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September 1937


‘It seems strange to think that we’ll be third years,’ said Stella.


‘Yes,’ said Justice. ‘I thought I’d get expelled long before this.’


Stella laughed, but Justice wasn’t entirely sure that she had been joking. She thought back to the first time she’d seen Highbury House, almost exactly a year ago. She had been on her own then, sitting in the back of a taxi, trying desperately not to show how scared she felt. She’d never been to boarding school before; she’d never been to any kind of school. She remembered how Highbury House had loomed up out of the darkness, its four turrets black against the sky, and she had thought: This is the perfect place for a murder.


Today was very different. They were being driven by Justice’s father, Herbert Jones, and Justice was with her best friend, Stella. She’d never had a best friend before – except Peter, who was more like a brother – and now she had two: Stella and Dorothy. Nothing, not even going back to boarding school, seems as bad when you have a friend with you.


Stella lived near Justice in London so it was easy for Herbert to take them both back. Besides, Stella’s father’s ancient car had finally broken down for good. Justice knew that she should feel sorry about this but she was just happy to have Stella’s company. Even though she knew the school now, it was still daunting to think that, in a few minutes, they would see the headmistress, Miss de Vere, and all the other teachers, not to mention their fellow pupils.


‘There it is!’ said Stella.


It was a bright September afternoon so the school didn’t look quite as much like a haunted castle as usual. It was still ridiculously large and gloomy, rising up out of the flat marshland like some sort of mirage, but when you know every inch of a place it somehow loses its power to terrify you. Justice had even explored the attics and the cellars, although these were strictly out of bounds.


‘Do try not to break so many rules this year, Justice,’ said her father. It was as if he had read her mind.


‘I only do that when I’m trying to solve a mystery,’ protested Justice. But her father was laughing. He was a lawyer, so Justice supposed that he was used to people breaking rules.


‘There aren’t going to be any mysteries this term,’ said Stella. She sounded hopeful.


Justice knew that Stella didn’t enjoy adventures as much as she did but she couldn’t help hoping for a little excitement. Not an actual murder – just something unusual happening. Something a little out of the ordinary.


At that moment, a headless horseman reared up in front of them.


Justice screamed, although afterwards she wished she hadn’t. Herbert swore and slammed on the brakes.


‘The headless horseman,’ breathed Stella. Their friend, Nora, had told them this ghost story last term.


‘Nonsense,’ said Herbert. ‘It’s a girl in a hood.’


Justice wound down her window and saw that Dad was right. It was a girl in a black cloak on a white horse. The horse was beautiful, with a flowing mane and tail, but it seemed agitated, half rearing, its nostrils wide.


‘What were you playing at?’ the girl shouted at Dad. ‘Road hog!’


Dad didn’t reply that the girl had just appeared from nowhere. He got out of the car. ‘Are you all right?’ He extended a hand towards the frightened horse.


‘Don’t touch Cloud!’


Justice opened the car door. But, before she could move any further, two other horses suddenly emerged from a gap in the hedge, further up the road. They were ridden by adults in proper riding clothes: breeches, boots and tweed hacking jackets.


‘Oh my goodness, Letitia,’ said the woman, riding a brown horse. ‘What happened?’


‘This man nearly killed me,’ said the girl. Letitia.


‘You crossed the road without looking,’ said Dad, but mildly.


‘You can’t go galloping off like that, Letitia,’ said the man, who was riding a huge black horse. ‘You could have been killed.’ He raised his hat to Dad. ‘Thank you for stopping so quickly, Mr Jones.’


And, with that, he turned and clattered away up the road. The two other horses followed him. Justice watched as they found the gap in the hedge and cantered off over the field, black, white and brown manes flying.


Herbert got back into the car and grinned at the two girls.


‘Well, that was an adventure.’


They agreed that it was. But Justice was thinking: how had the man known Dad’s name?
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After this excitement, the journey passed in a flash. In a few minutes they were driving through the stone gates with the griffins on top, past the sign saying, ‘Highbury House Boarding School for the Daughters of Gentlefolk’ and along the long driveway that led to the main entrance. Herbert parked by the huge oak doors and, as if from nowhere, Hutchins the handyman appeared to take Justice’s and Stella’s trunks.


Justice had been wondering if they’d meet the new matron, Miss Macintosh, but, to her surprise, it was Miss de Vere herself who floated down the steps to greet them.


‘It’s good to see you, Herbert.’


‘Good to see you too, Dolores.’


The adults shook hands and Stella pulled Justice to one side.


‘Did your dad just call Miss de Vere Dolores?’


‘Yes,’ said Justice. ‘They’re old friends.’ As a matter of fact, Justice didn’t like it when her father talked to her headmistress, though she couldn’t quite have said why. Partly it was because she didn’t want her home life and her school life overlapping. She wanted to be able to tell Dad how awful the teachers were and how inedible the school meals. She didn’t want Miss de Vere putting her oar in and probably complaining about Justice’s behaviour. But, most of all, Justice’s mother had only been dead for a year. Justice never wanted her father to look at another woman, much less be smiling at her as he was doing now.


‘How are you, Justice?’ Miss de Vere turned to her. ‘Did you have a good summer holiday?’


‘Yes,’ said Justice. Adding, ‘Miss de Vere’, after a look from Dad.


‘And you, Stella? How are you and all your family? I’m looking forward to welcoming your sister Sarah here next year.’


‘They’re all OK,’ said Stella, standing on one leg as she always did when she felt awkward. ‘Sarah’s looking forward to coming.’


‘That’s good,’ said Miss de Vere. ‘Herbert, could I have a word before you go?’ And she drifted away to welcome some other parents.


‘Bye, Justice.’ Dad kissed her. ‘Have a good term. Don’t forget to write.’


‘Bye, Dad.’ As always, when it was time to say goodbye, Justice felt her chest constrict. School wasn’t too bad but it was hard not to be able to see Dad for weeks, not until the first half holiday. Before she could say anything else, though, there was a thunderous sound of horses’ hooves. Letting go of Dad, Justice saw three familiar riders cantering up the sweeping driveway.


The white horse came to a halt beside Dad’s car. The girl swung down in one easy movement and thrust her reins into the woman’s hands.


‘Bye, Ma. Bye, Pa.’ She didn’t even turn to look at her parents.


Miss de Vere came hurrying over. Was she about to tell the new girl that horses weren’t allowed at Highbury House? It seemed not. ‘Welcome, dear Letitia,’ said the headmistress. ‘I’m sure you’ll be very happy here. Now, who can I find to look after you?’


Don’t look at me, prayed Justice. Look over there. Rose has just arrived. She’d simply love to be friends with dear Letitia.


‘Justice Jones,’ said Miss de Vere. ‘Will you take Letitia under your wing?’


Justice and Stella showed Letitia the way to the dormitories, through the great hall, up the main staircase, along the corridor lined with suits of armour and gloomy old paintings, through the double doors, along another corridor, up some stone steps, down some more, past the door that led to the sick bay …


‘How big is this place?’ said Letitia. ‘It didn’t look that big from the outside, but we’ve been walking for miles.’


‘It’s not as big as it seems,’ said Justice. ‘It’s just they make it very difficult to go from one place to another.’


‘Because the most direct route is usually out of bounds,’ said Stella.


‘Do you know which dormy you’re in?’ said Justice, pushing open the door to the dormitory corridor. The familiar scent of damp and floor polish came up to greet her.


‘It’s on my letter,’ said Letitia, taking a piece of paper out of her pocket. She was still wearing riding breeches, boots, a black jumper and the cloak. ‘Yes, here it is. I’m in Barnowls.’


Stella and Justice looked at each other.


‘We’re in Barnowls but …’


Justice was about to say that they already had five people in their dormy but Letitia had seen the name on a nearby door and pushed it open.


Justice and Stella followed her.


They saw immediately that another bed had been added. Nora and Eva, their classmates, were already there, chatting as they put away their outdoor clothes.


‘Justice! Stella!’ Nora came over to hug them. She was a tall girl with glasses that were always slightly askew. She was the form storyteller and impressionist. Justice hugged Nora back, realising how much she’d missed her over the holidays.


Eva, a small girl with wispy blonde hair, came bounding over too.


‘It’s simply super to see you—’ She stopped, catching sight of Letitia, standing in the doorway in her black cloak.


‘This is Letitia,’ said Justice. ‘She’s in Barnowls too.’


‘Super,’ said Eva faintly.


Another voice sounded from the doorway: ‘Hallo, chaps. What’s this? Someone’s put another bed here by mistake.’


‘Rose,’ said Justice. ‘This is Letitia. She’s a new girl.’


Rose turned her icy blue gaze on Letitia.


‘It must be a mistake,’ she said. ‘There are always five people in this dormy. There isn’t room for more.’


It was true that the sixth bed did make the small room very crowded.


‘No mistake,’ said Letitia cheerfully. ‘It says here that I’m in Barnowls. Bagsy the bed by the window.’


‘You can’t bagsy a bed,’ said Rose in outrage. ‘You’re new. You have last choice. I’m the dormy captain. I get the bed by the window.’


‘I was here first,’ said Letitia, throwing her overnight bag on to the bed. ‘The bed’s mine.’


‘I’m the dormy captain,’ said Rose, stamping her foot.


‘You must tell me why that’s important one day,’ said Letitia.


Justice and Stella exchanged another glance. Justice wasn’t sure if she liked the new girl but she was certainly going to make the autumn term a lot more interesting.
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It was a subdued set of Barnowls who trooped downstairs to Meal. Letitia was now wearing school uniform – brown blazer, brown skirt, yellow and white striped shirt, brown socks – but she still didn’t seem like the others.


Somehow the clothes looked slightly different on Letitia; maybe because she’d tied her curly brown hair back with a bootlace. But it was also partly because she seemed so unconcerned, walking along, head high, humming quietly under her breath. Justice remembered this time last year, when Eva had led her to the dining room for the first time. She had tried to be brave (she remembered repeating an old saying of Mum’s to herself: ‘Screw your courage to the sticking place’) but, deep down, she’d been terrified. Justice had never been to boarding school before and had had no idea what to expect. From a casual remark dropped by Letitia earlier it seemed that this was the same with her: she’d previously been taught by a governess at home. So this huge, echoing house, girls streaming down the stairs, all looking identical in their brown; the dining room with its hubbub of scraping chairs and clattering cutlery – it would all be totally new to Letitia.


You wouldn’t have known it, though. Letitia pushed in front of Rose; said, ‘No thanks, it looks ghastly’ when offered a helping of the junket known to the girls as dead baby; took two slices of bread, and looked round for somewhere to sit.


‘The Barnowl table is over there,’ said Eva helpfully.


‘Do you mean I’ve got to sit with you lot for every meal?’


‘Er … yes.’ Eva looked around rather desperately at the others.


‘Why don’t you go and sit with the prefects instead?’ said Rose. ‘I’m sure they’d simply love to have you.’


Justice looked over to the prefects’ table and her heart sank. What was Helena Bliss doing there? The head girl had been in the upper sixth last year and Justice had assumed that she would have now left school. But Helena was still there, her golden hair loose on her shoulders, looking haughtily around the room. She caught Justice looking at her and raised her eyebrows slightly.


‘Rose!’ hissed Justice. ‘Why is Helena still here?’ Rose always seemed to know about Helena probably because she was, by her own admission, a mini version of the head girl.


‘She’s decided to stay on for an extra term,’ said Rose. ‘Before she goes on to finishing school in Switzerland.’


‘I heard she’d failed her matric,’ said Nora.


This seemed much more likely. Helena was excellent at looking superior, but Justice had often wondered how much interest she really took in lessons. When Helena had played Alice in Alice in Wonderland in the school play last year, she’d spent most of the time adjusting her hairband.


‘Helena wouldn’t fail,’ said Rose, putting a tiny amount of dead baby on her plate.


‘She’s the cleverest person in the world,’ said Eva, overdoing it as usual.


Letitia had obviously decided to sit with them after all. She had plonked herself down at the table and was now spreading butter on her bread. She was about to take a bite when Eva put an anxious hand on her arm.


‘We can’t eat until Helena says Grace.’


‘I’m not waiting,’ said Letitia. ‘I’m hungry.’ And she took a big mouthful of bread. The Barnowls stared, obviously expecting the sky to fall in and demons to appear to drag the new girl straight to hell. But all that happened was that Helena stood up and said, ‘Benedictus benedicat,’ and the girls fell on their revolting food with apparent relish.


‘What are you looking forward to most about Highbury House, Letitia?’ said Eva, with a kind of desperate friendliness. Justice admired her perseverance.


‘Nothing,’ said Letitia. She finished her bread and took an unenthusiastic sip of milk.


‘Do you like games?’ said Rose. She had been sports captain last year and was the star of the lacrosse team. Justice hated all sport, with the single exception of cross-country running.


‘Never played any.’ Letitia shrugged. ‘I like horse riding, though.’


‘How super,’ said Eva. ‘Have you got your own horse?’


‘Yes. He’s a grey called Cloud.’ Letitia paused before adding, ‘I’m going to miss him.’


‘He’s gorgeous,’ said Justice. ‘Stella and I saw Letitia riding him on the way here,’ she told the other Barnowls.


‘Yes, your father nearly ran us over,’ said Letitia.


‘You rode out in front of him,’ Justice flared up.


She hadn’t realised that she’d spoken loudly but Helena rose from the prefects’ table and strode over. The Barnowls fell silent.


‘Is that squabbling I hear?’ said Helena. ‘We can’t have that. Little birds in their nests agree. Remember that, girls.’


‘Yes, Helena.’


‘Sorry, Helena.’


‘And I see we have a new girl.’ Helena turned to Letitia. ‘What’s your name?’


‘Letitia Blackstock. What’s yours?’


Justice could hear audible gasps from the other girls. She was even quite shocked herself, which proved that Highbury House was starting to get to her.


‘In this school,’ said Helena grimly, ‘we don’t ask impertinent questions. It seems that you need taking down a peg or two.’ And she turned on her heel and stalked away.


Letitia’s shoulders were shaking.


‘Don’t worry.’ Eva patted her shoulder. ‘You weren’t to know. You’re new.’


But Letitia wasn’t crying. She was laughing.


Justice had been hoping to see her other great friend, Dorothy. But Dorothy was a maid, which meant she was probably busy elsewhere. Plus, pupils weren’t allowed to talk to the maids. Not that Justice took much notice of this rule, but it made proper conversation difficult. She usually resorted to visiting Dorothy’s attic room in the middle of the night.


After Meal, they went to the common room. They had a new one now they were third years, on the ground floor, on one side of the courtyard. Justice didn’t like it as much as the second-year common room, which had been on the first floor and away from the prying eyes of the teachers. This one was bigger though, and had a ping-pong table and an old wireless. The girls were thrilled with the wireless. Irene turned the dial until she found a music programme and then they were all were dancing madly around the room. Letitia, however, sat on her own reading a book called How To School Your Pony.


Should I talk to her? wondered Justice, breathless from waltzing with Stella. Miss de Vere had told her to take Letitia under her wing but Letitia didn’t seem to need looking after and, besides, was likely to bite Justice’s head off again. She was still trying to decide when the door opened and a voice said, ‘Girls!’


They all stopped. In the background, Guy Lombardo continued to sing about September in the rain.


The figure in the doorway was wearing a nurse’s uniform so it didn’t take incredible detective skills to work out that this was the new matron. Justice had mixed feelings about the last two holders of this post so she observed the new school nurse with interest. She was younger than the other two, tall and slim with blonde hair in a bun and a composed, but not actually unfriendly, expression.


‘Hallo, girls. Could someone turn off that noise? Mr Lombardo is all very well in his place but …’


A few girls laughed. Nora turned off the wireless.


‘I’m Miss Macintosh, the new matron. A few of you haven’t given in your health certificates.’ She consulted a list. ‘Stella Goldman, Justice Jones and Letitia Blackstock. Could you run upstairs and get them for me?’


Justice and Stella moved towards the door. Justice had been at Highbury House long enough to know that, when a member of staff asked you to do something, you did it immediately. But Letitia continued to read her book. The other third years – all fifteen of them – turned to stare at her.


‘Letitia?’ said Matron.


‘I haven’t got it,’ said Letitia. ‘My father said it would be all right.’


Fifteen girls held their breath. Thirty eyes swivelled to look at Matron.


Miss Macintosh seemed about to speak but then appeared to change her mind. She turned and left the room without another word.


The first night of a new term was usually rather fun. The Barnowls brought food from home and they ate it in the dormitory after lights out. It was very cosy, even if you were missing home, to sit on the floor wrapped in a blanket eating fruit cake. Nora usually told ghost stories and Eva invariably had an attack of the hiccoughs.


But Letitia’s arrival changed everything. Justice offered her some cake but Letitia refused it and sat in her bed by the window reading her pony book by the light of a torch. Nora tried to tell her favourite ghost story but, somehow, it was hard to lose yourself in the tale of Grace Highbury (whose ghost was meant to haunt the Tower in the grounds) with a supercilious stranger sitting a few yards away. So, after eating their cake, the Barnowls climbed meekly into bed.


Justice wrote in her journal.




Day 1.


Everything is the same and yet it isn’t. There’s a new girl and I ought to like her – she’s never been to boarding school before, thinks HH is a bit potty etc – but somehow I don’t. There’s some mystery about the way the new matron treated her too. Must discuss this with Dorothy tomorrow.


Plus: Helena Bliss is STILL here. At this rate she’ll still be in the 6th when she’s 100.


Number of times Eva has said ‘super’: 24
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