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9th October 1936

 

As soon as she saw the school, Justice Jones knew that it had potential for murder. She kept this to herself, of course. The taxi driver could easily be a spy. To be fair, the taxi driver hadn’t said much beyond a sort of groan when he heaved Justice’s trunk into the boot, but Justice wasn’t about to accept silence as a proof of innocence. As Leslie Light, private investigator, always said: it’s what your suspect doesn’t say. That’s what you have to listen to.

You could see the school from miles away, a looming black shape with towers at each corner. It looked as if it was built by someone who wanted to make a point: School is Serious, School is Not Fun, School is actually very much like Prison. Justice stared it down, daring it to intimidate her.

The building only looks so big, she thought, because the land around it is so flat. The Romney Marshes, that’s what it said on the map, but all Justice could see were endless fields of grey – featureless and almost colourless – merging seamlessly with the sky. Presumably the sea was there somewhere but she couldn’t see it, though she could hear the seagulls high above, calling in wind-blown desolate voices. It was a good thing that she wasn’t easily spooked, Justice told herself, because if ever a place was too spooky for its own good, it was Highbury House Boarding School for the Daughters of Gentlefolk.

Getting out her journal, Justice wrote:








FIRST THOUGHTS ON HIGHBURY HOUSE

Resembles: Dracula's castle and/or a prison

Surrounding land: extremely flat. Much like my mood.

Only one local taxi firm: Nye and Son. Assume I’m being driven by Nye and not by Son as he’s about 100. And possibly a spy.

Chance of escaping school without being seen: minimal.

Also, potential for murder: high.








‘Nearly there,’ said Nye suddenly.

Justice looked at her watch. It was only five o’clock but already it was nearly night. That’s what you got for starting a new school in October, of course.

‘What’s Highbury House like?’ she asked, spotting a chance to get some background information from a valuable local source. ‘I’ve never been to boarding school before.’

Actually, she had never been to any sort of school.

Nye was silent for a few seconds, chewing on his long grey moustache. Then he said, ‘I don’t see school folk much. My brother drove out here last week though.’

‘Really?’ said Justice. ‘Is he a taxi driver too?’

‘No,’ said Nye, swerving to avoid a low-flying heron. ‘He’s the local undertaker.’

‘Undertaker?’ said Justice. ‘Did someone die?’

But Nye did not answer and the rest of the drive passed in silence.

 

Justice watched as the looming towers came closer and closer. The sky darkened and a baleful moon appeared behind the clouds. Nye stopped and got out of the car to open heavy iron gates, a stone griffin on each side. He had a key, Justice noted. What sort of a school keeps its pupils locked in?

The sign on the gates was still just legible in the gloom.

 

Highbury House Boarding School for
the Daughters of Gentlefolk

 

What were gentlefolk anyway? Justice had a premonition that none of the inhabitants of the grey stone mansion would prove particularly gentle.

Nye drove through the gates and on down the driveway. It seemed to go on for ever. Justice could see pitches of some kind (she was vague on all sports), outhouses and a greenhouse. Then they were pulling up in front of huge oak double doors. Nye got out surprisingly quickly for someone so ancient, heaved Justice’s trunk out of the boot and muttered something that could have been ‘Goodbye’ or even, ‘Good luck.’ And then he was driving away, leaving Justice standing in front of the locked and bolted doors.

Was she supposed to knock, or what? As she waited, her breath misting in the cold, a dark bird – or was it a bat? – circled one of the towers. She wanted to turn and run but Nye was nowhere to be seen and, besides, where would she go? Screw your courage to the sticking place, her mother used to say. Justice was never quite sure what it meant but it was a quote from Macbeth and she seemed to remember that the play didn’t end too happily.

Justice was still standing there, uncertain, when a smaller door within the big door creaked open. A tiny, but nonetheless menacing, silhouette was framed in the doorway.

‘Are you Joan?’ said the figure.

‘No,’ said Justice.

The woman, who Justice now saw was wearing a nurse’s uniform, consulted a list. ‘It says here, Joan Justice. New Girl.’

‘My name’s Justice,’ said Justice. ‘Justice Jones.’

‘Oh.’ The woman seemed annoyed. ‘We assumed that must be a mistake. We’ve got you down as Joan.’

‘Maybe you are thinking of my surname – Jones. My first name’s Justice,’ said Justice. ‘My father’s a barrister.’

‘We know that,’ said the woman. ‘Herbert Jones QC. He’s quite famous, isn’t he?’

‘He’s defended a lot of murderers,’ said Justice.

The woman gave her a very hard look as if suspecting her of cheek. ‘I’m Matron,’ she said, smiling suddenly and showing lots of orange gum. ‘Hutchins here will take your trunk.’

As she spoke a man appeared around the side of the house. He looked about nine feet tall, with broad shoulders and a disconcertingly small head. The glance he gave Justice might have been unfriendly, or it might even have been pitying – it was hard to tell. Justice tried a tentative smile which was not returned. Hutchins picked up her trunk with one hand and lumbered away with it.

‘Come in, Justice,’ said Matron, managing to convey the impression that Justice had been keeping her waiting. ‘Hutchins will be locking up soon.’

And, clutching her overnight case and lacrosse stick, Justice stepped over the threshold of Highbury House.

She found herself in a massive hall, panelled and echoey. A wide staircase led upwards, past gloomy oil paintings of people who looked as if they had been dead for ever. A suit of armour stood to attention beside a stone fireplace containing only an unlit log. Justice shivered involuntarily. It was as cold inside as out.

‘I’ve asked Eva to look after you,’ said Matron. ‘She’s in the second-form common room.’

That meant that Eva was Justice’s age. Twelve. Or maybe Eva was already thirteen? Justice had been told that she would be in the second form and had been pleased that at least she wouldn’t be the youngest in the school. There were eight forms at Highbury House, from the first form to the upper sixth and including something inexplicably called ‘the remove’. ‘I look forward to meeting her,’ Justice said.

Matron looked positively appalled at this presumption. Clearly it was a mistake to have said anything. ‘Do you have your health certificate?’

Justice reached into her bag and handed it over. ‘Good. Follow me,’ said Matron.

Justice tried to map the route in her head but it was impossible. Through several doors, across a small courtyard (the plants grey and windswept), through what was obviously a dining hall, up a stone staircase, along a panelled corridor and eventually into a small room with window seats and faded sofas. Eva was sitting expectantly on one of the seats.

‘Eva, this is Justice,’ said Matron. ‘Not Joan, Justice.’

‘Golly,’ said Eva, eyes wide.

Eva was a small, sandy-haired girl. She was dressed in a brown blazer with gold trim. Under this she had a brown skirt, yellow-and-white striped shirt and long brown socks. But Justice did not think that she was actually insane; this was the school uniform. Justice had hers in her bag but she hadn’t dared try it on yet.

‘Eva will show you to your dormy,’ said Matron. ‘Meal is at six. Goodbye, girls.’

That smile again.

‘What’s Meal?’ said Justice when Matron had gone.

‘It’s what we eat in the evening,’ said Eva. ‘Dead baby mostly.’

‘Dead baby?’

‘It’s a sort of pudding,’ said Eva. ‘You’re in my dormy. Barnowls. We’re all super friends. Shall I show you the way?’

‘Please,’ said Justice, picking up her overnight bag. She felt slightly bewildered by so many new words at once. Barnowls. Dormy. Dead baby. What did it all mean?

On the way, Eva told Justice that she was twelve and had been at Highbury House for a year and at the prep school before that. Her best friend was Nora and they both worshipped Helena Bliss, the head girl.

‘What do your people do?’ Eva asked as they climbed another stone staircase.

‘My people?’

‘Your mater and pater.’

Justice blinked. This was Latin, she knew, but she’d never heard anyone her age speak Latin in normal life before. Though to be fair, she’d never heard anyone her age speak much of anything before. She supposed this was how everyone spoke here. ‘My father’s a lawyer, my mother’s dead.’

‘Dead?’ Eva’s eyes grew round. ‘How ghastly.’

‘Well, it was a little while ago,’ said Justice. Actually, it was exactly thirty-one days ago, but she didn’t like to say this out loud. For one thing, saying it aloud made it real and, for another, people being sympathetic made her want to cry and, if there was one thing she wasn’t going to do at Highbury House, it was cry. ‘My mother used to teach me at home,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘I’ve never been to school before.’

‘Oh, poor you.’ Eva squeezed her arm but then, mercifully, let go. ‘You’ll love it here. It’s super.’

More corridors, more odd little staircases. Always know where your nearest exit is. That’s what Leslie Light said in The Case of the Haunted Hotel. But Justice was completely lost in this strange, rambling building. Still, here was a chance to solve her own mystery.

‘Eva,’ said Justice, catching up with her guide, ‘Mr Nye, the taxi driver, said someone had died here recently. Do you know anything about that?’

Eva turned. Her face had changed in some way but Justice wasn’t quite sure how.

‘That was Mary,’ she whispered. ‘She was a servant. Miss de Vere said we weren’t to talk about it.’ Eva stopped beside a door half concealed by panelling. ‘Here’s our dormy. Isn’t it super?’ she said, throwing open the door.

Justice looked at the long room. There were five beds, divided by white-painted partitions. The windows were small and high up. The only light came from a single bulb at the far end of the room.

Eva was looking at Justice, clearly expecting a response. ‘Super,’ said Justice.

 

When Eva went to the bathroom, leaving her in the dormy to get changed, Justice updated her journal:






FIRST THOUGHTS ON HIGHBURY HOUSE

Resembles: Dracula’s castle and/or a prison

Surrounding land: extremely flat. Much like my mood.

Only one local taxi firm: Nye and Son. Assume I’m being driven by Nye and not by Son as he’s about 100. And possibly a spy.

Chance of escaping school without being seen: minimal.

Also, potential for murder: high.

 

THOUGHTS ON HIGHBURY HOUSE cont’d

Nye: brother of the undertaker. Knows more than he’s letting on?

Matron: eyes don’t change when she smiles. Has heard of Dad (suspicious?).

Hutchins: strong, will know secrets of the house.

Eva: small, stupid. Was scared when I mentioned Mary.

Mary: query, murdered?
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Matron had told Justice to change into her school uniform so she supposed she’d better get on with it. The only way she could force herself to put on the brown socks was to pretend that she was a Yankee in the American Civil War going undercover as a Confederate soldier. She remembered what her mum always said about uniforms: Dress people the same and they’ll start to think the same and that’s dangerous.

But you’re not here now, Mum, Justice told her silently, and I’ve got to be a schoolgirl for a bit.

Eva came back to take her to Meal and obviously to check that she’d dressed herself properly.

‘Oh, you do look nice,’ she said. ‘Just like a regular schoolgirl.’

‘Um, thanks?’ said Justice.

‘I like your hair,’ said Eva. ‘It’s very pretty.’

‘Thanks,’ said Justice again, slightly surprised. Her hair was short and dark and she’d tucked it neatly behind her ears. She’d never thought about whether it was pretty or not. Her mother had brought her up not to think about her looks and she didn’t really have any girlfriends. Her best (and only) friend, Peter, was currently at a music school in London and, although she and Peter had discussed every subject under the sun, they were not in the habit of discussing hairstyles.

Eva led Justice down two flights of stairs and back across the courtyard again. It was completely dark outside now and as they crossed the courtyard Justice looked up to see the black shapes which could be bats swooping around one of the towers. She remembered seeing the towers – turrets, Eva had called them – from the driveway. Was this the North Turret? thought Justice, trying to get her bearings. She thought that they might go through the grand entrance hall but Eva seemed to be sticking to stone corridors with low ceilings – no panels, no suits of armour. Eventually they arrived at a pair of double doors. Eva flung them open with a flourish. ‘The dining hall,’ she said.

The first thing that struck Justice was the noise. It was deafening. Chairs scraping against the tiled floor, knives and forks rattling, voices raised to such a pitch that Justice thought the bats must be getting pretty good reception. Rows and rows and rows of girls were sitting at long tables, and almost every head seemed, for that second, to be turned towards them … before returning to whatever they’d been doing before. Eva took Justice’s arm. ‘We’re late. We need to get our food.’ They collected their trays and then went to a hatch where a woman in a blue apron slopped something unspeakable on to their plates.

‘You can have as much bread as you want,’ said Eva, putting three solid white slices on to her tray.

‘I’m all right, thanks,’ said Justice. She’d been starving in the taxi but now, suddenly, her appetite had disappeared.

Eva then led her to the end of one of the tables.

‘Barnies,’ she said, sounding like a circus ringmaster, ‘this is Justice.’

Three pairs of eyes – two blue, one brown – turned in her direction.

‘I thought she was called Joan,’ said a girl with long blonde hair in plaits.

‘Yes, sorry,’ said Eva. Sorry? ‘She’s called Justice Jones.’

‘What sort of a name’s that?’ said Blonde Plaits.

‘My father’s a lawyer,’ said Justice, to remind them she wasn’t invisible. ‘What’s your name?’

Like Matron earlier, the girl’s expression seemed to imply that Justice should not have spoken. After a bit of plait tossing, she said, ‘I’m Rose. Rose Trevellian-Hayes.’

‘I’m Nora,’ volunteered a tall girl with glasses. She gave Justice a little grin which, like her glasses, was slightly askew.

‘I’m Stella,’ said the third girl. Stella’s brown eyes met Justice’s and she gave her a rather grave smile.

‘Your hair’s very short,’ said Rose in what sounded like a slightly accusatory tone.

There seemed no answer to this, so Justice didn’t offer one. She tried to eat a bit of the food in front of her and put her spoon down hastily.

‘You won’t be able to keep it tied back like us,’ said Rose. ‘I’ve got the longest hair at Highbury House,’ she added.

Eva’s hair was obviously longer, but nobody mentioned this.

‘Rose has got hair like an angel,’ said Eva.

‘Actually, angels are mostly men, I think,’ said Justice, then after no one said anything, ‘You know, Michael and Gabriel and so on. And Lucifer, of course.’

The four Barnowls stared at her.

‘Where did you go to school before?’ asked Rose, narrowing her eyes.

‘My mother taught me at home,’ said Justice. ‘But she died so my father sent me here.’

‘That’s awful,’ said Nora. ‘How did she die?’

Justice had steeled herself for questions about her mother and had planned to answer them in a calm, factual voice but, when faced with four curious and sympathetic faces, it was harder than she had thought it would be.

‘She had cancer,’ said Justice.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Stella. And she sounded like she really was. There was a silence and then Stella said, ‘It must be nice to be taught at home.’

Justice was grateful to her for changing the subject, but she didn’t want to talk about being at home with Mum, not when she was trying so hard not to show her real feelings.

‘You might find the work here quite hard though,’ said Rose in a voice that seemed to be trying hard to sound sympathetic and failing spectacularly.

‘Maybe not,’ said Nora. ‘She could be a genius.’

‘Nora’s a brain,’ said Eva.

‘Oh, I’m not,’ said Nora, pushing her glasses further up her nose.

‘How many girls are in our form?’ asked Justice.

‘Fifteen,’ said Rose, pushing her plate away untouched. ‘Us five Barnowls, five Doves and five Robins.’

‘Nora came third in the form last year,’ said Eva. ‘I came fourteenth.’

‘Who came top?’

‘Stella.’

In that case, Stella’s the brain, thought Justice. But she soon came to realise that because Nora wore glasses, she was automatically ‘a brain’, just as Rose being blonde and pretty meant she must have the longest hair. She wasn’t surprised that Eva had come fourteenth and she betted that Rose was exactly in the middle. She made mental notes of all this so she could jot it down later.

‘Alicia came second,’ said Rose. ‘She could have come first if she’d wanted to.’

‘Alicia is Rose’s best friend,’ said Eva. ‘She’s in Doves and because we had a spare place Rose was hoping …’

Rose was hoping she’d move to Barnowls, thought Justice, but instead they’ve got me. It wasn’t a promising start as far as being ‘super friends’ went.

Eva looked like she was about to say more but, just as she was about to speak, a stupefying change came over the girls at the table. They all looked up with identical expressions of awe – mouths slightly open, eyes shining. It took Justice a few moments before she identified the cause of this chain reaction. A tall girl with long, wavy blonde hair had stopped at their table. What’s more, the vision seemed to be addressing her, Justice.

‘You must be the new girl,’ it was saying. ‘Welcome to Highbury House. I’m Helena Bliss, the head girl.’

‘How do you do,’ said Justice.

For some reason Helena laughed at this. ‘That’s right. Don’t be afraid to speak up for yourself. It’s Joan, isn’t it?’

‘Justice.’

‘Oh.’ Helena gave her a look as if suspecting insubordination but obviously decided not to take it further. ‘Well, you’re in good hands with the Barnowls. Look after her, girls. Remember, every time we meet a stranger we could be entertaining angels unaware.’

‘We will, Helena.’

‘You can rely on us, Helena.’

‘Of course, Helena.’

‘Thank you, Helena.’

The vision drifted away, leaving the Barnowls to ruffle their feathers excitedly.

‘Isn’t she beautiful?’

‘She was wearing scent – did you smell it?’

‘She actually said Justice was in good hands with us.’

‘Why doesn’t she have her hair tied up?’ asked Justice.

The others stared at her.

‘She’s head girl.’

‘She’s Helena Bliss.’

‘Her hair’s just like yours, Rose,’ said Eva. ‘When you’re head girl you can wear yours loose.’

‘I can’t wait,’ said Rose, obviously not doubting for a minute that the day would come.

‘Have you finished, Justice?’ said Eva. ‘We can leave the room if the prefects have left.’

‘And don’t worry,’ said Stella, looking at Justice’s plate, which was still full of uneaten food, ‘we’ve got tuck in the dormy.’

 

‘Tuck’ turned out to be food, and the evening was not quite as bad as Justice had dreaded. They played ping-pong in the common room and Justice got to meet Alicia, Rose’s best friend, who had white-blonde hair and pale eyes. The two of them immediately disappeared into the corner and carried on an intense, whispered conversation. Were they talking about her? Maybe, but Justice was too busy trying to hit the ball back to pay much attention.

At eight o’clock they retired to the dormy where Stella and Nora shared out fruit cake and slightly stale biscuits. They sat on the floor to eat because ‘Matron goes mad if she finds crumbs’.

‘We take it in turns to share the food from our tuck boxes,’ said Eva. ‘Have you got a tuck box, Justice?’

‘I don’t think so. I could ask Dad to send something, I suppose.’

This met with an enthusiastic response. ‘Yes, do!’ said Nora. ‘Tell him a good rich fruit cake because that doesn’t go off.’

‘Stuff in tins is good too,’ added Stella. ‘Sardines, pineapple chunks, that sort of thing.’

Justice tried and failed to imagine her father assembling a box of this sort of food. Maybe he’d ask his secretary to do it.

Rose, the dormy captain, was responsible for turning the lights off at nine. First there was a visit to the bathroom, an incredibly grim room that was the coldest place Justice had encountered so far. Then Rose ordered Eva and Nora to clear up and
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