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Chapter One


‘Enemy advancing!’ Waldo cried, leaning out of the window.


‘Are you sure?’


‘Carriage stopping. Lady in red hat getting out and approaching house. Ringing doorbell.’


As if on cue, the doorbell chimed.


‘Right. Troops on standby.’


The front door slammed. We heard the faint murmur of conversation. My father’s bleating voice mingled with that of a shrill female. Any moment now our new governess would walk into the classroom and demand to take over. We couldn’t let this happen. As every schoolchild knows, teachers are a lot like puppies. They must be taught who is in charge, or all hell breaks loose.


Instead of ‘puppy training’ we had planned a spot of ‘teacher training’ for our new governess. All right, we were going to play some practical jokes on her. These tricks would show Mrs Glee who she was dealing with. First, we had balanced a bucket of water on top of the door. It was just waiting to topple down and splatter the woman as she entered the schoolroom. Second, a gold coin glittered on the floor. When Mrs Glee tried to pick it up, she would find it mysteriously stuck! Hopefully, she would become all flustered, not realising we had glued it to the floor. Best of all was the ‘hat trick’: a raw duck egg sewn into the lining of the new bonnet we had bought her as a present.


When our Mrs Glee put on the hat she would literally have egg all over her face.


Your friend Kit Salter had thought up the plan, but my allies Waldo and Isaac had taken it up enthusiastically. Indeed the egg was Isaac’s idea. Everyone was behind the escapade, as we waited for my father and Mrs Glee to appear. Everyone but goody-two-shoes Rachel.


‘Every time you do something like this it blows up in your face!’ Rachel snapped, glaring at me. ‘Why are you always so childish?’


‘Perhaps because, technically, I am a child,’ I snapped back, while Isaac and Waldo grinned sympathetically at me.


Rachel was playing her familiar role of wet blanket, her face as sour as an old lemon. She was overreacting, as usual. The tricks we’d planned to welcome Mrs Glee to 8 Park Town, Oxford, were harmless enough. Just a few jolly jokes.


I don’t want you to think we were being cruel. Hard experience has taught me that I ‘learn’ better without a governess. Our last teacher, a Miss Minchin, had left us to become engaged to the younger son of a baronet. My heart had leaped at the news. I thought I would be rid of all those boring attempts to turn me into a nice young lady. Plus lessons. I have never been all that keen on lessons.


I would be free. Gloriously free! At liberty to gallop about on my mare Jesse, have adventures and generally ‘educate’ myself. Instead disaster struck. My father, Professor Theodore Salter, insisted we have a new governess. Luckily, I had been able to sit in on the interviews and dismiss all the candidates so far, for one reason or another. Finally, he had lost his patience. He proclaimed that if we didn’t accept this Mrs Glee, who was due to arrive any moment now, we would all be packed off to boarding school.


Boarding school was impossible. For a start you had to get up before dawn – and the food was said to be worse than prison.


So I had to think on my feet. Of course, Rachel warned, we would be punished, but I wasn’t worried. Usually poor Father threatens us with various horrible punishments – and then he is so absent-minded he simply forgets.


We heard a footfall on the landing. The dreaded governess-to-be had arrived.


‘Enter the dragon.’ I muttered. ‘Everyone ready?’


‘Aye, aye, sir,’ said Waldo, with a mock salute.


‘Then let the games begin.’


Our tormentor appeared on the threshold. The sight gave me pause. Anyone less like a dragon than the grey-haired person chattering to Papa I could not imagine. Mrs Glee was a tiny old thing, at least forty years old, dressed in widow’s weeds, who was drifting towards us like a wisp of thistledown. Everything, from the faded red bonnet she carried, to the monocle she wore dangling around her neck, suggested genteel poverty. Her watery blue eyes exuded meekness. She was probably the relict of a vicar, I decided. I am a good judge of people, and there and then I decided she was a gentle, dreamy poppet.


‘How lovely to meet you,’ the lady trilled out as she glimpsed the four of us sitting at our desks. ‘I’m Vera Glee. But you can call me Vera, dears, for I don’t like to stand on ceremony.’


‘Call her Vera?’ Who’d ever heard of calling a teacher by their first name?


As she advanced to the half-open door, I had an awful vision of the bucket crashing down on her head. We had made a dreadful mistake. This old lady looked too frail for jokes. We might knock her out. She might need a doctor, or to be rushed to hospital. Even my father would remember to punish us if we actually killed our new governess.


‘STOP!’ I yelled, rising from my seat.


Too late. Father pushed open the door for Mrs Glee and, forgetting that it is ‘ladies first’, advanced into our schoolroom. I froze as the bucket fell from its perch, just missing the side of his head. A stream of water poured over his hair.


‘Kit!’ he bleated, looking up at the ceiling. ‘It’s raining indoors.’


‘It’s … er … the leak in the roof,’ I said, desperately running to them, while Waldo and Isaac jumped up and tried to hide the bucket.


‘But it’s not raining outside,’ he replied, glancing out of the window. Father is one of the cleverest men in England, if you want an opinion about the Petrarchan sonnet. Sometimes he’s also reasonably sharp.


‘Drains must be blocked,’ Waldo jumped in.


‘Must get that old oak chopped down,’ Father muttered, while Rachel, who had grabbed a towel from the basin, dabbed at his sodden jacket.


Mrs Glee had walked into the schoolroom and was peering dreamily at the gold sovereign glittering in the middle of the floor. She looked as if she had spotted a rainbow. Really the coin looked very inviting, gleaming on the bare boards.


‘Professor Salter,’ she said, ‘someone seems to have dropped a great deal of money.’


Father wandered over to join her and peered down. ‘Must be one of mine,’ he said. Then he bent over and picked it up.


Or rather he didn’t.


‘Kit,’ he bleated again. ‘This coin is very strange.’


Exchanging glances with Waldo I strode over to help him. ‘It seems to be stuck,’ I said.


‘Sovereigns aren’t sticky.’


‘There must be some …’


‘I dropped some glue earlier,’ Isaac interrupted. ‘All a bit of a mix-up I’m afraid.’


Father straightened up, suddenly wincing with pain. ‘Oh no, I’ve put my back out again.’


Meanwhile Mrs Glee had wandered over to the desk and spotted the large paper box, decorated with a red bow, which we had placed on her desk. She read the card attached to it and smiled with delight.


‘A present for me!’ she fluted. ‘I do declare, you are the kindest, most thoughtful children I’ve ever met.’


Beaming, she untied the ribbons and opened the box. I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach as Mrs Glee unwrapped the layers of tissue paper. How could I explain it away to Father, when Mrs Glee had egg running down her face? Even he would smell a rat.


The sheer awfulness of my behaviour struck me, like a blow to the head. If I were someone else, I wouldn’t think much of Kit Salter. I would judge her to be headstrong, childish, thoughtless and sometimes, yes, even a bit of a bully.


Why do I never consider the consequences of my actions? I was filled with shame as my eyes locked on the new straw bonnet. It was decorated with artificial silk pansies and violets and skewered with a jewelled hatpin. Really pretty, if you like that sort of thing.


Mrs Glee clearly did, for her face glowed with happiness.


‘My angels,’ she gasped, overcome with emotion. ‘I don’t know what to say. You’ve made me very –’


‘May I take a look?’ I barged in and held my hand out for the hat. I had to take it away and somehow remove the egg. But Father had already picked it up, while Mrs Glee tenderly lofted the jewelled hatpin.


‘This is very generous of you children,’ he proclaimed, lifting it up in the air. ‘Thoroughly decent.’


‘Professor! No!’ Waldo blurted.


For a moment Father looked as if he was about to absent-mindedly try on the hat. Oh heavens, I thought, visions of egg yolk running down Papa’s sodden and dirt-streaked face. (The water in the bucket had not been entirely clean.) But luckily he handed the bonnet back to Mrs Glee who tried it on, placing it well forward on her forehead, poking the hatpin through the straw.


Rachel screamed.


I watched in fascinated horror as the egg cracked and a dark dribble ran down her forehead. Isaac and Waldo were gazing at her open-mouthed. We had plotted for this moment, but somehow it was awful, not funny, as we’d expected.


Rachel continued to scream, a shrill note in her voice. ‘Blood … It’s blood!’


‘Pull yourself together,’ I hissed in her ear. ‘It’s egg.’


‘Hard boiled.’ Rachel said. ‘I changed it for a hard boiled egg.’


Rachel’s screams had finally attracted attention. Mrs Glee blinked at Rachel. Her hand flew up to her forehead and dabbed. Drawing her fingers away, she held them up to the light. They were dripping wet. She looked at them as if they belonged to someone else, as if she had never seen her own fingers before.


‘Heavens!’ she said in surprise. ‘My hands are quite bloody.’


An invisible claw reached out and grabbed my throat, causing me to choke. I felt awful. Now I could see what had happened, but it was still truly puzzling. Mrs Glee had pushed the new jewelled hatpin right through the straw bonnet. She had literally pushed it into her head. I could see the wound where the pin had entered the side of her forehead.


There was something terribly wrong here, for it should have hurt like the blazes. Mrs Glee should have been screaming. But clearly she didn’t feel a thing.


Either our new governess was the strongest, bravest person I’ve ever met. Or something very odd was going on here.


‘Mrs Glee,’ I said, ‘I think you’d better lie down. I’ll show you to your room.’


My handkerchief was scarlet by the time we reached the room where Mrs Glee was to live. It was a charming chamber, light and airy, furnished with a lace bedspread, a chest of drawers and a rosewood desk. Our governess twittered her appreciation and then suddenly announcing that she was feeling a little breathless, sank onto the bed.


‘Do you mind finding my medicine, dear? It’s in the valise.’ She pointed to a small leather case, which the maid had brought up. I rummaged around and found several bottles, which I drew out. Each time, however, Mrs Glee shook her head. Finally, I found a small, glass-stoppered vial, full of a reddish-brown tincture. I could see the relief in my governess’s eyes as I handed it to her.


‘A little water, my dear. I am absolutely parched.’


I poured her a glass and handed it to her. Taking the vial with eager hands, she put a few drops from the stopper into the water and then, as it went muddy, gulped the liquid down. She had sunk back against the fluffy white pillows piled on her bed, gazing blankly at the ceiling. Her pupils had contracted to tiny black pinpoints. She seemed to have forgotten that I was there.


‘Mrs Glee?’


There was no answer. As she’d collapsed she’d placed her dirty boots on the bedspread. It shocked me, to see the smear of mud on the clean white lace.


‘Please, um, Vera. Can I go now?’


With an effort, Mrs Glee switched her eyes away from whatever was happening on the ceiling. She smiled at me, her expression full of sweet sadness.


‘You mustn’t be frightened of me, Kitty dear,’ she said. ‘I suffer from stomach pains and my medicine gives me a bit of a turn, is all. You run along now. I’ll be there in a few minutes.’


Something was gnawing at me as I rushed back to the schoolroom. Remorse, you might think. Well, yes. The practical jokes seemed very foolish now. But it was another emotion altogether, something more frightening.


I hadn’t liked the way Mrs Glee’s gaze slid out of focus. The way she sprawled on the bed, like a broken puppet. Worst of all were her eyes. The memory of her vanishing pupils made me turn cold.


Her eyes were somehow not human; they were like marbles, not windows to a soul. In the few seconds after she’d downed that liquid, something had grabbed our new teacher and spirited her away from us.





Chapter Two


‘I agree with Rachel,’ Waldo said as we talked things over a few days later. ‘You’re wasting your time worrying about Mrs Glee. Who ever heard of worrying about a teacher, anyway?’


‘There’s something broken about her,’ I mumbled. ‘I think she needs our help.’


I had been trying to explain my fears about Mrs Glee, but none of my friends shared my anxiety.


‘You’re a mystery, Kit,’ Rachel said, with a withering look. ‘You’re terribly silly most of the time. Then, out of the blue, you get all het up about the most bizarre things. I’d thought you might have grown up a bit, after what happened in India. But it seems –’ she stopped mid-sentence her eyes lingering on my scar.


There was an awkward silence. I hadn’t told anyone what really took place in the icy mountains of the Himalayas, when I’d become separated from my friends and stumbled like a sleepwalker on the legendary paradise of Shambala. The whole journey seemed so long ago, so dreamlike. Sometimes I would wake up in the night feeling sad, but not quite knowing why. Then I would remember our friend Gaston Champlon, the legendary French explorer, who had been buried by an avalanche. He was infuriating and charming in equal measure, the only man alive who could make my Aunt Hilda blush. We owed him our lives. We would never see him again. All that remained of our ill-fated voyage to India was the scar on my cheek. Thankfully, it had faded quickly. Much faster in fact than seemed possible. Our doctor had expressed surprise. Still the marks of a tiger’s claw could still be faintly seen in the scar.


‘Mrs Glee’s in some sort of trouble. I just know it,’ I said, changing the subject back to our governess.


‘If she is, it’s down to you,’ Rachel snapped. ‘Practical jokes are hardly the way to make someone feel welcome.’


I hung my head. Our failures with the bucket and sovereign had dented my spirit. It was the end, I had decided, of my life as a practical joker. In case you are wondering, I did manage to remove the (hard-boiled) duck egg from the bonnet, and our lessons had proceeded without mishap. Well, there had been a few hiccups. The second day with Mrs Glee, I had been dismayed to see our new timetable chalked up on the blackboard:




    6 a.m. Prep


7–7.30 Breakfast


8–9 Copy Books


9–10.15 Arithmetic


10.15–10.30 Break


10.30–11.30 History (with special emphasis on important dates)


11.30–11.45 Break


11.45–12.45 p.m. Latin


12.45–1 Poems


1–1.45 Dinner


1.45–2.45 Rest (walking using backboard for the girls. Bible study and reading aloud from Sir Walter Scott for the boys)


2–3.15 Mental arithmetic test





    ‘Not a backboard!’ Rachel gasped, sounding horrified.


Mrs Glee smiled gently. ‘I can’t abide slouching.’


‘What is a backboard?’ I asked.


Mrs Glee had produced a piece of wood with hooks at the side for arms. I recalled, dimly, what it was. Backboards were invented to make girls stand up straight – but truly they were instruments of torture.


‘You really will find it most useful,’ she beamed. ‘It will do such a lot of good for your chances.’


I didn’t need to ask what Mrs Glee meant by ‘chances’ – marriage was clearly what she had in mind for us girls. She meant to be kind, as really she was a good-natured lady. It was just that she had rather old-fashioned ideas about things. A black gloom descended on me.


‘You’ve rather the wrong idea, Mrs Glee,’ I said, gently. ‘We’re used to a bit more time for … general education. My father – the professor – believes –’


‘Does he, Kitty?’ she said vaguely. ‘I must ask him about it. In the meantime, kindly turn to page forty-two in your Pliny. Now, do sit up straight, dear.’


Even Waldo had been anxious that our lives would become, well, more difficult. It didn’t turn out that way though. Although Mrs Glee’s intentions were strict, she tended to be rather erratic. She would often disappear to ‘the powder room’ or ‘have a funny turn’. Sometimes I thought it was even easier to pull the wool over Mrs Glee’s eyes than my own father’s. Which is why today, as she had disappeared for a good three-quarters of an hour, I was fretting. There was an oddness, now and then, in Mrs Glee’s green eyes. A look almost of despair. Sometimes her face was so strained that the wrinkles on it stood out like raised veins. I had tried gently to ask her if anything was wrong. But she had just smiled and talked of her stomach.


I thought it was more serious than that. I feared that she was dying.


‘I’ve remembered what the bottle was – you know, that I saw her swig,’ I said. ‘It had Sydenham’s printed on it.’


‘I know that tincture,’ said Waldo. ‘It’s perfectly harmless, Kit. Soothes pain or something like that.’


Isaac had burst out laughing. ‘Did it say Tinctura Opii on it?’ he asked.


‘Something like that.’ I nodded.


‘You really are a silly goose,’ he said. ‘Mrs Glee is taking laudanum is all.’


‘What is laudanum?’


‘Opium mixed with alcohol. Perfectly harmless, I believe. Used to relieve indigestion and stomach pains and aches of all sorts. I believe they even give it to babies.’


‘But isn’t opium a vile drug?’ I asked. Vague images flashed through my mind: smoky opium dens, Chinamen with long clay pipes, emaciated artists. I had heard of many artists and writers who took it, and tales of those who became slaves to the drug and even died from it. Fear took hold.


‘Opium is terrible,’ Isaac said, trying to sound knowing. ‘But laudanum is a sort of medicine.’


Rachel wasn’t listening. She had pulled out her pocket mirror and was studying herself in the glass. I noticed she had curled her hair in a new way, so glossy ringlets cascaded over her ears. Pretty, I suppose, but hadn’t she anything better to do than gaze so lovingly at her own reflection? She may accuse me of being childish, but my best friend had changed. She was always mooning about over dresses and ribbons. Yesterday I caught her applying beetroot to her lips to make them redder! The final straw was when I saw her drooling over a pair of peach satin dancing slippers. Shoes, for pity’s sake! The infatuated look on her face made me think I was really losing my friend.


Sometimes, I thought that as we grew up Rachel and I were becoming strangers. She was turning into one of them. If you don’t know what I mean, you’re probably one of them too!


‘Rachel,’ I barked, just to make her start.


‘Sorry.’ She instantly slipped the mirror back under the desk. ‘I’m just wondering how to arrange my hair for Miss Minchin’s wedding.’


The boys and I exchanged gloomy looks. Rachel might be excited about our former governess’s wedding to the Hon. Charles Prinsep, but the rest of us were dreading it. I was looking forward to the ceremony, in the baronet’s ancestral castle on Dartmoor, about as much as having a tooth pulled out with a pair of pliers. I would have to wear a flouncy peach gown for the ball, which Waldo said made me look like a ‘turnip in frills’.


Of course Rachel looked lovely in her gown.


The door opened and Mrs Glee appeared. Her cheeks were flushed, little red spots standing high on the wrinkled white skin. Her eyes had a hectic glitter.


‘Good news, my dears,’ she announced with a smile. ‘No lessons today!’


‘Fantastic!’ I blurted, with visions of taking Jesse for a canter on Port Meadow.


‘Instead we’re going to brush up our etiquette for Miss Minchin’s wedding. I want you all to be a credit to me.’


A deep sigh went around the room. Lessons might be bad, but learning manners was worse. Far worse.





Chapter Three


‘Would you do me the honour of the first waltz?’ A young man stood on the edge of the dance floor and made me a courtly bow. He was quite handsome, I suppose, in his bow tie and tails. But there was something rather too intense about him, with his flushed face and shining eyes. We were at Miss Minchin’s engagement ball at her fiancée’s castle. Merriford, set on the bleak sweep of Dartmoor, was more used to the whistle of gales than this sparkling society throng.


‘No, thank you,’ I said firmly, moving my peach taffeta skirts back against the wall. ‘We’re only here to watch.’


But the young man seemed not to hear. He held out his hand towards me, with another bow.


‘Look, I don’t mean to be rude, sir,’ I snapped. ‘It’s just we’re not interested in dancing.’


The young man was clearly an idiot. He was gazing at me, a dazzled expression on his face. Strange, for I didn’t look that wonderful. Then I glanced at him and realised that I was invisible. He was actually looking past me, towards Rachel. And she was gazing, or do I mean swooning, back at him.


‘Stop,’ I said stepping between them. ‘This won’t do.’


He held out his hand for Rachel’s dance book, an elaborate gold one with ruby tassels, and I saw the page was already full of appointments. Rachel was glowing, her lovely face peeping out above her white lace collar. The ball had scarcely started before her first admirer had crawled out of the woodwork. I didn’t like it at all. There was something odd about the young man. Besides, Mrs Glee had been quite clear, Father had said we weren’t meant to dance – only to observe.


‘I’m afraid she can’t dance either,’ I said firmly.


‘Can’t or won’t?’ the young man asked, gazing at her. Rachel flushed, pink flaming up her neck till it reached her ears. Annoyingly she looked even more beautiful.


‘Oh, Kit, be reasonable. I’m sure Mrs Glee won’t mind if I dance this waltz. You know I love waltzes.’ With that Rachel let the young man take her hand and sweep her away onto the dance floor. It was a pretty sight, the gas lamps flaring and the women blazing in gowns as vivid as a thousand tulips. Hot, though. I was already sweating under my corset. An ice would cool me down. I turned, intending to skirt past the dancers into the refreshment room, and bumped smack into Waldo.


Isaac and Waldo were standing together, grinning. With a sinking heart I realised they must have witnessed the whole scene.


‘I suppose I had better dance with you, Kit,’ Waldo smirked. ‘Before you go making a fool of yourself again.’


‘As a special favour, I’ll dance with you too, Kit. Though I’d rather be home with my chemistry equipment,’ Isaac said. ‘We’ve all got to do our bit to save you from more embarrassment.’


‘I’m not dancing with anyone,’ I snarled. ‘Certainly not with one of you clowns. Anyway, Isaac, shouldn’t you be looking after Rachel? She is your sister.’


Isaac glanced at Rachel. ‘I think she can look after herself,’ he grinned.


Sighing, I sidled away from my friends. Give me an ice before a boy any day. The daintier treats were always popular at parties. It was wise to get in quick before the rush, else you could end up disappointed. I had no love of Cornish pasties or the bony ends of fowl. But with a rough tug, Waldo had taken my hand and pulled me into the crush of dancers.


‘Waldo, what are you doing?’ I gasped, when I could get a word in. It was hard for there was such a press of bodies.


‘Keeping you out of mischief,’ Waldo smiled, looking down at me.


My heart was beating disturbingly. Waldo steered me firmly through the crush. I pulled away, but found that he was stronger than me. I glared at him but he smiled straight back at me, his blue eyes infuriatingly smug. Nice eyes – though I would never let Waldo know I thought so.


What could I do? I didn’t want to make a scene, so I had no choice but to submit and let Waldo trundle me around the dance floor. After a few minutes I found, to my surprise, that it was actually quite pleasant. Waldo was a better dancer than I’d imagined, his guidance strong and firm. He didn’t tread on my feet or breathe on my face. My thoughts slid above the throng as my feet broke free.


‘Kit,’ Waldo was grinning down at me. I realised with a start that my feet were still moving, though everyone else seemed to have stopped. ‘The dance is over.’


‘Oh.’


‘That wasn’t so bad, was it?’


I shrugged. ‘Better than Mademoiselle Blanche’s dancing school, I suppose.’


‘Oh, come on, Kit, you loved it.’


‘What girl wouldn’t be honoured to dance with you?’


Frowning, Waldo steered me back to my place, where the girls were huddled by the wall waiting for young men to ask them to dance. Well, I wouldn’t be a wallflower. If I had to go to this ball I might as well do something. I was just about to suggest to Waldo that we take another turn around the dance floor, this time to a lively polka, when I noticed someone was desperately trying to catch his eye. She was a blonde girl, with perfect ringlets, pale blue eyes and a little rosebud mouth. Quite pretty, I suppose, but I have to confess I took an instant dislike to her. There was something so sugar-sweet about her.


‘I see you have an admirer,’ I snapped.


‘Hardly an admirer.’ Waldo laughed. ‘Just Emily.’


‘Who is Emily?’


But Waldo did not answer my question. Instead he said abruptly, ‘Look, Kit, you don’t mind if I skip this dance, do you?’ Then he was off, scurrying over to Emily, whose face was alight with pleasure.


I turned away. I wasn’t going to stand about watching as Waldo trampled Emily all over the dance floor. Anyway Mrs Glee had just arrived, and I was sure she would forbid us all to dance. After all, my father had said we had to ‘be a credit to him’. But to my dismay she took one look at Rachel and the wavy-haired young man, another look at Waldo and Emily and promptly vanished.


Feeling a little sulky, I brushed off Isaac’s suggestion that we do the polka together. Isaac, I am sure, would murder my toes, for his mind would be full of his current experiment – making a bomb out of cake ingredients. He seemed delighted with my suggestion that we locate the ices instead, so we left the ballroom.


I was a little upset with Waldo, for we were meant to be friends and yet he had deserted me at the first sight of a simpering Emily. But the ices cooled me down. I had three helpings. One a delicious melting pink concoction flavoured with rosewater, another vanilla-ish, and a third which was a mystery. Isaac swore it was rum, but I have never drunk the sailor’s tipple and I’m pretty sure he hasn’t either.


I returned to the ballroom alone, for Isaac could not be torn away from the refreshments. My mood soured when I saw that Waldo was dancing with Emily again, this time a slower waltz. They were quite making exhibitions of themselves, for Emily seemed to be whispering in his ear. Anyway, I leaned against the wall frowning and a moment later Miss Minchin – soon to be Mrs or even Lady Prinsep – stopped.


This beaming person was such a different creature to the thin-lipped governess who had come to our house all those years ago.


‘Dear Kit.’ She beamed. ‘Let life into your heart.’


‘Pardon?’ I asked, taken aback.


‘You’re not a boy,’ she said. ‘I know you want to be one. But, Kit, you’re a girl. Be lovely.’


‘Being lovely is hardly an occupation.’


‘Oh, it is,’ she beamed. ‘It’s jolly hard work.’


I backed away, for there was a gooeyness about her that made me uneasy. For one ghastly moment I even thought she was going to embrace me. Luckily her groom-to-be called to her and she was lost in the ball gowns. The next thing I knew, Waldo was standing next to me, frowning.


‘Something is up, Kit,’ he said.


‘I beg your pardon?’ I replied, a little coldly.


‘It’s Emily. She says Mrs Glee is not what she seems.’


‘What on earth does she mean?’


‘It’s odd, Kit. I don’t like it.’


‘Spit it out.’


‘Emily claims that Mrs Glee is not Mrs Glee at all. She says she recognised her at once. She’s a Mrs Dougal and she was their housekeeper till she disappeared last summer. There was some mystery about it, but Emily never found out what really happened.’


‘So?’


‘Thing is, some valuable cufflinks vanished at the same time.’


I was perturbed, for it was an odd tale. But then I thought of the blinking, simpering Emily and felt doubtful. Who did I trust? Mrs Glee, who was thoughtful and had our best interests at heart, despite her illness. Or the conniving Emily?


‘I’m surprised you believe what Emily tells you,’ I shrugged. ‘She has obviously forgotten her spectacles.’


‘Emily doesn’t wear spectacles,’ he replied.


‘Of course not.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Sheer vanity. Emily is so short-sighted she can’t see beyond the end of her nose. If she had her spectacles on she would know she’d never met Mrs Glee before. Instead she makes up a story to try to impress—’


Without waiting for me to finish my sentence Waldo flashed me a disgusted look and walked away.





Chapter Four


It was a cheerless day to travel, the wind howling off Dartmoor, buffeting the coach that was taking us back to Oxford. A storm was blowing up and soon a few fat droplets began to splatter against the windows. The track leading off the moor past the small country villages was rough, full of potholes that jerked us about till our bones ached. I pitied Hodges, our genial coach driver, sitting on his perch high above the horses. He was exposed to the full fury of the elements. Even more, though, did I pity the four poor beasts. Already their bridles were lathered in froth.


Mrs Glee had decided we would travel from Merriford House back to Oxford by coach, even though the train was so much more convenient. I had tried to argue but she had made up her mind. I suspected, frail as she was, she was frightened of train travel. So here we all were, cold, crushed together and jolted. Huddled between Rachel and Isaac I recalled the old legends that told of great beasts that roamed the moor, of highwaymen who preyed on unguarded travellers. I shivered a little. But I got no sympathy from my friends. Indeed the atmosphere inside the coach was as thick as fog. I could have choked on the dark looks, misunderstandings and ill humour wafting around. Both Waldo and Rachel were furious with your friend Kit Salter, and had declared they would never speak to me again. Rachel had been especially hurtful.


‘You know what your problem is, Kit?’ she had spat. ‘Apart from being downright domineering, of course. Jealousy. Don’t look so surprised. J.E.A.L.O.U.S.Y. You don’t like your friends having other friends. You want to be number one the whole time.’


The silence in the coach left me plenty of time to reflect on Rachel’s words. Uncomfortably, I had to admit that there might be some small element of truth in what she was saying. But minuscule. Really very small. Truly!


As neither Waldo nor Rachel was talking to me, and Isaac was lost in his own (possibly explosive) thoughts, I turned to Mrs Glee, who was crocheting a hideous pink bonnet.


‘Merriford House was splendid,’ I said. ‘So gloomy. All that wind whistling down the chimneys.’


‘Lovely,’ she agreed, with a vacant smile. ‘I’m so happy for Miss Minchin. Marrying a baronet’s son. Usually sweet fortune does not smile upon poor governesses.’


There was a wistful look in her green eyes as she said this. I wanted to take her hand and squeeze it to give her a little courage. Life, I guessed, had not been kind to Mrs Glee. You could see her own misfortunes in the lines on her face and in the anxiety with which she greeted everything. She did try, our poor new governess, but she just wasn’t strong enough for this world.


I had never found out about Mr Glee. I was tempted to try a little probing.


‘Do you miss Mr Glee very much?’ I asked.


To my surprise she went rigid.


‘Why?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Why do you ask?’


‘I just wondered. I thought –’


Mrs Glee was biting her lip ‘He was a brute, Kitty, a brute.’


I didn’t know what to say. This conversation wasn’t going as I’d imagined. She sounded so fierce.


‘I didn’t know,’ I muttered lamely.


‘Not a day goes by, not a single day, when I don’t give thanks that I am rid of him.’


There was silence after this. The four horses pulling our coach laboured in front of us. All that could be heard was their panting and snorting and the fierce whoosh of the wind outside. I was wearing a thick navy travelling cloak over my serge dress, but I was still chilled. Inside and out. There were so many mysteries about our new governess – her anger as well as her suffering. Everything seemed to make her fearful. Why had Mrs Glee turned down the quick and modern train? Dark shapes loomed against the grey darkness of the moor. Wind-blasted trees, the occasional wretched cottage. I wondered that the horses were able to canter so fast, avoiding potholes in the dusk.


The coach stopped with a jolt. Rachel was thrown against Waldo and screeched. Isaac’s glasses fell off as the horses began to neigh, a high terrifying sound. Odd noises were louder in the silence of the moor: the driver Hodges shouting, the crack of a whip and then another deep voice intermingled with scuffling. I peered through the window but could see only dark shapes through the smudgy pane.


‘What’s up?’ I yelped, leaping into action. ‘Hodges?’


‘Stand back.’ Waldo pushed me down.


‘Highwaymen!’ Isaac shrieked.


‘It’s nothing, you booby!’ Waldo snapped. ‘Probably just some drunk on the track.’


Mrs Glee was the only one not caught up in the commotion. She had retreated from everything into her crocheting, ignoring the horses’ frenzied neighing and the lurching of the coach. Waldo was struggling now with the door handle but quite unable to open it.


‘Let me have a go.’ I said. ‘You have to twist it this way.’


Sighing, Mrs Glee put down her crochet. ‘I doubt that will do any good.’


‘What?’ We stopped and stared at her.


‘I am sorry, children. The door is locked.’


Both Waldo and I were frantically tugging at the door. It was certain now that there was something more than an ale-sodden peasant on the track out there. A sharp crack outside brought us to a stop. A second bang rent the air, followed by a moment’s deep silence.


Gunshots.


‘I locked the carriage door for your own safety, Kit and Waldo. I really don’t want you to get hurt,’ Mrs Glee murmured.


‘Open it at once.’ I exploded. ‘There’s a highwayman out there.’


‘I’m so, so sorry about this.’


‘She’s raving, Waldo. Smash the windowpane.’


But Waldo had already taken off his shoe and was thwacking hard at the glass with the wooden heel. Once. No effect. Twice. The glass still held.
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