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Castlemaine. 1880.

Verity is on holiday with Papa and her friends, but the fun soon comes to an end. A shocking crime has been committed.

When Verity tries to investigate, her gift creates more mysteries than it solves. Why was a red glove left at the crime scene? Who is the ghostly woman following Verity? Terrible secrets are being revealed.

With her friend in danger, Verity needs all her courage and skill. But is that enough?

The Truth About Verity Sparks
was awarded Honour Book for Younger Readers, CBCA Book of the Year Awards, 2012

 

 

 

 

 


1
PAPA’S PARTY
Nine of us were waiting impatiently. Through the double doors in the dining room, the table was set for ten. It was Papa Savinov’s birthday, and we were having a luncheon at Alhambra, our fancy mansion in St Kilda, to celebrate. But someone was missing.

SP – Saddington Plush, to give him his full name – was running late.

“We should start without him,” said Mrs Morcom. “It would serve him right.” She was SP’s aunt, and still treated him like a naughty schoolboy.

Judith, SP’s sister, was sitting on the sofa with her husband Daniel and their baby Horace. She shook her head. “Let’s wait a little longer.”

“He must have been held up,” said Daniel, jiggling Horace on his knee. “Don’t you think so, Drucilla?”

My governess, Miss Drucilla Deane, was more of a friend than a teacher now, so we all called her by her first name. “Yes,” she said. “He knows this is a special birthday.”

“That’s why he’ll be here any minute,” I reassured them. If he wasn’t, our cook, Mrs Reilly, would have a conniption fit. She was already tearing her hair out and predicting the roast would be burned to a crisp.

“What do you think?” said Papa. “Shall we time him?” His smile embraced the two girls who sat on either side of him: Poppy, the orphan we’d adopted last year, and my friend Connie, who’d come from her home on the Murray River to stay with us for a couple of months. I was glad to see that Connie had lost all her shyness with Papa. She giggled as he took the watch chain from his pocket.

Before Papa had time to open his watch, there was a ring at the door and we heard SP’s voice echoing in the hall.

“Well, it’s about time,” scolded Mrs Morcom as he came into the room. She would have kept on, but SP was not alone. With him was a smartly dressed gentleman, not very tall, with a well-groomed silvery beard and moustache. He was beaming as he held out his hand.

“Happy birthday, Pierre.” He spoke with a foreign accent rather like Papa’s.

“Ernö,” cried Papa. “
Mon cher ami!
”

Smiling fit to burst, the two men kissed first one cheek and then the other in the Continental way. Who is this Ernö? I wondered. Papa had never mentioned him. SP must have seen the question in my eyes, for he came over and stood next to me.

“Is he a friend of Papa’s from Russia?” I whispered.

“No, he’s Hungarian. His name is Ernest Leviny, and he and Papa knew each other in London many years ago. He now lives in Castlemaine, a country town about seventy miles away. I met him by chance while I was conducting some inquiry business.” SP was a confidential inquiry agent – that’s a kind of private detective – and he met all kinds of people through his work. He turned to Papa and said with a grin, “A good present, Pierre?”

“
C’est magnifique
,” said Papa.

It was only then that I saw that SP had brought more unexpected guests. A frail elderly gentleman was sitting in a wicker chair that ran on wheels. His face was an odd yellowish colour, heavily lined and rather sad. Behind him, pushing the chair, was another man. He was tall, dressed in putty-coloured linen trousers and a matching jacket. His neatly trimmed beard and moustache were white, and so was the turban wound around his head. Poppy stared, but I had met an Indian gentleman before. Papa had friends from all around the world.

“This is Mohan Singh,” said SP, and the man put his hands together as if in prayer and bowed. Then he nodded to SP, said something in a low voice to the invalid in the wheelchair, and left the room.

Papa stared at the elderly gentleman.

“Don’t you recognise me, Pierre? You have not changed as much as I have. I would have known you anywhere.”

Papa stood as if frozen. “Is it really you? Nicolai Petrov – Nicky?”

“Most people call me Nicholas now. It does my heart good to hear you say my true name.”

“Oh, Nicky! Dear comrade of my youth, I have not seen you since we were … how old?”

“Fifteen, Pierre.”

“That was fifty years ago,” said Papa. Tears began to run down his cheeks. Speaking a mixture of English, French and Russian, smiling and crying at the same time, he kneeled and put his arm around his old friend. Tears came to my eyes too. Even Mrs Morcom gave a sniff and blew her nose loudly.

I put my hand on SP’s arm. “How clever you are, to find Papa two old friends for his birthday.”

“Lucky rather than clever. Mr Leviny and Mr Petrov live near each other in Castlemaine. They’re friends, but it was only when I mentioned Pierre’s name that they realised they both knew him. It was an amazing coincidence.”

There was another interruption. Mrs Reilly flung open the double doors and announced in a despairing tone, “If yez don’t come now, the beef’ll be burned to blazes. It’s up to you.” She turned on her heel and stalked off.

“In other words,” said SP, “luncheon is served.”


You might ask why this birthday of Papa’s was special. The answer is that two months ago I didn’t think he’d be alive to celebrate it.

Early in the New Year, I’d noticed Papa was short of breath. He puffed his way up the stairs at Alhambra. He walked slowly and had to rest often. Soon he was tired all the time. He hadn’t the energy for concerts or plays or visits to his club. Something was wrong.

Papa refused to visit Doctor Isaacs, but one morning when he couldn’t get out of bed, I was so scared I sent for the doctor myself. With SP in attendance, he spent a long, long time examining Papa in his bedroom. Then he and SP came downstairs to talk to me.

“It’s his heart,” Doctor Isaacs explained. “It’s severely weakened – which is not to be wondered at when you consider what Mr Savinov went through last year.”

He was referring to the shipwreck. Papa had been a passenger on the SS
Battenberg
when it sank in a storm off the Queensland coast. Injured, starving and feverish, he’d been rescued by SP a few weeks later.

“It’s just as well you called me in when you did. Mr Savinov’s condition is very serious.”

I was too afraid to ask, but SP did it for me.

“What will happen to him, doctor?”

“It’s hard to make predictions, especially about the future,” said Doctor Isaacs, and paused to adjust his glasses. Those few seconds of suspense seemed like hours. Was it bad news? Was Papa really so ill? I began to tremble. “But I think we can be hopeful.”

Hopeful? I breathed a sigh of relief and SP patted my hand. I’m afraid I didn’t listen to the rest of what Doctor Isaacs said. There was hope, and that’s all I wanted to know. So you can see we were celebrating more than just a birthday.

“Verity?” Drucilla tapped me on the shoulder. “Verity?”

I looked around me and realised I’d been lost in thought. Everyone had raised their glasses – champagne or ginger beer, according to taste – and they were waiting for me to propose a toast.

I kept it simple. “Happy birthday, dearest Papa.”

“And many more,” added SP.

Then all around the table, each guest added their best wishes and Papa had to dab at his eyes again.

“Have we finished?” said Mrs Morcom. “Because if this goes on much longer, dinner will be burned
and
cold.”

“I haven’t had my go,” said Poppy.

“Well, hurry up, then.” Mrs Morcom gave her a poke in the ribs. “Get on with it.”

After much thought, Poppy raised her glass again. What was she going to say? Would she mangle one of those big words she loved so much? But in the end, her toast was perfectly simple. In fact, it was perfect.

At the top of her voice, she cried, “Let’s all be happy!”


It was a wonderful party. Mrs Reilly was wrong about the beef – it was just right– and she’d outdone herself with dessert, which was a Russian cake made from layers of sponge, glacé fruit and whipped cream and decorated with crystallised violets. Everyone – except poor Mr Petrov, who ate like a bird – had seconds. Poppy would have gone for thirds if Mrs Morcom hadn’t put her foot down.

After dessert, Mohan reappeared and took Mr Petrov away. SP told me he was in Melbourne not just for Papa’s party but to see a visiting Professor of Medicine. Papa and Mr Leviny retired to the study for cigars and a private talk. They had many years to catch up on, after all. The rest of us played parlour games.

We had “I Spy”, then “Animal, Mineral, Vegetable”. I’m afraid we were all very silly, even Mrs Morcom.

“I haven’t laughed so much for years,” she said. “What next?”

        

        
               
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	...
	19
	...
	28
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        A Hero's Heart by Sylvia McDaniel



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Shaman by Christopher Stasheff



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        A Childs War  by Richard Ballard



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Fatal Feng Shui by Leslie Caine



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Love's Abyss (St. John Series) by Lora Thomas



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Martyr (The Martyr Trilogy) by Beckwith, N.P.



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Spice and the Devil's Cave by Agnes Danforth Hewes



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        When Magic Dares (Darkly Fae Book 2) by Tera Lynn Childs



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        A Whisper to the Living by Ruth Hamilton



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Cuffed by A Muse


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © ThomasStone 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
    