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January 1937


The dark shape of Highbury House was getting closer and closer. Justice told herself that she knew the place now – its turrets and spooky ramparts no longer had the power to scare her. But the school was a daunting sight in the twilight, looming up out of the flat marshland, birds – or possibly bats – circling the four towers. There was still snow on the ground here – although, in London, the streets had been clear for weeks. Justice was glad that she had Dad beside her, humming a little tune, his hands relaxed on the steering wheel. It was far better than her first journey to the boarding school, when she’d been alone in a taxi driven by the sinister Nye.

‘How are you feeling?’ asked Dad, as if he understood. 

‘All right,’ said Justice. ‘I’m looking forward to seeing Stella and Dorothy again.’

‘Stella’s a nice girl,’ said Dad. She had visited their house in the Christmas holidays.

‘She is,’ said Justice. ‘She’s sometimes a bit reluctant to break school rules though.’

Dad’s mouth twitched. ‘Try not to break too many rules this term, Justice.’

They were at the school gates, open now but usually firmly closed. The sign on them said, in uncompromising black letters, Highbury House Boarding School for the Daughters of Gentlefolk. As they drove slowly along the seemingly endless driveway, they were passed by other cars who had, presumably, already deposited their daughters. A Rolls Royce with a flag on the front that must have belonged to Rose’s rich parents, a station wagon driven by a man who looked exactly like Nora – down to his lopsided glasses – and several forgettable cars with identikit parents inside.

Dad parked by the heavy oak doors. Justice got out, holding her overnight bag and shivering a little in the cold air. Hutchins, the handyman, appeared from nowhere to take Justice’s trunk. To her surprise, he touched his cap to her and said, ‘Welcome back, miss.’

‘Thank you,’ said Justice. ‘Hope you had a good Christmas.’

‘Yes, thank you, miss.’ Hutchins lumbered away. Dad took Justice’s arm and they went through the open doors into the vast hall with its suits of armour and portraits of long-dead members of the Highbury family. A woman in a nurse’s uniform was standing by the unlit fire.

‘You must be Justice Jones,’ she said. ‘I’m the new matron, Miss Robinson.’

Justice didn’t answer immediately because Miss Robinson was almost the scariest thing she’d seen so far. She was tall and thin with black hair pulled back into a severe bun and she had a prominent nose and chin, like a child’s drawing of a witch. Dad raised his hat politely. ‘Good afternoon, Miss Robinson. I’m Herbert Jones, Justice’s father.’

Miss Robinson inclined her head graciously. ‘How do you do, Mr Jones. Justice, do you have your health certificate?’

Justice fumbled in her overnight bag and handed it over. She knew the time had come to say goodbye to Dad and now she found that she just wanted to get it over quickly.

‘Bye, Dad,’ she said. ‘Hope you have some juicy murder trials coming up.’ Miss Robinson moved away tactfully. Justice liked her for that.

‘Bye, Justice.’ Dad kissed her and gave her a quick hug. ‘Have a good term. I love you.’

‘I love you too,’ said Justice. ‘Don’t forget to send a tuck box.’

She didn’t wait to see Dad leave. She went through a door at the back of the hall, up the servants’ staircase and along the passageway that led to the dormitories. There was something nice about knowing the way this time. She paused at a door marked Barnowls, took a deep breath and pushed it open.

The room seemed to be full of girls all talking at once. ‘Isn’t she lovely?’

‘She’s so pretty, like a fairy princess.’

‘And she seems so nice. She remembered my name right away. “Hallo, Eva,” she said. Just like I was anyone.’

‘She knew that I was lacrosse captain. She said we’d have to have a team talk.’

Justice sighed and put her overnight case on the bed. She’d almost been looking forward to seeing the Barnowls again but, now she was actually here, listening to this drivel, she was beginning to have second thoughts. What’s more, Stella didn’t seem to have arrived yet.

‘Have you seen her, Justice?’ Eva turned to her, eyes shining.

‘Who?’ said Justice.

‘Miss Heron, the new games mistress. “Hallo, Eva,” she said to me—’

‘Yes,’ said Justice. ‘I heard. Amazing. No, I haven’t seen her. I’ve only just arrived. I met the new matron though,’ she added.

‘Oh, she’s ghastly!’ said Rose, who was brushing her long blonde hair in the only mirror, which was so high that you had to stand on the bed to see your reflection.

‘I liked her,’ said Justice. She hadn’t really had time to form an opinion but she already found herself wanting to disagree with Rose, partly because Rose herself was always so certain that everyone would follow her lead.

‘You would,’ said Rose, not turning round from her reflection in the mirror.

‘I thought she was scary,’ said Nora, adjusting her glasses. ‘She looked like a witch.’

‘Don’t say that.’ Eva gave a melodramatic shiver. ‘She might put a spell on us.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Rose. ‘Whoever heard of witches at a boarding school? Buck up, Justice. You don’t want to be late for meal. I’m dormy captain again and I can give you an order mark.’

* * *

Stella didn’t arrive until halfway through meal. Justice, who had been trying in vain to eat her food (a junket known to the girls as dead baby), leapt up and called, ‘Stella!’

From the prefects’ table the Head Girl, Helena Bliss, gave Justice a quelling look. Justice waved at Helena because she knew that this would annoy the older girl, who had a great sense of her own importance.

Stella approached the table, looking tired and rather fed up. She was still in her outdoor clothes and, for a second, seemed almost like a stranger.

‘Why haven’t you changed?’ said Rose, by way of greeting. 

‘The new matron said it was all right,’ said Stella, sitting next to Justice, ‘because I was so late.’

‘Why are you late anyway?’ asked Eva. ‘Did you have an accident?’

‘My dad’s car broke down,’ said Stella. ‘And we had to walk for miles to find a garage.’

Stella looked as if she wanted to change the subject. Outwardly, she was as calm as ever but Justice could see the signs – a tightening of the jaw and one leg vibrating under the table. Justice knew that Stella’s family were poor and that their car was old and unreliable. She thought of Stella and her father walking over the marshes and felt a sudden chill. She remembered the first time she’d seen Romney Marsh and the note she’d written in her journal: Chance of escape without being seen: minimal. They really were isolated at Highbury House – alone on the flat marshland, miles from the nearest village. Last year they had been snowed in with a murderer on the loose. But she had promised Dad she wouldn’t dwell on that.

‘I’m glad you’re here now,’ she said. ‘I’ve got a fruit cake in the dormy.’

‘Great,’ said Stella, who was eating her junket without seeming to taste it. Probably the best way, thought Justice. She hadn’t yet acquired the knack of swallowing horrible food just for refuelling purposes.

‘We can have a feast,’ said Eva. ‘A Welcome-Home feast.’

Home? thought Justice. School wasn’t home. Home was her house in London with the carpets and curtains that had been chosen by Mum, and Justice’s room with all her crime novels on the shelves. But, just at that moment, school did seem rather homelike, the girls chattering as they ate, lamps lit, the curtains drawn against the night.

‘The new games mistress is lovely,’ Eva informed Stella.

‘She knew that I was lacrosse captain,’ said Rose. ‘I expect I’ll be tennis captain in the summer term,’ she added with her usual supreme confidence, probably justified in this case. ‘Do you play tennis, Justice?’

‘Of course,’ said Justice, who had once hit a tennis ball against a wall.

‘Spring term is going to be such super fun,’ said Eva.

Justice looked round the table. Now all five Barnowls were together: Rose tossing her hair back and admiring her reflection in a spoon; Stella still slightly on edge, chewing her lip as she thought; Nora pushing her glasses further up her nose; Eva beaming around the table.

Perhaps it will be a good term, she thought. She was slightly ashamed of herself for wishing that there would also be a blood-curdling mystery to solve.
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The dormitory bell had gone and Justice was walking up the stairs from the second form common room when she heard a loud ‘Psst!’ Justice grinned as she turned round. Sure enough, Dorothy was hiding behind the red velvet curtain on the top landing.

‘Dorothy! There you are!’

‘Shh,’ said Dorothy. ‘Mrs Hopkirk might hear.’ Mrs Hopkirk was the housekeeper but Justice had hardly ever seen this mythical creature. All the same, she knew that one of the school’s more absurd rules was that pupils must not talk to the maids. So, glancing round quickly, Justice joined Dorothy behind the curtain, which was heavy and musty-smelling, slightly threadbare in places. Dorothy was in her maid’s uniform, black with a white apron, and her hair, as usual, looked as if it wanted to escape from its bun. She smiled, rather shyly, at Justice but her hazel eyes were as bright as ever.

‘Why didn’t you write?’ said Justice, lowering her voice, even though the landing seemed to be deserted. ‘I wrote you lots of letters.’

‘I meant to,’ said Dorothy, ‘but then my little sister got sick and I had a lot of work to do at home …’

Dorothy was the eldest of five children. Justice always envied people with big families (Stella was one of seven) but she couldn’t quite imagine what it might be like. She hoped that Dorothy’s little sister hadn’t been seriously ill.

‘Which sister?’ she said. ‘Is she OK now?’

‘Elsie, the eight-year-old. Yes, but she’s still quite weak. She had a cold and it turned into pneumonia.’ Dorothy’s voice wobbled slightly.

There had been a maid at Highbury House who had died of pneumonia. Justice could understand why Dorothy had been so worried and the slight resentment she felt about the lack of letters began to fade away.

‘I loved getting your letters though,’ Dorothy said. ‘All about your dad and Peter and the funny man with all the dogs who lives down the road. I read some of it out to my mum and she laughed and laughed.’

Justice was mollified. She’d written pages and pages about Peter, her friend who was studying music, and about her neighbours, including old Mr Altman who had twelve pugs named after the twelve apostles. When Dorothy hadn’t answered she had thought that she might have been bored by these outpourings.

‘Did you come in to work over the holidays?’ asked Justice.

‘Of course!’ Dorothy looked surprised. ‘There’s a lot to do before a new term. We have to make all the beds and get the dormies ready. There’s food to prepare and the classrooms have to be swept. You wouldn’t believe how dusty they get.’

Justice felt rather guilty at this answer. She had never once considered that people would have prepared the school for their arrival. She only thought about how horrible the food was and how uncomfortable the beds, not about the work that had gone into making them ready.

‘Did you have to sleep here?’ she said. She thought about how spooky the school would feel with only a handful of people in it, all those empty corridors and echoing halls.

‘No, thank goodness,’ said Dorothy. ‘I walked back to the village every night. And I did have Christmas Day and Boxing Day off.’

Dorothy was only three years older than Justice but Justice couldn’t imagine only having a few days off a year. She’d spent most of the Christmas holidays lying on her bed reading her mum’s books. Mum had written crime novels about a private detective called Leslie Light. They were really good mysteries but Justice often felt sad when she was reading them. Mum had died last year and sometimes, in the books, it was as if you could hear her voice talking to you. She couldn’t help feeling slightly jealous of Dorothy, even though she had to work so hard. At least Dorothy had a mother to laugh with.

‘Have you seen the new matron?’ asked Dorothy.

‘Yes,’ said Justice. ‘She seemed all right. An improvement on the old one.’

‘I think there’s some mystery about her,’ said Dorothy.

Justice felt her heart leap with excitement. Here was a mystery at last. But was Dorothy just imagining things? Matron did look like the villain from a horror story and Dorothy, like Justice, was a big fan of books that featured mysterious villains.

But, before Dorothy could say more, they heard footsteps ascending the stairs.

‘I’d better go,’ said Dorothy. ‘I’m meant to be lighting the fires in the teachers’ rooms.’

And she was gone, leaving the curtains billowing in her wake.

The Barnowls’ dormy was as cold as ever and the bathroom was positively freezing. Justice’s teeth were chattering so much that it was quite hard to brush them. Because it was the spring term she had imagined that Highbury House might be a bit warmer but it was still January and winter lasted longer on Romney Marsh. Justice did a lightning wash and sprinted back down the corridor, planning to get into bed as quickly as possible.

When the other Barnowls were getting ready for bed, Justice managed a few words with Stella.

‘Dorothy thinks there’s some mystery about the new matron.’

Stella looked at Justice with a familiar expression on her face – half amusement, half apprehension. ‘Dorothy always thinks that everything’s a mystery.’

‘Well, sometimes she’s right,’ said Justice. ‘There was a real murder last term, don’t forget.’

‘How could I forget?’ Stella shivered. ‘Let’s hope nothing like that ever happens again.’

When she was in bed, Justice thought about her friend’s words. Stella hadn’t enjoyed their adventure last term, although she had been as brave as a lion at the time. Justice hadn’t enjoyed it exactly. It was terrible that someone had died and there had been moments when she and her friends had been in real danger but, all the same, there had been something very exhilarating about trying to solve the mystery. And she had solved it, just in time.

It felt strange, being back in the little iron bed covered with a grey blanket. Strange, but not entirely unpleasant. After Rose had turned the lights out, Justice could hear Stella breathing steadily in the bed next to her. Eva was emitting the regular squeaks that meant that she was already asleep. Justice reached under the bed for the hiding place under the loose floorboard where she had already put her journal, pen and torch. Under the cover of the blanket, she switched on the torch and wrote:
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‘Justice!’ Rose’s piercing whisper came across the room. ‘You’re writing. I can hear your pen scratching. Go to sleep.’ 

‘I will in a minute,’ said Justice.

‘Perhaps she’s writing a love letter to Monsieur Pierre.’ Nora was giggling.

‘Ah, my leetle cabbage,’ Stella imitated the French teacher’s voice.

‘I will take you away to gay Paree.’ Nora again. ‘And feed you with snails.’

‘Be quiet, all of you,’ said Rose. ‘Or I’ll give you an order mark.’

But it sounded as if she was laughing too.
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Last year Justice had arrived three weeks after the start of term and so, as the girls kept telling her, she had missed Miss de Vere’s ‘welcome back’ assembly.

‘It’s super,’ said Eva, helping herself to porridge. ‘She always tells us a story and she says things like, “You girls are the future of the human race.”’

‘The human race is in trouble then,’ said Justice. She was feeling rather grumpy. It had been horrible waking up in the cold dormy rather than in her cosy room at home. There had been ice on the inside of the bathroom window and now there was Cook’s cement-inspired porridge for breakfast. The porridge had a texture all of its own, rather like quicksand, pulsating and quivering in the saucepan. You were allowed one spoonful of sugar to put on top and this was soon swallowed up by the grey gloop. Justice thought wistfully of breakfasts at home – bread and jam, bacon on Saturdays, sometimes a sausage sandwich at the café in the park.

‘She makes announcements too,’ said Rose, putting a tiny amount of porridge on her plate. ‘Who are the form captains and sports captains, that sort of thing.’

She tossed back her plaits and looked complacent. Rose had been second year sports captain last term and no one doubted that she’d get the call again. Irene had been form captain but this, apparently, changed every term. There were only fifteen girls in the form so, by the end of their time at Highbury, everyone would have had at least one turn. Justice thought that she would probably be in the sixth before she had her chance. Miss de Vere had been fairly nice in her end-of-term report, but Justice thought that her habit of sneaking round the school at night in search of mysteries might count against her when it came to being form captain.

The Barnowls took their seats at their usual table. At the prefects’ table, Helena Bliss said, ‘Benedictus, benedicat’ and then they were allowed to eat.

‘Will Helena be Head Girl again?’ asked Justice. 

Predictable outrage from the Barnowls.

‘Of course she will!’

‘She’s the perfect head girl!’

‘She’s Head Girl for life.’ This was Eva, overdoing it as usual. Justice exchanged a glance with Stella. They both knew the head girl wasn’t quite as perfect as she seemed. In fact, Helena broke as many school rules as Justice. The difference was that she never seemed to get caught.

After breakfast, they all trooped into the hall for assembly. The girls sat in rows, with the youngest at the front, the sixth formers lounging at the back. All were wearing the school uniform of brown blazer, brown skirt, yellow-and-white striped blouse and long brown socks. The first years looked smart and rather overawed, their blazers slightly too big and their skirts slightly too long. Higher up the school, hemlines were shorter and, although this was against the rules, blouses taken in to show more curvaceous figures. Sixth formers were allowed to wear jumpers instead of blazers and these too seemed suspiciously tight. Justice walked in with the other second years. There were fifteen girls in her class – the five from the Barnowls’ dormitory, five Doves and five Robins. Their form teacher was Miss Morris, a stern-looking woman who also taught maths.

The teachers sat in a line on the stage and Justice was able to see the new games mistress, Miss Heron, for the first time. She stood out because, unlike the other teachers, she wasn’t wearing a gown and had on what looked like … could it be? ‘Is that a divided skirt?’ she whispered to Eva, who was in front of her.

‘I think so,’ Eva whispered back. ‘Isn’t she glamorous?’

Miss Heron was young (for a teacher) and had blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. She looked around the room coolly but with a hint of a smile. Justice could see why the other girls were so impressed but, for herself, she decided to reserve judgement. ‘Don’t be dazzled by a witness’s demeanour in the box,’ Dad always said. ‘Wait until you hear what they have to say.’

The new matron, Miss Robinson, sat at the end of the row. Her demeanour could not have been more dissimilar. Her arms were folded and she was frowning, dark brows pulled together in a forbidding scowl.
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