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About the Book

I am the Honourable Daisy Wells, President of the Detective Society, one of the greatest detectives ever known – and also a fourth former at Deepdean School for Girls.

Violet Darby – one of the Big Girls – recently asked me to solve a most puzzling romantic mystery. I knew I’d be able to crack the case, and I did, in just a day and a half. It was one of my greatest triumphs (Hazel Wong, my Vice-President and best friend, is telling me that this is boasting, but it is also the truth). Hazel didn’t believe I would have the patience to write the account of it, but of course, she was wrong. I did write it down, and it came out very well.

I now, therefore, present to you: the Case of the Blue Violet.
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Being an account of

The Case of Violet Darby,

an investigation by the Wells & Wong Detective Society (mainly Daisy Wells).

Written by Daisy Wells
(Detective Society President), aged 14.

Begun 26th September 1935.

And finished the next day.


This is the account of a case that I solved almost entirely on my own. It seemed very puzzling at first (at least, some people were puzzled) but I solved it as quick as anything. That is because I am the Honourable Daisy Wells, President of the Detective Society. I am fourteen at the moment, in the fourth form at Deepdean School for Girls. This is a bother, as it means I have to pretend to be an ordinary schoolgirl. But soon I shall be twenty, and then I shall become the world’s greatest consulting detective, like Sherlock Holmes, only real. I shall set up my own detective agency with Hazel Wong. She is my Vice-President, and I suppose my best friend too, although that sounds less official. I haven’t asked her yet, but I’m quite sure she’ll agree. Hazel is a very good sort of person, a true brick. Sometimes she does think for herself rather, just as though she ran the Detective Society instead of me, but I have tried to train her out of it. Largely she does listen.

Hazel usually writes down our cases (we have had three real murders so far, as well as quite a few littler ones, which is far more than most grown-ups), but I have been telling her that if I wanted to, I could note one down as well. Hazel didn’t believe me at the time. She made Hazel’s Disbelieving Face, which is pursed lips and very straight eyebrows, and I’m sure she thought that was the end of it. Now, though, I mean to prove her wrong. I shall write down the Case of the Blue Violet (that is my name for it, and I think it very good and quite amusing) just as well as she could, and twice as quickly. Hazel always spends far too long describing people talking to each other, and when I read her notes I have to skim.

Hazel is leaning over my shoulder and looking disapproving again as she reads what I have written. I don’t know why – I am only being truthful. As I was saying, this is the story of one of our cases. It is not a murder (which is a pity), but it is rather interesting. It is about what happened when one of the prettiest Big Girls, Violet Darby, came up to me at bunbreak a week after the beginning of term and said, ‘Please help me, Daisy Wells. I’m in the most dreadful trouble, and you are my only hope!’

Hazel (still leaning) says that I am inventing that. Well, perhaps Violet did not say those words exactly – but she was upset, and she did ask for my help. Now, it is true that the Detective Society is secret. At least, it is supposed to be, although I am concerned that some members may not be as good as I am at keeping it so. But Violet knew about it, and about me, for one very good reason: her cousin is King Henry. King Henry, whose real name is Henrietta Trilling, used to be our Head Girl last year, and we helped her during our first real case, the Murder of Miss Bell. (You may read about that in one of Hazel’s casebooks, the one with the blue cover.) Quite obviously, King Henry had reason to recommend our services, and so when the problem of the letter arose, Violet knew that I was absolutely the best person at Deepdean to ask. And Hazel too, of course.

After she had approached us and asked for our help, Violet was quite upset. She stood there squashing her bun in her hands instead of eating it. We – Hazel, mostly – got Violet to calm down and sat her down on the wall. Then, once she had stopped hiccupping and wiping her cheeks, I told her to explain herself.

This is the story she gave us. I am not embroidering this part, because the facts in the case are vitally important for a detective to understand. And I must explain properly, so you can see how I got to my conclusion.

Violet Darby lives in Gloucestershire, on a country estate quite like Fallingford (my family’s house). In July of this year, her father sent her over to the Graves Estate, next-door-but-one, to meet its new owner, Lord Graves. Now, ‘Lord Graves’ is not really a name. Just like Daddy, who is called Lord Hastings as well as George Wells, it is just a title. It is passed on from person to person, like a ring or a coat. The old Lord Graves had been very old, so old that he died in the spring and gave his title to his nephew, Mr Eastham.

Before he had become Lord Graves, Mr Eastham had lived in America for several years. He had a wife there, and also one son, Edward Eastham. Edward was nineteen, and had lived in America with his father and gone to school there since he was Hazel’s and my age. But now his father was back in England, and in possession of a really quite enormous estate, and Edward was back home with him for good. He was now all grown up, and did not even have an American accent to make him the least bit unmarriageable. And so Violet’s father naturally thought that Violet ought to meet Edward.

Violet had not really liked this idea – she is not the sort of person who listens to her father – but all the same, she rode up to the house one sunny day in July. She was rather dreading it, and the thought of Edward, and so when she was shown into the morning room she felt leaden inside – but only Lord Graves was there. He looked rather bothered to see her (Violet’s father had not telephoned ahead to say she was coming). He told her that Edward had gone out, but that he’d be home shortly – if she liked, she could wait for him outside. Lord Graves was busy with some letters, and trying to get rid of her, and Violet saw that. She went hurrying to the front door, and freedom, hoping like anything that she would miss Edward and be able to go home without any bother – but as she was standing on the front steps, up drove a car and out jumped Edward Eastham.

He was not at all what Violet had been imagining. She had been expecting a rather chinless idiot, but the boy walking towards her was nice-looking, tall and athletic, and he stopped her still. Her heart beat (even when she described him to us, her cheeks went pink) and she realized that she was very glad she had met him after all. She waved at Edward, and he waved back – and five minutes later, Violet Darby was bowling through the countryside in Edward Eastham’s car, in love.

After that, Edward and Violet went driving together most days. She would leave her house on foot, meet him in a lane, and off they would go. When her father asked, she gave him the vague impression that she had not cared for Edward (she did not explain this, but I understood why – it is such a bore, pleasing one’s parents). The times she could not get out, she sent her maid over to the Graves Estate with letters and tokens (locks of hair and soppy poems and all of the silly things that people in love share), and she would get letters back.

It was all going terribly well until Violet had to go back to Deepdean.

She said goodbye to Edward, and she was driven back to school by her father’s chauffeur. Of course, the very first thing she did when she arrived was to write to him – and two days later, she received a reply. And it threw her into the most enormous confusion.

I am making Hazel copy down what Edward’s letter said here, because it is both important and rather shocking.

September 23, 1935

Dear Miss Darby,

I am puzzled. I am afraid that I have never met you, and I certainly do not know any of the instances to which you refer in your letter. Have you contacted me in error?

Yours sincerely,

Edward Eastham

She wrote back at once, by return of post, asking him what he meant by it. I think she rather hoped it was some sort of joke, for Edward had been quite fond of joking, even though he was in love.

The next day, though, the following letter was in her pigeon hole at House.

September 25, 1935

Miss Darby,

There seems to be something wrong with you. I have never met you and I certainly do not know what brings you to write to me so familiarly. Please stop all communications at once.

Yours,

E. Eastham

At this point, Violet broke down in tears again, which I thought was rather foolish of her. However, I made sure to have Hazel comfort her. It is no good to put off clients, and I was most intrigued. I decided to get the obvious questions out of the way first.

‘Are you sure it was the right address?’ I asked, when Violet had stopped weeping for a moment.

‘Y-yes!’ said Violet, gulping. ‘I made sure it was. And he says his name, there – it is Edward, it has to be! I know his handwriting, as well. Why is he lying? Doesn’t he like me any more? Is – what if there is someone else?’

‘That can’t be it,’ said Hazel, and frowned. ‘If there was another girl, he simply wouldn’t write back.’

Hazel can be quite wise sometimes.

‘My Vice-President is quite right,’ I said. ‘It doesn’t fit. No, there must be another explanation. Is he ill? Perhaps his mind has gone.’

‘He wasn’t ill when I left!’ said Violet. ‘It couldn’t be – so quickly! Oh, but what if it is? Edward!’

She began to cry again.

‘Does he have a twin?’ I asked. I was thinking about what I have read in my crime novels. Twins are often a very useful explanation – although they are rather a cheat. I don’t think much of authors who use them.

Violet shook her head. ‘He’s an only child!’ she said. ‘Everyone knows it.’

I wondered about a secret twin – and then I saw Hazel’s face, and thought perhaps I was jumping to conclusions. ‘But he’s written you letters before?’ I asked. ‘May we see them?’

It was, of course, the perfect question. Violet looked hesitant – I knew why, of course, because of all the soppy things that were in them – but at last I told her that if she did not show us, we could not solve her case. She pulled a packet of letters out of her pinafore skirt, going pink. (For some reason, when I looked at Hazel, she had gone rather red herself.)

She skimmed through them, hardly having to look (they were very creased and thumbed; she had clearly read them very often) and at last chose one to open. Hazel and I peered at it. It was in the same simple schoolboy copperplate as the others we had seen.

Graves Estate, 14th August 1935

My lovely Violet,

I miss you every moment we are apart. I know I do tease, but I really can’t imagine a world without you. We mustn’t let anything break us apart. After all,

Love is not love

Which alters when it alteration finds,

Or bends with the remover to remove:

O no; it is an ever-fixed mark,

That looks on tempests, and is never shaken;

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.

Your love,

E

It was very soppy, just as I had been expecting. But there was something in it – only a very little thing, but enough for a keen detective mind like mine to be alerted. I felt my brain race. Could it be? If so – why, the case might be over almost before it had begun.

‘Violet,’ I said. ‘I have had a thought. Can I come with you, while you use the telephone?’

‘But I don’t need to use the telephone,’ said Violet, proving that she was not as clever as me – which, really, is not surprising.

‘Yes you do,’ I said. ‘Or at least, you say you do.’

‘She’s got a lead in the case. She wants to phone someone to confirm it,’ whispered Hazel to Violet.

‘Oh! Why didn’t you say so before? Meet me at lunch time and I’ll get you into Matron’s office,’ said Violet.

Hazel made a face at me, which I ignored. She is sometimes far too soft with clients for her own good.

At lunch time, Violet took me into Matron’s study to use the telephone.

‘What shall I say if she asks what we’re doing here?’ she kept on asking, terribly worried. It was an awful bother to keep her focused and explain that as she was a Big Girl, Matron would not even ask.

I was exhausted by the time I picked up the receiver and heard the operator’s voice.

‘Hello,’ I said. ‘Fallingford 243, please.’ It is always good to be polite. It makes people wonderfully willing to give you things. ‘Of course,’ said the operator. There was a click, and a few whirrs, and then our butler Chapman’s voice echoed down the wire to me, saying, ‘Hello?’

‘Chapman!’ I said. ‘It’s Daisy. Can you get Hetty for me, please?’

Hetty is another true brick. If she were not a grown-up she would be an excellent member of the Detective Society – a far more worthy one than some people. But despite her age, she can still be useful, especially if one wants to find out some information quickly. I told Hetty what I wanted her to find out and tell me (I will not say it here, because I am building suspense, and also giving you a chance to solve the case. Perhaps you may not be as brilliant a detective as I am, but you may as well try), and she said she would get it to me as soon as she could.

‘Borrow the money from Chapman,’ I said, to punish him for listening. (I knew he was standing next to Hetty, I could hear him breathing.)

‘Miss D—’ Chapman began, offended – but I put the receiver down as quick as anything, so I would not have to hear him scolding me.

‘Why did you want to know that?’ asked Violet, looking troubled. I turned to Hazel, and saw that she understood. Her eyebrows were wrinkled up.

‘A good detective never reveals their methods,’ I said. ‘Not before we give you the answer, anyway. Hazel, don’t tell.’

Hazel pressed her lips together. I did think that the look she gave me was unfair. I am still her president, after all. This year she sometimes forgets that.

‘Do you know?’ she asked me later.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Even before Hetty confirms it. Do you?’

‘Of course. How will you tell her?’

‘I shall think of something,’ I said. ‘Tomorrow.’

To be quite honest, I had not thought – but when Hazel asked, tomorrow was still an awfully long time away. I went over the case in my head, lining the details up like pebbles on a wall. It was all very satisfying. I think some people feel this way when they look at a painting or hear music, which makes me think that some people are awfully strange.

The next morning, at breakfast, there was a telegram waiting for me. It was very brief.

THREE STOP GARDENER VALET CHAUFFEUR STOP BE GOOD HETTY STOP

Hazel and I looked at each other. We both knew that the case was solved.

‘What are you up to?’ asked our dorm-mate Lavinia, chewing on a piece of toast. ‘You look odd.’

‘They look mysterious,’ said our other dorm-mate Kitty, grinning. I glared at her. Kitty is dreadful at keeping secrets. It’s really quite offensive.

‘Yes, it’s fascinating,’ I said. ‘My parents’ maid, telling me about staff.’

That shut Kitty up, as I knew it would. She curled her lip and turned away to talk to our friend Beanie. Of course, it never occurred to her to ask why my maid should be sending an urgent telegram about staff. People never really do see what’s in front of them. It’s terribly lucky – it means that I can do almost anything I like.

In the bunbreak queue that morning, I nodded at Violet. She went pale, but she nodded back, and as soon as we were all out on the lawn, she came to find us, doing a very good impression of a Big Girl condescending to speak to two fourth formers.

‘We know the answer,’ I said.

‘Oh,’ said Violet. ‘Tell me!’

‘We shall,’ I said. ‘We want paying, though.’

‘Of course,’ said Violet. ‘Anything! Only – tell me what’s wrong with Edward!’

‘Nothing’s wrong with him,’ I said. ‘Only – the person you know as Edward isn’t Edward Eastham at all. He’s the Easthams’ chauffeur. That’s who you’re in love with. You’ve never met Edward Eastham, and he’s never met you. Isn’t it obvious? And that’ll cost you those nice cakes that you’ve got stored in your tuck box, all four of them – oh, and two favours, one for each of us, whenever we need them.’

Violet dropped her biscuit.

‘Oh!’ she said. ‘I say! It can’t – it can’t be true!’

‘Of course it is,’ I said. I felt frustrated. Why don’t people understand, when I speak to them clearly? ‘Hazel, explain!’

‘It does make sense,’ said Hazel gently. ‘Edward wasn’t in the house with Lord Graves when you arrived, was he? The first time you ever saw the boy you think of as Edward was when he got out of the car – and you never saw him with any of the Graves family, because you were meeting in secret. And you never told us he introduced himself as Edward Eastham. How did you know that’s who he was?’

‘But he said – he – oh!’ said Violet. ‘I asked him if he was Edward, and he said yes, but – oh, never his last name!’

‘Exactly!’ I said. ‘You only assumed. You thought that he was driving his car – but again, how could you know? How could you be sure that what you were seeing wasn’t something else – a chauffeur who had just come back from taking his master to an event?’

‘But – he didn’t say he was!’

‘Of course he didn’t! Why would he? He didn’t want to contradict a lady – and then it was too late.’

‘Too late?’ repeated Violet. Her eyes had gone very wide.

‘He had already fallen in love with you, of course,’ I said. ‘Of course he loved you – look at his letter! Oh, Hazel, explain again.’

‘He copied down poetry for you,’ said Hazel. ‘All of those nice words! He was afraid that when you found out you’d be cross, and leave him – that’s what he meant by We mustn’t let anything break us apart. And it wasn’t just what he said, but what he did – he spent all summer with you. He must love you very much.’

‘Of course, when it was your maid going to the Graves estate, he could stop her and take the letters from her before they ever reached the real Edward,’ I went on. ‘Then, when he wrote back, he disguised his handwriting to look like Edward’s – just in case. He would have seen plenty of samples in notes and so on, and really, it wouldn’t be hard. That copperplate of his – every schoolboy in the world learns how to write like that. And these days, even chauffeurs are very educated. The only difference between the way the boy you’re in love with and the real Edward write their letters is very small – but, of course, I noticed it at once.’

Violet’s mouth was hanging open.

‘The date!’ I said impatiently. ‘Didn’t you see? Now, the real Edward Eastham went to America when he was already quite old, so we know he doesn’t have an accent. But he went to school there, and so he would have picked up certain American habits – like writing the date all wrong, with the month first. In the most recent letters you got, the date was like that. But in the romantic one you showed us, that your boy-friend had written to you during the summer, the day was first, and then the month. Two different ways of setting out a letter – two different people, with two different backgrounds.’

‘But if – but how—’ Violet began, and I saw she was still struggling with the problem.

‘The real Edward Eastham only began to write to you because when you went back to Deepdean—’ Hazel began.

‘—your letters went through the normal post!’ I finished for her impatiently. ‘Your boy-friend had no chance to intercept them – the postman would give them straight to the valet every morning. That’s how we knew that your boy-friend wasn’t the valet, by the way. There are three young men on the estate apart from Edward Eastham: the gardener, the valet and the chauffeur. The gardener was all wrong, because the boy you described wasn’t dirty or scruffy. It could have been the valet or the chauffeur – but your letters from school went to the real Edward, and if it had been the valet, he would have taken them, not given them to Edward. And, of course, the valet wouldn’t have been very likely to be driving about in a car. No, it all fits. You’ve fallen in love with Lord Graves’s chauffeur, not his son. What do you think about that?’

Violet had gone pale. ‘But . . .’ she whispered. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘You ought to be pleased!’ I said. ‘After all, your father will be furious. And as to what you do with your boy-friend – tell him you know, of course. And if he doesn’t mind, you can marry him.’

‘Marry him!’

‘If you go to Scotland you can do it without your parents knowing anything about it,’ I said. ‘Haven’t you read books? I don’t see why you shouldn’t marry him. He knows poetry, and he can drive. He’s probably far better than Edward Eastham.’

‘Daisy!’ said Hazel. ‘She doesn’t even know what he’s called!’

‘Names aren’t important,’ I said. ‘After all, you’ve got two, and you were my best friend for years before I found out your Chinese one.’

Violet was crying and laughing at the same time, so I thought it best to leave her to herself for a while. I winked at Hazel and nodded my head, and we slipped away together.

‘Another case solved,’ I said. ‘Rather good work, on my part.’ Hazel sighed. ‘The Detective Society’s part, then! But it really was mostly me.’

‘All right,’ said Hazel, rolling her eyes. ‘This time it was.’

I slipped my arm through hers. Hazel is good to lean against – she may be short, but she is comfortingly solid. ‘Aren’t people soppy when they get old?’ I asked. ‘All this love nonsense. I’m sure I don’t understand it. Don’t fall in love, will you?’

‘Of course I won’t,’ said Hazel.

I was glad we had agreed that. And, all in all, I was pleased with the case. It may have been the Detective Society’s quickest ever. It was all neatly wrapped up – and even more so on the next Monday, when we came up to our dorm after lunch to discover a box of Violet’s delicious-looking cakes on my bed. Next to them was a note. It read:

His name is Ed Higgins. He said yes. Don’t tell Daddy.

Violet

Hazel and I grinned at each other. We are really becoming rather good detectives.
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We were all looking up, and so we missed the murder.

I have never seen Daisy so furious. She has been grinding her teeth (so hard that my teeth ache in sympathy) and saying, ‘Oh, Hazel! How could we not notice it? We were on the spot!’

You see, Daisy needs to know things, and see everything, and get in everywhere. Being reminded that despite all the measures she puts in place (having informants in the younger years, ingratiating herself with the older girls and Jones the handyman and the mistresses), there are still things going on at Deepdean that she does not understand – well, that has put her in an even worse mood than the one she has been in lately.

And, if I am honest, I feel strangely ashamed. The Detective Society has solved three real murder mysteries so far, and yet we still missed a murder taking place under our noses, in our very own Deepdean School for Girls – the place where we began our detective careers one year ago.

It really is funny to think about that. It seems in a way as though we have not moved at all – or as though we have made a circle, and come all the way back to the beginning again. I suppose I still look almost exactly like the Hazel I was when I ran into the Gym and found Miss Bell, our Science mistress, lying on the floor last October. I am not much taller, anyway. When I measured myself last week, I found I have hardly grown at all – or at least, not upwards. My hair is still straight and dark brown, my face is still round, and I still have the spot on my nose (I suppose it must be a different spot, but it does not look that way). Inside, though, I feel quite different. All the things that have happened the past year have made me quite a new shape, I think – one who has faced up to the murderer at Daisy’s home, Fallingford, and defied my father to solve the Orient Express case. On the other hand, sometimes I think that even though Daisy keeps on shooting upwards, and becoming blonder and lovelier than ever, she has stayed the same inside. She bounces back from things, like a rubber ball – not even what happened at Fallingford could truly alter her.

Before the fifth of November, I had not been enjoying Deepdean much this term. Just like the changes that have taken place in me, the school has felt different from last year, and not at all in a good way. It has felt as though something awful were rushing towards us all term. Last night was dreadful, but now it has happened I feel almost relieved. It is like the difference between waiting to go in to the dentist and sitting in his chair. And now that there is a murder to solve, Daisy and I can be the Detective Society again. It is sometimes difficult being Daisy’s best friend, but being her Vice-President and Secretary is much more simple. This case, though, will not be simple at all.

You see, the person who has died – who we think has been murdered – is our new Head Girl.


2

This case began yesterday, on Tuesday the fifth of November, but all the same, to explain it properly I must wind backwards, all the way to the end of summer term.

That was when Daisy and I were preoccupied with our upcoming holiday on the Orient Express, but although we were not paying much attention to them at the time, extremely important things were happening with Miss Barnard and the Big Girls.

For the purposes of this new casebook, I must mention who Miss Barnard is. You see, after the case of Miss Bell was over, there were almost no mistresses left at Deepdean. This means that everyone except red-haired, dramatic Mamzelle, old Mr MacLean, and Miss Lappet with her big bosom, is entirely new since last December. Miss Barnard is our new Headmistress. She is slender and tall, and I think quite young – at least, there is still brown in her hair. She is also calm, and kind, and sensible, and she has a way of making you feel safe – something Deepdean badly needs, after last year. But sometimes kindness is not the best thing. As Daisy always says, it is no good being nice if the people you are being nice to are not nice themselves.

Now Miss Griffin, our last Headmistress, always chose the next Head Girl at the end of each school year. She knew every girl’s character, and judged it carefully before she made her choice. But Miss Barnard did not know any of the Big Girls really well by the time it came to make her selection last summer term, and so instead of choosing, she let it go to a vote. And that was quite disastrous, for it meant that Elizabeth Hurst could bend the vote her way, and have herself elected Head Girl.

The outside of Elizabeth Hurst was not particularly remarkable. She was tall and broad-shouldered, with a pale face and sandy hair, just like most of the girls at Deepdean. The only clue as to what was inside her was the smile at one side of her mouth. It never went away, and it was not a very nice smile. It looked as though she was remembering something nasty about you, and deciding whether or not to say it aloud. That smile was the truth about her, for Elizabeth was in the business of secrets.

That makes her sound somewhat like Daisy – but while Daisy likes to know things just for the pleasure of it, to make things fit in her head, Elizabeth used the things she knew. Just like a cat snatching little birds out of their nests, she took all the information she could find about each girl at Deepdean, and kept it. And she didn’t simply use the information she gathered – or at least, not immediately. Instead, she would store it up like a present for the day when it would become useful to her. And when it did – well, then you would be ruined.

There had been one girl, Nina Lamont, generally thought to be the front runner for the Head Girl position – until Elizabeth was seen paying Miss Barnard a visit one morning, looking very grave. Later that day it came out that Nina had stolen from the Benefactors’ Fund. And after that no one could vote for her at all. She did not even come back to Deepdean this year. Apparently, she had been sent to prison – although Daisy said that this was not true, and that it was only to a school in France.

Elizabeth led a group of five girls, the oddest and angriest and most hateful in their year. They were Elizabeth’s helpers, like a bruising, bullying version of Daisy’s little informants, and they went about prising facts out of all us younger years and feeding them back to Elizabeth. We called them the Five, and we hated them.

So you can see why everyone at Deepdean was quite terrified of Elizabeth, and why we all got the most horrible thrill when we heard that she had indeed been elected Head Girl – and, as was tradition, had chosen five other Big Girls to be her prefects. Of course, she chose her helpers – and so when we came back to Deepdean this year, Elizabeth and the Five were running the school.


3

We had been afraid of Elizabeth and the Five, but all the same, I do not think we quite understood how dreadful the new year would be until we were a few weeks into it. At first, the autumn term felt as clean and full of possibility as ever – new timetables, new pencils and inkwells, and exercise books with none of their pages torn out to pass notes. We were fourth formers, closer than ever to being Big Girls, and we undid our top buttons daringly in celebration. Kitty even tried to leave her hair down, although Miss Lappet told her off at once. Clementine had a new contraband bracelet, and Beanie had a dormouse which she hid in her tuck box (it was called Chutney, and all it did was sleep). It seemed as though this term might be better than the last – the shadow of Fallingford had finally lifted, for The Trial was over and the murderer in prison.

But then the Five began their punishments.

Elizabeth was absolutely in control of the school’s discipline, and behind everything that happened, but the genius of her was that she never carried out any of the punishments. It was only ever the Five who came after us, and they did it quite dreadfully.

Red-headed, fierce, athletic Florence Hamersley, captain of the hockey team and in training for the hurdles at next summer’s Olympics, was a stickler for laziness. If you were late to breakfast or dinner, or slow at toothbrushes in the evening, her hand would come down on your shoulder and the next thing you knew you were running ten laps around House in the cold and the rain. If you did it slowly, you had to run twenty.

Dark-haired Lettice Prestwich was even nastier. She ought to have been pretty – she would have been, if she were not so thin. With her, we lived on shifting sand, waiting for the catastrophe. Any flaw in your uniform at all – a missing button, an undone tie – and she would pounce on you, shrieking. She made the shrimps cry almost every day. Once she marched into our dorm and, hearing squeaks from Beanie’s tuck box, discovered Chutney the dormouse. She took him to Matron at once, who put him outside – Beanie sobbed, of course, and we were all furious. Beanie, our friend and dorm mate, is very small, and not at all good at schoolwork – but she is good, and that counts for quite a lot. But there was nothing to be done. Chutney was gone.

Una Dichmann is from Germany, where her father has a most important position in the Nazi Party, and she is blonde and pretty as a fairy-tale princess – but if you failed to treat her, or any of the rest of the Five, with the respect you ought, she would have you carrying her books between lessons and shouting at you if you did not move quickly enough.

Enid Gaines does not look as threatening as the others, at first. She is a swot, Deepdean’s great hope for a Classics place at Oxford next year, and her nose is always in a book. She is small – almost as short as I am – and has a dull, forgettable face. But if you laughed in the corridors, or whispered in Prayers, she would turn on you, and you would find yourself writing lines – I must obey my elders and betters – a hundred times at lunch break.

The last member of the Five is Margaret Dolliswood. She is large and angry – unhappiness radiates off her in waves. Fail to get out of her way, or draw attention to yourself at meals and bunbreaks, and you would find your food snatched out of your hands and your wrists pinched. I have gone hungry many times because of her – which I think the worst cruelty of all.

The Five’s punishments were dreadful, and there was no escape from them. When we went up to House, one would always be taking our Prep, and another supervising the common room, and they all sat at the end of our tables at dinner. We were under siege, and the worst thing was that none of the mistresses or Matron noticed. Grown-ups never do see this sort of thing – to them, any harm children do to each other does not really matter.

It felt as though we were rabbits waiting for the fox to pounce. Elizabeth and her five prefects patrolled the school, and their viciousness spread down, until we were all at each other’s throats. They made us all so miserable that even the nicest girls began to argue and snipe at each other horribly. Under the force of the Big Girls’ nastiness, we all became nastier too – the fifth formers to the fourth, us to the third, the third to the second and so on. All the old alliances broke down under the pressure of it. Deepdean itself was changed, so much so that although its black-and-white corridors and wide windows and chalk smell was no different, I could barely recognize it.

Daisy, of course, was furious. There are certain places that, in her own mind, belong to her. Deepdean is one of them, and the fact that it had gone wrong sent her into an absolute rage. I had decided that this year would simply have to be endured, like any other unpleasant thing, but Daisy does not endure. She cannot bear not to try to solve any problem that she comes up against, and Elizabeth and the Five became the most fascinating of problems, all the more so because the truth was that there was nothing she could do about them. She did not even have her old confidant King Henry to give her prestige among the Big Girls – for, of course, King Henry was no longer our Head Girl. She was far away at Cambridge, where Daisy could not use her.

‘I’m watching them,’ Daisy told me, over and over again. ‘I’m watching her. Elizabeth can’t think she’ll get away with it. She can’t be allowed.’

It seemed to me that she could – and that she was. Elizabeth had committed no crime apart from nastiness. Her blackmail was so subtle that there was nothing we could pin on her, nothing we could detect. In fact the Detective Society had no cases at all this term, apart from the strange case of Violet Darby which Daisy solved in a day in September. (Daisy is rather proud of that case.)

‘I’d like to squash Elizabeth’s head,’ said Lavinia furiously as Beanie sobbed over her fifth detention in two weeks (for misspelling the word ‘privilege’ in the essay she wrote for her fourth detention. This was not fair at all. Beanie struggles with making her words the right shape, and her numbers add up properly on the page). ‘I’d like to squash her into pulp.’ We all agreed with her, but all the same we (except Daisy) understood how hopeless it was to expect anything to change.

That is, until what happened on Guy Fawkes Night.
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