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				Introduction

				by Cressida Cowell

				bestselling author of the 
How to Train Your Dragon series

				Like so many, many children before and after me, Enid Blyton’s books played a crucial role in turning my nine-year-old self into a passionate reader.

				That is because Enid Blyton had an extraordinary knack for writing the kind of books that children actually want to read, rather than the kind of books that adults think they should read.

				Enid Blyton could tap into children’s dreams, children’s desires, children’s wishes, with pin-point accuracy. She knew that every child, however good and well-behaved they might look on the outside, secretly longed to be Elizabeth Allen, the naughtiest kid in the school. I’m afraid I entirely cheered Elizabeth on, as she defied her parents, the headmistresses, her schoolmates, and the very serious School Meetings. If anything, I wanted her to be even naughtier.

				But the Naughtiest Girl books were really my favourite of Enid Blyton’s school stories because of Whyteleafe, a very different school from Malory Towers or St Clare’s. What if there could be a school in which discipline was administered by the children rather than the adults? In which all money was given in at the start of the term and distributed amongst the children along socialist lines? Wouldn’t this be the kind of school that children would actually want to go to, rather than the kind of school that children have to go to?

				It was an interesting proposition to a nine-year-old, and it remains an interesting proposition.

				I hope you enjoy this story as much as I did when I was nine years old.
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				CHAPTER ONE

				Jake is grumpy

				ELIZABETH ALLEN was enjoying life in the second form at Whyteleafe School. By early October she could barely remember what it had felt like to be a first former. How young the new first formers looked now, how small for their age! Surely, she would say in amazement to her best friend Joan, they’d never been that small when they were first formers? Joan would smile gently and assure her that a year ago they must have looked every bit as small.

				Being a second form monitor with Joan this term made Elizabeth feel all the more grown-up. She was delighted to be a monitor again and refused to let her friend Julian put her off her stride.

				‘How long will the Naughtiest Girl last this time?’ he asked her, an amused light in his green eyes. ‘One week? Two weeks? Or till half-term, perhaps?’

				‘Wait and see, Julian Holland. You might get a surprise. It’s exciting being a monitor. Thomas and Emma have got really good ideas. I’ve not the slightest intention of blotting my copybook!’

				It was a long time since Elizabeth really had been the school’s Naughtiest Girl – but the nickname had stuck. And how Julian loved to tease her about it!

				Privately Elizabeth now considered Whyteleafe the best school in the world. She liked the way the pupils made most of the rules themselves, through the weekly Meeting, which was a kind of school parliament. And she loved the monitors’ get-togethers that Thomas and Emma, the new head boy and girl, had introduced. All twelve monitors now met Thomas and Emma once a week for tea and biscuits in their study. They helped to plan the main Meeting and were encouraged to put forward ideas. It was known simply as the Monitors’ Meeting, or MM for short.

				‘Don’t forget we’ve got an MM before tea, Elizabeth!’ Joan reminded her friend one day.

				They were still outside, after Games. Elizabeth was loitering near the main hockey pitch, where members of the school’s first eleven were having a team practice. There were some important matches coming up soon.

				‘I know, Joan,’ replied Elizabeth. ‘I’m looking forward to it. Wasn’t it good last week?’

				There had been three MMs so far and Elizabeth had enjoyed each one. She wanted to play her full part in the smooth running of the school. She was determined to be a dynamic and successful monitor. She took her responsibilities to heart.

				‘But we haven’t got time just to stand around,’ Joan said softly. ‘We’ve got to wash and change and smarten up . . .’

				‘I’m not just standing around, Joan!’ Elizabeth pointed out, patiently. ‘I’m looking at Jake and his poor ankle, that’s all. I’m worried about him, aren’t you? We are his monitors, after all. I think the least we can do is go over and have a few words with him. He looks so grumpy! Come on, let’s try and cheer him up.’

				Only then did Joan realize that her friend was gazing not at the team practice but at a forlorn figure sitting on the grass, with his ankle heavily strapped. Joan knew Jake well. He had been in the second form even longer than she had. He was a big, strapping boy for his age. He was a brilliant hockey player and at the end of last season had been selected for the school’s first hockey team. He was the youngest pupil ever to have made it into the first eleven. He had played superbly.

				‘Poor Jake!’ she agreed. ‘All right, then. But we’d better not talk to him for too long.’

				Elizabeth was already striding ahead.

				It was sad to see the big boy sitting there, staring miserably into space, while his team-mates practised running and passing and shooting goals. He had returned to school from the summer holidays a different boy, thought Joan. It seemed he had fallen badly on the last day of the holidays and injured his ankle. It had been strapped up for nearly a month now and he was still limping heavily. The injury seemed to have affected his confidence, too. He was much quieter this term than Joan had ever known him.

				‘Cheer up, Jake!’ Elizabeth was telling him, with her bright, friendly smile. ‘We just want you to know how proud we are to have a second former who’s already in the first hockey team. And already a star! It’s such an honour for us. It won’t be long now before that ankle of yours is better and it won’t be a moment too soon! Mr Warlow says there are some very important matches coming up and the team’s not the same without you. We can’t wait to see you in action again, I can tell you. The whole second form will be cheering you on from the sidelines!’

				Even at the best of times, Jake was the strong, silent sort of boy. He seemed taken aback by such effusiveness. His cheeks turned red.

				‘Oh, leave off, Elizabeth,’ he said grumpily.

				‘Don’t be embarrassed, Jake!’ said Joan, tactfully. ‘We just want you to know that our thoughts are with you. It’s such a shame for you, not being able to play games. We do hope the ankle will be better soon.’

				‘Thanks, Joan,’ mumbled the big boy.

				‘It’s got to be!’ declared Elizabeth, in her boisterous way. ‘I am going to wish and wish and WISH your ankle to get better, Jake! Just you wait and see!’

				The boy shrugged and made no response.

				‘Come on, Elizabeth. We must dash now!’ Joan tugged at Elizabeth’s arm. ‘We mustn’t be late for the MM!’

				As they went indoors, Elizabeth sighed. She’d hoped to cheer Jake up but instead she seemed to have made him grumpier than ever!

				‘He seemed surprised at my coming over and talking to him,’ she frowned. ‘I got the impression that he’d quite forgotten I’m one of his monitors this term.’

				‘He probably had,’ laughed Joan.

				‘Do you think it would be a good idea if all monitors had a special armband?’ continued Elizabeth. ‘Shall we bring it up at the MM and see what Thomas and Emma say?’

				‘Don’t be hasty, Elizabeth,’ replied Joan. ‘We can’t bring ideas up just to please ourselves. We go to the MM as representatives of form two. We’d need to find out what lots of other people in the form think about it first – and there isn’t time.’

				‘Here come Kathleen and Jenny!’ exclaimed Elizabeth. ‘We can ask them what they think while we’re getting ready.’

				The four girls shared dormitory number 14, a big sunny room on the first floor. As Elizabeth and Joan prepared to go to the Monitors’ Meeting, they talked to the other two about the armband idea.

				‘Do you think we really need monitors to have an armband?’ said Kathleen, her cheeks rosier than ever after an hour on the games field. ‘Everybody knows who they are.’

				‘I’m not sure they always do,’ pouted Elizabeth.

				‘It’s a good idea in some ways,’ reflected Jenny. ‘But it would mean the school having to spend money to get them made. The Beauty and the Beast might think it’s a waste of money!’

				Miss Belle and Miss Best were the joint headmistresses. They weren’t greatly in favour of unnecessary fripperies and frills.

				‘We could make our own,’ suggested Elizabeth.

				By the time she had finished chattering and brushing her hair and (at Joan’s suggestion) sponging a jam mark off her school skirt, it was getting late. The two friends hurried off along the corridor to go to the meeting – and bumped straight into Julian.

				He had come looking for Elizabeth. He was still wearing his tracksuit after Games and was disappointed to see her looking so smartly dressed.

				‘Oh, why have you changed, Elizabeth? We were planning to go for a pony ride before tea!’

				Elizabeth’s hand flew to her mouth.

				‘Oh, Julian, sorry! How awful of me. I forgot I had an MM today. Can we go for a ride tomorrow, instead? But, listen, there’s an idea I want to tell you about. I need to know your opinion . . .’

				At that moment, two other second form boys appeared.

				‘Harry . . . Martin . . . I need your opinions, as well.’

				Elizabeth stood there in the corridor and declaimed her idea about the special armbands for school monitors. Joan looked anxiously at her watch.

				‘Well, Julian, what do you think?’ ended Elizabeth.

				Her friend threw back his head and roared with laughter.

				‘What a horrible idea, Elizabeth! Do you want to be mistaken for a member of the secret police or something?’

				Harry and Martin started tittering. Elizabeth . . . armband . . . secret police. What a joke!

				‘All right, all right. I was only asking!’ protested Elizabeth.

				She suddenly went off the idea, herself. It had fallen flat. All the fizz had gone out of it. Although she hated being teased by Julian, she always valued his opinion. By the time the two girls had reached the door of Thomas and Emma’s big study, her mind was made up.

				‘I don’t think we’d better say anything about the armband idea, Joan,’ whispered Elizabeth. ‘It doesn’t seem to have a lot of support.’

				Joan murmured her agreement.

				Privately, she was thinking about Jake. It might have slipped the big boy’s mind that Elizabeth was one of his monitors but how could he have escaped the fact? Elizabeth was so keen! She was so determined to be a successful and dynamic monitor. There was really no need for her to think about wearing an armband!

				It was much more likely, reasoned Joan, that the boy was upset at being reminded about his injury, by a monitor or anybody else, no matter how kindly meant. It only made him more grumpy. Elizabeth had better go easy in that quarter, she thought.

				Out loud, she simply said:

				‘I expect there will be a lot of other things to talk about.’

				‘Yes!’ replied Elizabeth eagerly. ‘I wonder what Thomas and Emma have got in store for us to discuss this week? I expect it will be something interesting!’
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				CHAPTER TWO

				Thomas and Emma air a new idea

				‘HELLO, ELIZABETH! Hello, Joan!’ The head girl ushered them in with a smile. ‘You’d better grab your tea and biscuits before you sit down. We’re all crammed together like sardines as usual.’

				‘Sorry we’re a bit late, Emma!’ apologized Elizabeth.

				The study was packed. The two friends had to squeeze past all the other boys and girls to get to the table where their mugs of tea awaited them. The mugs stood next to a plate of biscuits. Elizabeth chose her biscuits with care – a shortbread and a chocolate digestive.

				‘If you can find anywhere to sit down!’ laughed Thomas. The tall, fair-haired boy was standing by the window, waiting to start. ‘Last to arrive had better sit on the floor if they can’t find anywhere else!’

				Joan managed to find a perch on the arm of a chintz-covered armchair normally reserved for visitors. Then Donald stood up and insisted on giving Elizabeth his place on a wooden bench that had been brought in.

				‘I’ll sit on the floor next to Peter,’ smiled the older boy. ‘I don’t mind at all. Budge up a bit, Peter.’

				Peter was the youngest there. He had gone up from the junior class to the first form this term and had been made a monitor.

				Elizabeth sandwiched herself on to the bench between Eileen and Richard, who were also monitors now. What fun these get-togethers were, she decided. She sipped her tea slowly and gazed round the room. All twelve monitors had turned up, as in previous weeks.

				Whereas the main Meeting in the school hall each week was a formal affair, these little MMs were just the reverse, everybody squashed into a small space, the atmosphere relaxed and jolly.

				‘Thank you all for coming!’ began Thomas. ‘I see we’ve got a full house, as usual. And that’s good because Emma and I want to give something an airing. It’s a completely new idea. We need to know whether you like it yourselves – and whether you think your classmates would approve. Emma – you explain the thinking behind it.’

				Emma finished her tea, placed the cup down and swung round in her chair to face them all.

				‘Tom and I were talking the other day about how we all like to win honours. It’s part of human nature. If we’re good at games, we try to get into the teams. And if we’re good at lessons, we try to come top in class. However some boys and girls are not especially good at games or brainy either but they may have other fine qualities. We thought, is there a way they can be given recognition at Whyteleafe too? Some honour they can compete for on equal terms? What do you think?’

				The monitors received the idea with enthusiasm.

				‘You mean, people who do something unselfish?’ asked young Peter.

				‘A noble deed?’ exclaimed Elizabeth, eagerly.

				‘An act of bravery?’ suggested Donald.

				‘Exactly!’ said Emma, pleased to see how quickly the monitors were warming to the idea. ‘All of those things. Hands up all of you who think such a prize would be popular with the boys and girls in your form.’

				At once every hand in the room shot up.

				Thomas smiled as he looked round at the forest of hands.

				‘Good!’ he said. ‘In that case, Emma and I would like to announce the plan at this week’s Meeting. Let’s work out the details. How often should we give out the honour? Perhaps once a term, do you think?’

				‘Yes! And keep it separate, so award it at half-term!’ suggested Eileen.

				‘But what will the honour be called, Thomas?’ asked Donald.

				‘Now, there’s a good question,’ smiled Thomas. ‘Let’s put our thinking caps on.’

				After that, the discussion raged for several minutes. Elizabeth was aglow. She liked the head boy and girl’s idea. Now they were all being asked to think of the name for the new honour. It was so exciting to be in at the very beginning of things like this. A new tradition at Whyteleafe School . . .

				Suggested names for the honour came thick and fast.

				‘The Bravery Award!’

				‘The Gold Star for Good Conduct!’

				‘No – the Gold Star for Courage . . .’

				‘What about the Good Deed Award?’

				In the end, it was one of the fourth form monitors, Eric, who came up with the best name. He was a thoughtful, learned-looking boy. He got to his feet, adjusted his spectacles and cleared his throat.

				‘May I say something? I’ll never forget some of the things that William and Rita told us about courage at camp last term. They knew the true meaning of courage, didn’t they? And they explained it so well. I’m sure the whole school would wish to remember them.’

				‘They were the finest head boy and girl that any school could hope for,’ said Thomas, humbly. ‘Emma and I are going to have to work hard to live up to their example.’

				Emma nodded, her eyes misting over.

				‘And so, Eric?’ she asked.

				Before Eric could reply, Elizabeth suddenly guessed what he was going to say. A thrill ran through her and she clapped her hands. She couldn’t stop herself, shouting it out loud –

				‘The William and Rita Award!’ she cried. ‘That’s what you’re going to say, isn’t it, Eric?’

				‘Yes! That’s it, exactly. You’ve taken the words right out of my mouth, Elizabeth!’

				There were surprised gasps all round and then everyone began to cheer. The William and Rita Award. Excellent!

				Thomas and Emma looked at each other in delight.

				‘That’s a lovely name for the honour, Eric,’ smiled Emma. ‘Quite brilliant.’

				‘Perfect!’ exclaimed Thomas.

				And the whole room agreed.

				It turned into a long session after that. There was so much to discuss! But it was all very fruitful. By the end of the session, not only had the name of the award been decided but so had all the details of how the winner would be selected. These would be announced in full at the school Meeting.

				‘Until then, this is all hush-hush,’ Emma reminded them. She placed a finger to her lips. ‘Not a word to anyone. We don’t want this leaking out in dribs and drabs. It must be announced in the proper way when the whole school is assembled.’

				Elizabeth and Joan were used to this. Things that the monitors discussed at MMs often had to remain confidential, until the head boy and girl were ready to make them public.

				‘It’s so lucky that we’re friends, Joan!’ remarked Elizabeth, as they went into the dining-hall for tea. ‘We can talk to each other as much as we like about things that are said at the MMs. I’d die if I couldn’t talk to somebody about them! I wonder whoget the first William and Rita Award? I wonder if it will be anyone in our form? Wouldn’t that be an honour!’

				She was still bubbling over with it all when she sat down for tea. Julian had saved her a place by the window, at one of the second form tables.

				‘Hello, Elizabeth!’ Julian wore his usual grin. ‘How did the meeting of the secret police go, then? What are you looking so excited about? Did you decide anything interesting?’

				‘As a matter of fact, we did,’ Elizabeth blurted out.

				‘What then?’

				‘It’ll be announced at the school Meeting,’ said Elizabeth. ‘But my lips are sealed till then. Oh, sorry, Julian. I shouldn’t have said anything, should I?’

				A look of annoyance had crossed her friend’s face.

				‘It’s not my fault,’ she added. ‘It’s a rule!’

				‘Since when has the Naughtiest Girl worried her head about rules?’ asked Julian, waspishly. ‘If this monitor business is going to turn you into the school goody-goody, I will feel very badly let down, Elizabeth Allen.’
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