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            Two days later, on the 10th June, I turned fourteen.

I gave a sigh as I looked out of the window at the dreary grey sky. How strange to have a winter birthday, when all my life it had been in summer. And I sighed again, remembering Ma and Pa. They’d always celebrated my birthday with some little presents, and maybe an outing if the weather was fine. Once we went to Regent’s Park Zoo and I rode on the elephant. Of course, after they died, there was nobody to notice my birthdays any more.

If Papa hadn’t gone to Queensland, it would have been the first birthday we’d ever spent together. You see, the fire and Mrs Vic’s death took me from him before I’d even turned one. No wonder I was feeling a bit down in the dumps.

But it turned out that Papa had arranged a surprise for me. Mrs Enderby-Smarke told me at breakfast that SP, Judith and Daniel were going to take me out of school for the day. Papa had organised it all when he enrolled me at Hightop House, she told me. It was my birthday treat.

Darling Papa, I said to myself. This outing was the best kind of birthday present if I couldn’t be with him. So I dressed in my finest, which was a deep red dress with rows of frills around the skirt, and a draped bustle effect at the back. It was very smart, but I was also wearing a cape, gloves, thick stockings, woollen underwear and sturdy boots. I’d always thought Australia was a hot country, but Melbourne could be just as miserable and cold as London.

The entrance hall was chilly, so Mrs Enderby-Smarke told me to wait in the drawing room. This was a large room, with a piano, a golden harp on a stand, more of those gruesome battle scenes and lots of chairs and little tables scattered about. It wasn’t used very often. Once or twice a term, Emily had told me, there was a soiree where the girls would play, sing, pass cakes and teacups and otherwise demonstrate ladylike behaviour. “Mrs Enderby-Smarke does it to show off what a good school she runs,” Emily said. “Jessie’s always the star of the evening. You’d think none of the other girls could sing a note.”

I was staring at a picture of Admiral Nelson bleeding to death at Trafalgar when I heard voices outside. The window was screened by large bushes, so I couldn’t see whose they were.

“It’s gone.” It was Miss Deane. I’d know her deep, husky voice anywhere.

“Well, get it back.” And that was the Colonel. Why on earth were he and Miss Deane out in the side garden in the rain?

“But I can’t find it,” Miss Deane replied. “I had it in my room, in a drawer, and now it’s gone, Colonel. That’s the truth.”

“I don’t care. You have to get it to me by the end of next week.”

Her voice became urgent. “But I can’t! It’s gone. One of the girls must have–”

“Nicked it? Then get it back. And soon. When she does the accounts, the fifty pounds has got to be there.”

“But–”

The Colonel’s voice was harsh. “Or else he’s a goner.” He laughed unpleasantly. “I’ll cut his throat myself. D’you understand?”

Cut his throat? I couldn’t believe my ears. The Colonel was threatening to murder someone. He was going to kill them if Miss Deane didn’t return fifty pounds. My blood ran cold.

“Colonel,” said Miss Deane, pleadingly. “You wouldn’t–”

“Oh, yes I would.”

The Colonel wasn’t going to get away with this. I was a witness to his terrible threat. I raised my fist to bang on the window.
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But at that very moment, horses’ hooves and carriage wheels crunched on the gravel in front of the school.

“Your friends are here, Verity,” said Mrs Enderby-Smarke, sweeping into the room and posing in front of the mantelpiece, ready to greet them.

But there was no “them”. SP was shown into the drawing room alone.

“Madam, I’m honoured to meet you,” he said, with a bow and a charming smile that waggled the ends of his moustache. In London, SP had always been clean-shaven, but on the voyage out, he’d grown whiskers. They suited him, and he knew it. “And Verity! Happy birthday.” He landed me a smacking kiss on my cheek, and gave me a small rectangular package. I unwrapped it. It was a book.

“
The Woman in White
,” I read. “By Wilkie Collins.”

“It’s a mystery,” said SP. “I think you’ll like it. And these are from Judith and Daniel, with their love.”

“These” were a pair of fur-lined gloves.

“But where are they?” I asked. “Couldn’t they come?”

“Verity means my sister and brother-in-law.” SP turned back to Mrs Enderby-Smarke. “My sister is not well today, so she and her husband are staying at home. Which means there are two spare places in the carriage. Perhaps you will allow Verity to choose two friends to take with us?” SP gestured to the carriage standing outside in the drive. “I have brought along Mrs Tibbins, my housekeeper, a most respectable lady, who can act as chaperone.”

“I see.” Mrs Enderby-Smarke frowned slightly, as if she was thinking it over.

“Oh, please, Mrs Enderby-Smarke,” I begged, but SP hushed me.

“No, Verity,” he said. He flashed another of those smiles her way. “Your esteemed preceptress will make the correct decision.”

Esteemed pre-what? I had to look that one up in the dictionary later – it means respected teacher. SP loved big words, and luckily, Mrs Enderby-Smarke knew what he meant. She was flattered.

“Very well. She may choose two friends.”

Just then we heard the clattering of footsteps coming downstairs. It was Miss Martindale and the girls heading out for their daily walk. They stopped and stared at SP.

“Wait a moment, Miss Martindale,” said Mrs Enderby-Smarke. “I am permitting Verity to take two of her classmates on her birthday outing. Who will they be, Verity?”

“Lottie, please.”

“Who? Oh, Charlotte. Very well. And may I suggest Jessie as your other companion? I refer to Jessie McGryll, Mr Plush. The McGrylls have Gryll Grange, you know.”

“Gryll Grange?
The
Gryll Grange?” said SP, sounding impressed, but I’d have laid a bet he’d never even heard of it. He bowed gallantly, and some of the littler girls giggled, but the Fanshawe sisters began preening and fluttering their lashes. Jessie, already moving forwards, poked Connie in the ribs as she passed.

I’d rather take a spotted snake than Jessie, I thought. “May I invite Connie?” I asked.

Now Mrs Enderby-Smarke was caught in a tug of war. She wanted both to impress SP
and
give her favourite student a treat.

“Wouldn’t Jessie be more suitable?”

“Perhaps,” said SP. “But it
is
Verity’s birthday.” He gave another of his winning smiles and she relented.

“Very well. Consolata, you may go.”

As the teachers and the rest of the girls filed past us and out into the cold, I saw Jessie glance backwards at me. Her eyes narrowed.

Oh well, I thought. It’s out in the open at last. Jessie and I are enemies.


Miss Deane and the Colonel were uppermost in my thoughts, so I was glad that Mrs Enderby-Smarke sent Connie and Lottie upstairs to change. That gave me time to tell to SP. And, most importantly, ask what on earth we should do about it.

“Shouldn’t we contact the police? After all, the Colonel has threatened to murder someone.”

SP thought for a few seconds. “We won’t involve the police just yet,” he said. “The Colonel has given Miss Deane until the end of next week to find the missing fifty pounds. First, Verity, tell me everything you know about the Colonel.” He whipped a notebook and pencil out of his pocket.

“But I don’t know very much at all.”

“Anything.”

“He was in the Indian army. He’s lame, because he was wounded at Borabadur in ’57. He likes sport.” I tried to focus on the Colonel in his chair, hastily hiding the newspaper the day that Papa and I first inspected the school. “Perhaps horseracing. He’s not a very good teacher. All he does is point at maps and rattle off lists of dates. That’s all I know. Is that enough?”

“It’s enough for a start. What about Miss Deane? What’s her first name?”

“Drucilla,” I said. “She’s a very kind, good person, I’m sure of it. She’s been worried about something since I arrived at Hightop House. Last week she was looking under a mattress in one of the girl’s rooms. She’s also been searching under the hall carpet.”

“What for?”

“She said it was moths, but I’d already guessed that it must be either documents or money.”

“Well done, Verity,” said SP. “You really do have a first-class brain. And you say he threatened to kill someone?”

“Yes.” And I repeated the Colonel’s words.

“How did Miss Deane react? Did she seem terrified? Distraught? Would you say it was a genuine threat?”

I pondered for a bit. “I’m not sure,” I said. “Without seeing them, it’s hard to say.”

“Is there anything else I should know?”

“Miss Deane has taken over as the Senior class mistress from a Miss Smith. She told us that Miss Smith was ill, but I don’t believe her. SP, the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced there’s something odd going on at Hightop House.”

Connie and Lottie appeared at the top of the stairs, and SP gave my hand a friendly squeeze.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I’ll get onto it straightaway. That wretched Ecclethorpe case is going nowhere. It will be a nice change to have an investigation I can get my teeth into.”


It was drizzling when we set off from Hightop House, but by the time we arrived in the city, the rain had stopped, the wind had died down, and everything was bathed in sunshine.

“That’s Melbourne for you,” said Mrs Tibbins, a colonial born and bred. “If you don’t like the weather, just wait half an hour and it will change.”

Connie, Lottie and I walked along Bourke Street, following SP and Mrs Tibbins, passing bootblacks, fruit and flower sellers, tinkers, urchins selling matches and bootlaces, street magicians and newspaper boys, all noisily calling out for customers. On the road, men galloped by on horseback, draughthorses pulled heavy drays, milk carts and bakers’ carts drove by, and there was a constant stream of people in all kinds of vehicles – carts, buggies, jinkers, wagonettes, barouches, broughams and carriages – and even horsedrawn buses. When I first arrived in Melbourne, I half-expected to see kangaroos hopping along among the gum trees, and I was almost disappointed to discover shops, houses, crowded streets, banks, factories spewing dirty smoke, omnibuses, even beggars.

“Lunch first. What do you say, ladies?” asked SP.

“I say yes,” giggled Lottie, and SP escorted us upstairs to a smart cafe, where you could order three courses for two shillings. Once we were sitting at our table, looking at the menu, we chatted easily together – except for Connie. She shrank into the corner of our booth with her eyes downcast. Kind Mrs Tibbins tried to draw her out with questions about school, but she only became more tongue-tied. Oh dear, I thought. I’d forgotten how shy she was. But SP, without knowing it, said just the right thing.

“Look,” he said, pointing to one of the dishes on offer. “It says Murray cod. What on earth is that?”

“It’s a very large fish,” said Connie. “I helped my father to land one once. It weighed twenty pounds. Our neighbour said we should get it stuffed and mounted as a trophy, but we thought it was better to eat it instead.”

“Do you like fishing, Connie?”

“Oh, yes. Papa and I love to fish.” And she and SP had such a long conversation about lines, hooks and lures that she forgot to be shy.

After lunch, it was time for a stroll in a more sedate part of town. The Royal Arcade, with its ceiling of cast iron and glass, its fountains and massed pots of palms and ferns, turned out to be just the place for SP to buy me my birthday present from Papa. We went into a jeweller’s shop, where I chose a plain silver chain for my lucky piece.

“I’ve had such a lovely time,” I said. “Thank you, SP.”

“I suppose we have to go back to school now,” said Lottie with a sigh.

“That’s where you’re wrong, my child,” said SP as if he was a grandpa. “I have one more surprise up my sleeve.” He held up some red and white paper slips. “I have tickets for a matinee. We’re off to the theatre to see Miss Megsie Morton in
The Lady and the Lighthouse-keeper
.”

“Are we?” Connie’s eyes were wide. “Really?”
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