘Oh, I see.’ Miss Woolley glanced back over her shoulder at the muscular form of Mrs Butler, the music teacher. ‘Well, Mrs Butler will be so kind as to give up her slipper. Staff will no longer strike pupils at all. I hope that is clear enough.’

         By the look of disappointment on Mrs Butler’s face it was all too clear.

         ‘Yes, young lady?’ Miss Woolley raised a finger and cast a twinkling smile toward the rear of the hall.

         ‘What about the prefects?’ Daphne and George looked round and recognized one of the more brutal sixth form girls, her hand raised and, out of habit, her fist clenched. ‘You’ll need someone to dish out thumpings if the teachers aren’t doing it.’

         ‘No!’ Miss Woolley’s voice was firm and defiant. ‘No hitting of any kind. This is 1954, not the Dark Ages. There is no place in modern education for barbarism.’ 13

         ‘She’s clearly never seen the lacrosse team in action,’ whispered George.

         ‘Or Matron,’ said Daphne.

         ‘In fact,’ said Miss Woolley, ‘we’ll have no need for prefects.’ The sixth form brute gave a disappointed whine. ‘You girls must be shown that you are all equal, for how else can you thrive and blossom? So: no prefects; no head girl.’

         There was a strangled yelp from Cynthia.

         ‘No punishments,’ continued the head. ‘We’ – she spread her arms wide to indicate the despondent and horrified array of staff behind her – ‘offer you the gift of knowledge. Of enrichment. Of enlightenment. And you must all be free to embrace this opportunity in your own way.’ She raised her arms higher and beamed out at her audience. ‘Then we can all advance together into an exciting new future – confident, hopeful and free from fear.’

         Daphne and George, and pretty much everyone else, gawped at her in amazement.

         ‘And to help me deliver you into that bright future, you will have seen that there are some other new faces here alongside me.’

         Miss Woolley gestured to the three women on 14 the furthest left chairs.

         ‘Mrs Fotheringay joins us from St Randolph’s and replaces Miss Merrick as physics mistress …’

         A wide-eyed young woman rose briefly from the end seat, wearing the expression of a small but delicious mammal surrounded by ravenous wolves.

         ‘Miss Deakins has come with me from Wolfridge Manor and replaces Miss Finnegan in the art room.’
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         Confirming George’s earlier guess, the flamboyantly dressed and bejewelled woman with 15 wild curly hair stood confidently from her chair and beamed out at the children.

         ‘And indeed Miss Deakins will soon be leading an outing to the Pilkington Art Gallery, as the first of a programme of trips out of the school to expand the bounds of your education. Sign-up sheets will be posted shortly, just as soon as we’ve booked transportation. Unfortunately all the local coach hire firms seem to be unusually busy at the moment.’

         Miss Woolley was alone in looking puzzled about this.

         ‘And Miss Quirk will take over from Mrs Hayes as your French mistress.’

         The third teacher, in severe clothes and with a severe haircut, rose to cast a severe stare around the hall.

         ‘Well, she looks jolly, I don’t think,’ whispered Marion.

         ‘I’m sure you’ll do your best to give us all a warm welcome. We’re so excited to be here, and looking forward to a long and fruitful time together.’ Miss Woolley beamed out at the girls of St Rita’s, her face a shining portrait of courageous hope.

         ‘I give her a week,’ said George.
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         ‘Aren’t you worried, though?’ said Daphne as she and George picked their way between bustling girls, heading towards the library.

         ‘What about?’ George lazily ducked his head to avoid a viciously hurled rubber.

         ‘Miss Woolley, of course! She might not be the terror that you expected, but—’

         ‘Oh, I wouldn’t worry about her.’ George swerved round a pair of scrapping second formers. ‘She might cause a bit of a to-do in the rest of the school for a while, but we’ll be all right in the library.’ 17

         ‘I hope you’re right,’ said Daphne, ducking herself as the rubber came pinging back at twice the speed of before and connected with the back of Cynthia Rawlinson’s head.

         Cynthia spun round, fury brimming in her as she instantly identified the guilty thrower. ‘Hessett!’ she yelled, clenched all over but most especially at the end of her sleeves.

         The third former in question flinched out of habit, then drew herself up to her full height of not very much and stared back defiantly.

         ‘What are you going to do, Cynthia? You’re not head girl any more, remember?’
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         Cynthia’s face froze and she seemed to visibly 18shrink as George and Daphne passed her.

         ‘She’s not a Roar,’ said Hessett behind them. ‘More like a squeak now.’

         ‘I really hope you’re right,’ said Daphne.

         
             

         

         ‘After you,’ said George as he and Daphne arrived at the bottom of the steps leading up to the library door.

         Daphne’s hand trembled a little as she placed it on the handrail and went up.

         ‘Blimey, Daffers, are you nervous?’

         Daphne gave a small laugh. ‘More like excited,’ she said, pausing outside the door. ‘I was just remembering going in on my first day. All those empty bookcases!’

         ‘Crammed to bursting now,’ said George. ‘Me and Lime finished shelving a couple of days back.’

         ‘It must look amazing,’ said Daphne, her hand on the door handle but still not turning it.

         ‘But … ?’ said George.

         ‘But I’m also remembering my first meeting with Emily Lime. And …’ she gulped, ‘the Beast.’

         The Beast was the library cat, a terrifying and vicious animal that often left ‘gifts’ of dead animals 19and sometimes had to be fended off with a chair.

         ‘Actually,’ said George, ‘we haven’t seen the Beast at all lately. Not since before Christmas. So you’re all right on that score.’

         ‘It just disappeared?’

         ‘Yuss. It does that sometimes. But don’t worry, it always comes back.’ George gave his chin a thoughtful rub. ‘Or do I mean do worry, it always comes back? Either way, it’s not in residence at the moment.’

         ‘And Emily Lime?’

         ‘Ah, well, that loathsome creature is very much still here, I’m afraid. But you can’t have everything. Now get in, will you?’ George nodded at the door.

         Daphne pushed it open with a loud creak. ‘Mr Thanet still hasn’t oiled the hinges then?’ she said, stepping inside. ‘As caretakers go, he really is— Oh!’

         The door of the library let into a small raised area from which steps led down into the library proper. It was an odd arrangement that seemed to have no good architectural reason behind it, but it gave a fine view of the whole library. Daphne stood in silence for a moment, taking it in.

         ‘Oh!’ she said. ‘It’s beautiful!’

         And it was. 20
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         All the previously empty shelves were now filled with pristine books, their pages crisp, uncreased, unmarked and perfect, standing straight and proud like soldiers. Shafts of winter light angled in through the tall windows lending the scene an extra magnificence.

         ‘It’s like a cathedral of books!’

         George gave a thoughtful nod. ‘Not too shabby, is it?’

         There was a clattering of sensible shoes briskly crossing bare wooden boards, and a short girl in wonky glasses and a red beret appeared from behind one of the bookcases and frowned up at Daphne and George.

         ‘Oh. You’re here,’ she said. ‘Well, come on, then. We haven’t got all day.’

         ‘Nice to see you too, Emily Lime,’ said Daphne as she headed down the steps. ‘Happy New Year,’ she muttered to herself. ‘And how was your Christmas? 21Oh, how kind of you to ask. My Christmas was very nearly adequate, thank you. And how—’
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         ‘Stop that mumbling,’ said Emily Lime. ‘Don’t you know this is a library?’

         ‘Yes,’ said Daphne, still taking in her surroundings and running a finger along some of the books. ‘And it seems to be a brilliant one. Well done, Emily Lime.’ She gave a nod of approval.

         Emily Lime’s mouth twitched in an uncomfortable manner which, after a little thought, Daphne realized must have been some kind of a smile.

         22Daphne took a few moments to tour the full extent of the room, observing as she went the study tables with chairs arranged around them at perfectly regular intervals, the immaculate issuing desk, the general neatness, tidiness and spick and spanness of the whole place.

         ‘What is it that we haven’t got all day for?’ she said as she arrived back beside the others. ‘It looks like you’ve already done everything.’

         Emily Lime frowned and twitched and paced, shooting glances to all corners as if trying to catch some tiny imperfection by surprise. ‘We haven’t done everything, though, have we?’ she barked. ‘We haven’t—’

         The door creaked open. George turned to look, but Daphne kept her attention on Emily Lime.

         ‘We haven’t what?’ said Daphne.

         ‘We haven’t opened yet,’ said Emily Lime, and for once her voice was small and quiet.

         Daphne stared at her, and she thought that maybe, just possibly, Emily Lime looked frightened as she too turned her head towards the door.

         ‘… and this is our library,’ said Miss Bagley, 23ushering in Miss Woolley and the three new teachers. ‘And these are the herberts who run it.’ Miss Bagley threw a warm smile at the three children as she descended with the others into the main area of the library. ‘At least, they’re in charge until Mrs Crump, the librarian, returns from sick leave,’ she said. ‘And they’ve not done badly so far, I hope you’ll agree.’

         ‘Oh, indeed!’ Miss Woolley nodded her approval as she surveyed the towering shelves. ‘An excellent job.’ She turned her attention to the children and smiled. ‘And did you really build it back up from nothing?’

         ‘Yes, miss,’ said Daphne. ‘Actually, we helped solve a case for the police, and the reward money paid for all the books.’

         ‘Really?’ said Miss Quirk, looking as if she might sprain an eyebrow in her expression of disbelief.

         ‘Actually, yes,’ said Miss Bagley. ‘A bank robbery.’

         ‘Good gracious,’ said Miss Woolley, giving each of them in turn a rather closer look now.

         ‘How thrilling!’ said Miss Deakins, her jewellery jangling as she threw her hands to her face in excitement. ‘You must tell me all about it. You should all 24sign up for the art gallery trip and tell me all about it on the way there.’

         ‘That’s very kind of you,’ said George, ‘only we’ll need to stay here and look after things.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Daphne. ‘Now we’re ready to open again, this is when the proper library work begins: issuing library tickets, stamping the books, reshelving …’

         ‘Breaking up fights, first aid …’ said George.

         ‘Oh no, no, no.’ Miss Woolley shook her head.

         ‘I’m afraid so, miss,’ said George. ‘We have to be realistic. There are bound to be injuries.’

         ‘Oh no, I didn’t mean the fighting. A little enthusiastic competition in pursuit of learning is rather a healthy sign, I’d say. But library tickets? I’m not sure I really see the need.’
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         25There was a long pause during which three young jaws fell so far and so hard that they temporarily ceased to work at all.

         ‘Excuse me?’ said Daphne, recovering first.

         ‘I don’t see the need for library cards. They’d only make extra work for you all, and you’ve clearly done enough already.’

         ‘Eh?’ said George.

         ‘So rather than all that fiddly business with cards, and rubber stamps, and dates and suchlike, why don’t we just let the girls take whatever books they want, and then bring them back once they’ve finished with them?’

         ‘What?!’ said Emily Lime.

         ‘That way it’s so much more welcoming,’ said Miss Woolley. ‘And you three can have a well-deserved rest.’ She tapped her chin with a contemplative finger, her face darkened by thought as she weighed up what she’d just said. ‘Yes. No need for library cards.’ She gave a decisive nod. ‘And come to think of it’ – she raised her eyebrows, as if struck by a revelation – ‘no need for librarians.’

         There was an awkward silence that held within it all manner of possibilities. Then Emily Lime broke 26that silence with an unearthly scream and had to be physically restrained by Daphne and George.

         ‘NO NEED FOR LIBRARIANS?! NO NEED?’

         ‘Maybe we should show Miss Deakins the art room now,’ said Miss Bagley.

         ‘By all means,’ said Miss Woolley, turning to follow Miss Bagley out. She glanced over at Emily Lime snarling and clawing at the air as Daphne and George struggled to hold her back. ‘You see,’ the new head said, ‘this is just the sort of passionate free expression that was so lacking at Wolfridge Manor. This really is most encouraging.’
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         27The other teachers followed her out, each glancing back, Mrs Fotheringay alarmed, Miss Deakins sympathetic, and Miss Quirk appalled.

         ‘SHE’S A MANIAC!’ screeched Emily Lime, as the door swung closed behind them.

         ‘It does seem … a bit rash,’ said Daphne.

         ‘No library cards? It’ll be anarchy!’ Emily Lime clutched at her head, scrunching her beret alarmingly. ‘And a library is no place for anarchy. The whole place will be stripped bare in under a week.’

         ‘And probably on fire,’ said George. ‘Again.’

         Emily Lime considered this, her face hardening. ‘Well, that settles it,’ she said. ‘She’ll have to go.’

         ‘Oh, well that’s a bit drastic,’ said Daphne. ‘I really thought that a lot of the girls were calming down last term. Maybe it won’t be so bad.’
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         It was so bad.

         It was oh so bad.

         It had been quite bad when they first opened the library on Tuesday. Now it was Thursday and it was very bad indeed.

         ‘This is very bad,’ said Daphne, raising her voice to be heard over the noise.

         George, crouching beside her behind the issuing desk, gave her a withering look. He meant to try a withering comment too, but he was distracted by the book that hit his head. 29
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         ‘Ow!’ he said instead.

         Emily Lime, crawling on all fours, retrieved the book from the floor, dusted it off, and checked it for damage. ‘Hmf … no great harm done,’ she said, casting a narrow resentful look over the top of the desk.

         ‘Well, maybe not to the bloomin’ book, but what about my poor head?’

         Emily Lime inspected George’s head for much less time than she’d spent on the book. ‘Slightly scuffed but in generally sound condition,’ she said. ‘Externally, at least. And anyway, your head will mend itself. My beautiful books won’t.’ She scowled. ‘And it’s all that idiot woman’s fault!’ She handed the book to Daphne.

         30‘A History of Trench Warfare,’ Daphne read from the spine. ‘How apt.’ She raised herself up to peek over the top of the desk and take stock of the madness beyond. ‘Well,’ she said to George, ‘I suppose on the bright side at least it’s busy. It would have been awful if we’d opened and nobody had come.’

         George raised his slightly scuffed head above the parapet too, and winced at the view that greeted him. ‘I hardly think,’ he said, ‘that it would have been worse than this.’ He nodded towards the mayhem before them, then ducked to one side as another book whistled past his ear and was deftly caught by Emily Lime.

         It was chaos.

         But it wasn’t just chaos. After all, this was St Rita’s School for Spirited Girls: chaos was normal. This was different. This was chaos in the library. And that seemed like a whole new level of wrong. It looked to George a lot like war, albeit a war between armies wearing identical uniforms of pinafores and stockings. Of course, at St Rita’s, fighting was a daily event. But previously he’d watched it from a safe distance. And he didn’t like it even then. At close quarters, and in the confined space of the library, 31it was terrifying. And they were throwing books at each other! Books!

         George couldn’t bear to watch any longer; he ducked down behind the desk and turned round to sit with his back against it, feeling it shudder each time some new skirmish ran into it.

         He clutched his knees to his chest. There was a quiet tink, barely audible amidst the roar of the battle, as something small bounced off the top of the desk and flew over George’s head.

         ‘Was that a tooth?’ he said, already knowing the answer.

         Emily Lime scrabbled on the floor for it and held it up for a closer look. ‘Bicuspid,’ she said. ‘And badly neglected too. No wonder it came out. Whoever it belongs to is a very neglectful brusher.’

         ‘Oh no!’ said George, hearing the creak of the door even above the racket of combat. ‘Who’s this now?’

         Daphne took a peek. ‘It’s Erica,’ she said. ‘And she’s heading our way.’

         The small rat-faced girl in question ducked and weaved through the mêlée with admirable skill and arrived at the desk unscathed.

         ‘Oi!’ she said, with characteristic charm. ‘Post for 32you. Bagley sent me over with it. Didn’t realize it’d be a war zone, though. You should pay me danger money.’

         ‘You’ll be lucky,’ said George, rising far enough to take a look at the pile of post she was carrying. ‘Oh! Have we got a parcel?’

         Erica scowled at him. ‘No,’ she said. ‘That’s mine. From me gran.’ She plucked a handful of envelopes from the top of the pile and slapped them down into George’s palm. ‘These are yours.’

         ‘Oh,’ said George. ‘Oh well. Ta.’

         He sat back down as Erica scuttled away.

         ‘Anything good?’ said Daphne.

         ‘One for you, the rest look like bills.’
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         He handed the single handwritten envelope to Daphne, then tore open the first of the others, extracted the paperwork from inside, and groaned.33
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         ‘Oh, it’s a letter from Veronica,’ said Daphne, examining her own post, as George groaned again, more loudly this time, at the bill inside his second envelope.

         ‘It sounds like her new school in Devon is … a bit of a change from here,’ Daphne went on.

         ‘Lucky her,’ said George. ‘Not inhabited by lunatics and run by a madwoman, then?’

         ‘Well, no,’ said Daphne. ‘But she says she misses us all. That’s nice.’

         ‘Lovely,’ growled George. ‘Now, Lime, what did I tell you about keeping to a strict budget?’

         ‘I have no idea,’ said Emily Lime as she caught another flying book and added it to a growing pile on the floor beside her. ‘Was it important?’

         George made a strangled sort of noise. ‘Yes, of course it was important. That’s why I said at the time now listen carefully, this is really important! Don’t you remember?’

         34‘No,’ said Emily Lime. ‘I didn’t think it was important.’ She shot a hand up and plucked another book from the air, preventing it from smashing through the window.

         ‘Why? Why would you think it wasn’t important?’

         Emily Lime added the book to her neat stack. ‘Because you said it.’

         George rose up in what he hoped was an imposing manner and waved the bills in Emily Lime’s face. ‘You are bloomin’ impossible, Lime!’ he said. ‘You’ve already spent more than all of the money! How are we meant to—’

         Then a copy of Ballistics for Beginners hit him hard on the back of the head, and he decided that he should have a little lie-down.

         
             

         

         Admiring the floorboards for a moment while he waited for the ringing sound in his ears to go away, George glanced first at Daphne, and then at Emily Lime. Neither of them, he concluded, looked delighted by the current situation, but even so he was able to spot a subtle change in their expressions as they stared out over the desktop: Daphne’s lips parted and her eyebrows climbed further up her 35forehead; Emily Lime’s sour scowl tightened.

         ‘Oh no!’ said Daphne. ‘That’s all we need!’

         George scrabbled up to see what they were seeing. Even glimpsed through a distracting mass of flailing limbs, flying fists and occasional spurts of blood, the imposing figure of the new arrival was unmistakeable.

         ‘Hulky!’ said George. ‘Oh, blimey!’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Seraphina ‘Hulky’ Holcroft was, indeed, powering straight towards the issuing desk, with any girls in her way either fleeing, bouncing off her, or getting trampled underfoot. George studied her face 36as she advanced towards them, trying to read her expression. It wasn’t easy, but George eventually concluded that either she was concentrating very hard or she was furiously angry. A scrapping pair of third formers pirouetted into her path and crashed into her. Hulky swept them aside with one arm without breaking her stride. Two lumpen fists crashed down onto the desk as she leaned on it, looming over the cowering figures of George and Daphne.

         Then Emily Lime stepped forward between them. ‘How can we help?’ she said.

         Hulky raised her gaze to Emily Lime and pondered the question. It was a slow and painful process. ‘I’m looking … for a book,’ she said at last.

         Emily Lime nodded. ‘Very good,’ she said. ‘Anything in particular?’

         ‘Miss … Deakins sent me,’ she said.

         ‘The new art mistress?’ said Daphne, as she and George rose from the floor.

         ‘Yurss.’

         George, Daphne and Emily Lime stood there, safe in the shelter of Hulky’s massive frame, as the blizzard of flying books and general pandemonium continued behind her. 37

         ‘She sent me for a book,’ said Hulky.

         George and Daphne nodded attentively.

         ‘About an artist,’ said Hulky.

         ‘Righto,’ said George. ‘And, er … does this artist have a name?’

         ‘Well, obviously!’ Hulky glowered at George. ‘I’m trying to remember it.’ She set about thinking again. They watched the painful contortions of her face and waited, more or less patiently, for further details to emerge.

         ‘Paul … something or other … um …’

         ‘Cezanne?’ said Daphne.

         Hulky shook her head.

         ‘Nash?’ said George.

         ‘No!’ said Hulky.

         Then Emily Lime said something that was lost amid the shrieking of a passing pair of keen amateur wrestlers from the lower sixth.

         Hulky’s expression heaped annoyance on top of all the other boiling emotions it already contained. She turned and grabbed hold of the offending shriekers.

         ‘WILL YOU ALL …’ she bellowed.

         ‘… JUST …’ She raised the now silent and 38terrified sixth formers into the air.

         ‘… PLEASE …’ She threw one girl sprawling across a nearby table.

         ‘… BE …’ She threw the other girl off towards the biography section where she landed on the hockey team captain, Miriam Wagstaffe.

         ‘… quiet?’

         By this point, they already were. Quiet, and still, and gaping, and afraid. But to make sure of her point, Hulky raised a finger to her lips.

         ‘Shh,’ she said very quietly. ‘This is a library, you know.’ Then she turned back to face Emily Lime. ‘Pardon me?’

         ‘Klee,’ said Emily Lime.

         A bright new dawn broke across Seraphina ‘Hulky’ Holcroft’s face. ‘Yes, that’s it!’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Emily Lime showed no emotion and merely gave a small nod. ‘Paul Klee, 39Swiss painter, 1879–1940.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Hulky nodded vigorously, still grinning, while behind her every other girl in the library (except for Miriam Wagstaffe, who was unconscious) tiptoed meekly towards the exit.

         ‘We have a very good book on him,’ said Emily Lime, stepping out from the desk.

         ‘Dewey number 759.9,’ said George.

         ‘This way,’ said Daphne, and the four of them set off, picking their way across the book-strewn floor towards the art section as the door creaked closed behind the last of the other girls leaving, and a beautiful calm descended.
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