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IN THE BEGINNING
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CHAPTER 1
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THE SHARDS OF THE GLASSHOUSE Mountains pierce the early morning drizzle as Rosie drives down the highway. She glances over at them, wondering how her Year Nine students are faring on their outdoor education camp in this inclement weather. She plans to visit them on the way back from the interview and offer her support. Hopefully, not too many of them will return home with colds, and there won’t be parents at her door tomorrow complaining that the camp should have been abandoned.


The brake lights of the car in front beacon and Rosie presses the brake pedal just in time. She forces herself to focus on the road. Aquaplaning is not going to be the best way to get to her destination.


Rosie has been awake for five hours already. She wrote her school newsletter in the dark before walking Bernie at five o’clock, and was in her office by six-thirty, arranging things for the day before bidding a hasty retreat. She was eager to be on her way before Erica, her PA, could interrogate her as to where exactly in the city she was heading.


She arrives at the hotel where the interview will take place with plenty of time to spare. Ordering a flat white in the cafe opposite, Rosie sits down to collect her thoughts. She wonders whether any of the people exiting the building are also candidates for the position of principal at the elite St Jude’s School for Girls.


What exactly is she doing here? Rosie enjoys her current job at Grace College where she has been principal for five years now. There is still much to do there, and she loves the staff and students alike. So why is she attracted to this supposedly prestigious position? And why would they even consider her, a relatively inexperienced principal at a school much lower down in the pecking order? Surely, they’ll want someone with much better credentials?


The coffee is acrid, and Rosie bins the remainder as she exits. She dodges the rain as much as she can and enters the shiny marble entrance to the eastern tower of the hotel. The glass lift transports her to the seventh floor. It feels like she is being jettisoned up from the earth into a world above the everyday. She has a clear bird’s eye view of the people in the mall below, but she is still far from clear as to why she is here. And the rapid ascent is exacerbating the plummeting feeling in the pit of her stomach.


She is told to wait in the reception area of what turns out to be the conference floor of the hotel. The walls are adorned with artwork commemorating local notables and her gaze rests on a portrait of Deirdre Mallory, a prominent artist who had designed some tapestries for the cathedral. Rosie has done her homework, and knows that Deidre was an old girl of St Jude’s. This information will make a good talking point; she resolves to casually mention it to the panel at an opportune moment.


All too soon, her name is being called, and her legs miraculously transport her to the door of the boardroom, which is slowly opened by a man who introduces himself as Damien McColm, chairman of the board. Rosie readily – and as professionally as she can muster shakes the barrister’s outstretched hand. She takes in his tight shirt collar and lime green silk tie, which clashes with his flushed complexion. His eyes twinkle at Rosie, suggesting he has a sense of humour. He touches her left arm almost imperceptibly as he guides her over to the five or so miles of Tasmanian oak before her the table is enormous. No one stands as she approaches. There is a hushed moment, and then Damien McColm introduces her to the selection panel.


Rosie debates whether she should shake hands with each individual. It’s seemingly a cast of thousands, dotted on each side. She quickly scans the room, taking in the bags, briefcases, folders, sideboards bearing refreshments and several umbrellas to navigate around, and decides to go for it, hoping that the friendly gesture will compensate for any clumsiness. She wants them to see her as competent and able to accomplish any monumental task that presents itself.


‘First, and most importantly, may I introduce you to Mother Augusta, Reverend Mother of the Order and one of the Trustees of St Jude’s.’


Rosie looks for a glimmer of friendliness in Mother Augusta’s ancient countenance. Mother reluctantly pulls a weathered paw from the folds of her habit as at last, the reptilian crinkles of her face form the semblance of a smile. She nods reverently as Rosie takes her hand, feels its leather, and says how delighted she is to meet her.


‘And to Mother’s right is Sister Gertrude, who is quite literally Mother’s right-hand woman! Ha ha, isn’t that so, Mother?’ The chairman’s eyes twinkle. Rosie moves along the row, taking Sister Gertrude’s hand – not quite as ancient, but equally reticent. Perhaps she is taking cues from her superior, toeing the line. Rosie sees the surprised amusement on the faces of those seated opposite, and realises she is probably the first interviewee audacious enough to confront the panel one by one.


‘Here’s Bishop Horace from the diocese … Julia Henderson, president of the Parents and Friends Association … Agatha Brown, president of the Old Girls …’ Rosie takes each hand in turn and searches their expressions for a sign of common ground or humanity, finding none. There is barely a hint of human warmth in the pretentious boardroom. She would have been better off cheering the troops on the Year Nine camp.


Eventually, she is introduced to a teacher representative whose name Rosie doesn’t quite catch – the chairman is mumbling softly now as he gets to the lesser personages in the room. In all, eleven people are introduced and each is greeted individually by Rosie. By the end, she finds it hard to recall anything about them, let alone their individual names. Once the gunfire of their questions commences, however, their particular perspectives and reasons for being on the panel become apparent.


‘So, Rosie, I see that you are a single mother and you have two children. Goodness me. Can I ask, how is that all manageable in your demanding role as a school principal?’ Damien McColm wastes no time in zooming in on what the selection panel have clearly identified as a potential barrier to Rosie’s suitability.


Well, no you should not be asking that, Rosie thinks. But she answers diplomatically, knowing better than to put the chairman in his place.


‘Actually, my son and daughter have both left school. Richard is in London doing a gap year, and Claudia is studying at uni. I was widowed ten years ago, so I quickly became very good at juggling. Oh, and I do work very hard, of course. And I am engaged to be married next month, so I would not be doing the job as a sole parent of young children, if that reassures …’


‘Oh, very good, very good, thank you. That is excellent – very helpful to have a supportive spouse, you know. And what does your fiancé do, perchance?’


Again, Rosie is taken aback by this equally politically incorrect question. The barrister obviously knows he is being impertinent, but is doing so on purpose in order to secure this apparently vital personal information.


‘Ian’s a dentist, although he is doing research at our local university at the moment …’


‘Ah yes, good, good …’


That seems enough information for the chairman, who appears pleased that Rosie’s spouse is professional and sufficiently socially acceptable. He can tick that one off his list, Rosie thinks.


Rosie glances around the table, taking in the rich fabric and plentiful adornments worn by the entourage. The sisters in their long black serge with their white scapular and cowl. The bishop with his purple satin shirt, his polished wooden cross standing proud across his chest, secured by a substantial gold chain. The presidents of the Parents and Friends and the Old Girls associations are suitably attired in florals, cardigans and, bizarrely, matching satin headbands. Rosie could picture them at St Jude’s Race Day with their shocking pink fascinators and their coordinated clutch bags.


The teacher representative wears an ill-fitting suit and a well-loved tie, in stark contrast to the chairman’s brash outfit. But he has an open, warm expression on his chiselled dark features. Rosie is surprised, but pleased, that the school has appointed a teacher of ethnic background. Indian or Sri Lankan, perhaps? Many private schools are staffed almost exclusively with white Caucasian teachers. She is even more pleased that this teacher was invited to be here – having a say in who would be the next St Jude’s principal.


The other members of the selection panel fill in the gaps of the kaleidoscope. A young corporate executive wears a spiffy turquoise suit. An HR consultant’s oversized jade reading glasses perch halfway down her nose. A professor with a shock of white hair and a trendy denim jacket. An accountant in a sombre grey suit. And a boarder parent decked out substantially in the earthy tones of R. M. Williams.


Mother Augusta makes a guttural sound, jolting Rosie back from her observations and the panel to resume question firing. Appearing pleased at having cleared the build-up of phlegm that must have been bothering her, Mother reads out her prepared question in a well-enunciated but hushed voice, reminiscent of a celebrant at Evensong. It is the voice of a woman clearly used to commanding full and immediate attention.


‘It is important for our principal to be a person with an unwavering commitment to her faith. Until forty years ago, the principal of St Jude’s was a sister from the Order. We would like you to tell us how your faith – we gather from your application that you have been a member of your local parish for some time – will inform your approach to your pastoral care of the St Jude’s girls and young women. You will be scrutinised for this objective, I must emphasise, as it is very important for the sisters that you focus on nurturing the souls of these innocents.’


Rosie realises that making a full and frank disclosure about her views will not act in her favour. She decides to focus instead on her proven track record in pastoral care in her previous roles. Not confident that her theological credentials would stand the test of the panel, on the topic of commitment to Christianity, she focuses on her leadership of the Parish music group and the importance of having her wedding in All Saints Cathedral the following month. Somehow, she seems to touch the right note; Mother nods a little more enthusiastically, and Bishop Horace even unfolds his arms at the end of her response.


Then Bishop Horace has his turn, asking Rosie more about her role on the parish council. He seems well pleased with her devotion to the Church and gives a nod of approval, as a shepherd might when he is certain his flock have safely followed him into the pen at the end of the day. The teacher quizzes her about curriculum and evidently approves of the pedagogical framework she explains. When the president of the Old Girls Association has her turn, Rosie manages to drop in some information about Deirdre Mallory, confiding what a wonderful tapestry artist she was.


The P and F President is keen to know about community engagement at her current school. Rosie tells them that she had instigated a Writers’ Festival, and everyone agrees how well that would go down at St Jude’s. The boarder parent is impressed that she wants to set up a boarder parent committee, and that she intends to visit the families in the more remote regions.


The accountant wants to know if she understands balance sheets, recurrent funding for schools and what an acceptable EBITDA would be. The professor questions her on educational theory – fortunately, she knows something about the theory he drags up. The HR consultant wants to know if she has had to make people redundant in her school, and the corporate executive is intent on finding out how she would secure sponsorship deals to benefit St Jude’s financial bottom-line. All appear satisfied with her responses.


It’s more than a little frightening, but Rosie is getting the impression the panel have decided, both individually and collectively, that they like her – except perhaps for Mother Augusta, who doesn’t seem to like anything or anybody, judging by her body language. The more Rosie thinks about it on the journey home, the more she suspects she might be offered the job. Depending on the weight of Mother’s views, of course.


What will she do if they do offer it to her? Would she be a good fit for St Jude’s? And, more importantly – is it a good fit for her? At the end of the interview, some of the seated gentry had surprised Rosie by standing to farewell her. With that movement, the scene was no longer like a private school governance version of the Last Supper. This could even turn out to have been a First Supper, Rosie muses, with twelve people from a culture wildly different from the one at her current school. Like Judas, she had crept away guiltily, sensing that, though she had not been sincere in some of her answers, she had been able to convince most of them. How good a fabricator she could be when pressed. Her initial gut feeling had been to run a million miles away from St Jude’s. But did she have a point to prove? To be selected for what was considered to be one of the top education jobs in the country – that had to be worth considering, surely?


These thoughts are hastily set aside as Rosie turns off the highway and crunches along the gravel driveway to the campsite. In the distance, she can see a group of bedraggled students huddling under a gazebo overlooking the lake. The rain has eased slightly, but not enough for them to get back out onto the trail. As they spy her car, they get up to wave enthusiastically.


‘Hey, Mrs Clementine … it’s great you’ve come out to join us – have you brought your swag? And your gumboots – you’ll need those!’


Their spirits are high, and Rosie feels the affection and energy of her students. Enough of these thoughts of potentially having to leave them, she decides – for the rest of the day, at least.


Rosie gets home late that night after an afternoon of orienteering, an environmental trivia quiz, a student-run talent show and a campfire sausage sizzle. When Ian asks her how the interview went, it feels like a scene she has dreamed.


‘They liked the fact that you’re a dentist,’ she tells him, as they relax with a glass of red wine on the back deck.
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FOUR MONTHS LATER


Rosie places a large, gilt-framed photo from her recent wedding on the massive silky oak desk. She carefully unpacks the crate that arrived just after New Year’s Day, positioning each item for full effect: personal status, previous school achievements, aesthetic taste and religious commitment. St Jude’s expects no less.


When she is finished, she steps back and observes the result, feeling pleased with the transformation. Not only does the room speak of her personality and the breath of fresh air she will bring to St Jude’s, it also reflects the status of her new position. Over a century of learning has taken place here; this is the legacy she will be adding to. She is sure she will be able to make a meaningful contribution and move the institution forward. Perhaps this is her calling in life, after all.


Rosie remembers the dream she had one night, when she was deciding whether to take up the surprising offer to be St Jude’s next principal. Well, she’d called it a dream when she recounted it to Ian, but it had felt more like an actual person was speaking to her, in truth.


‘You should be here!’


Astounded at the clarity of the message, Rosie had sat bolt upright in bed, pondering what the words meant. Was it a message from St Jude’s telling her to take the position? Or was it some other supernatural force telling her to stay where she was? Rosie discussed it at length with Ian, but still she wasn’t sure. She would never know unless she took the plunge, she decided. Later though, when it came to leaving the school she had been at for the past five years, she felt cut to the core. Memories of the Grace College staff and students linger as she looks lovingly at the cards and presents they gave her. She hopes she made the right call.


Rosie is jolted back to the present by the arrival of two of the St Jude’s maintenance staff, who have come to hang a large, framed collage of photos – one of the aforementioned farewell gifts. First, the men must remove an old, faded print of the Laughing Cavalier by Frans Hals, to which Rosie had taken an immediate dislike. The collated photograph will take pride of place above the original, Victorian-tiled, cedar fireplace, a thought that cheers her a little.


‘While you’re here, would you please pack these other few things into the crate and move them down to the basement?’


Rosie knows she cannot settle into this room with the lace curtains, tacky trinkets and years of fussiness left by previous incumbents. She’d store the stuff and decide what to do with it later, when she had time.


‘Of course, Mrs Gladshaw, we’ll do that right away for you, ma’am.’


‘Oh, please call me Rosie …’


‘Oh, Ma’am, I’m not sure we can do that. We’ve never called any of the previous heads by their Christian names …’


‘Well, there’s a first time for everything, and I’m quite used to all my staff calling me Rosie – I’m sure you’ll get used to it … Jack and Keith, isn’t it?’


The grey dungaree-ed pair look uncomfortable and stand rooted to the spot. But they nod synchronously, as if to appease her. Jack and Keith stand encircled by packing cases as they reluctantly usher out the old and unceremoniously hang up the new. In their stupefied state, they catch a glimpse through the half-open door of an oversized sepia-tinted photograph hanging in the hall. It is a portrait of Mother Helena, the first headmistress of St Jude’s. The weight of her judgement weighs heavily on Jack and Keith. They perceive no hint of approval in those piercing, spectacled eyes.




FIRST TERM: SACRED COWS
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CHAPTER 2
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ROSIE WAKES EARLIER THAN USUAL. She opens her eyes to focus softly on the silvery grey curls surrounding her sleeping husband’s handsome profile. She smiles as she thinks of the previous night, how she had waited for Ian to come into the bedroom, and the way he slowly undressed her before encircling her in his broad, tanned arms. Rosie relives the surging, giddying waves that their passionate lovemaking sent through her body. Warmth inside and out. She kisses her fingers and gently places her hand on Ian’s rising and falling chest.


As she starts to think about the day ahead, she hears birdsong emanating from a large poinciana tree outside the window. She doesn’t know what type of bird it is, but enjoys the repeated tune of eight simple notes. Rosie starts singing the insistent refrain silently to herself. She rises and creeps around in the half-light so as not to wake Ian, then floats downstairs to sit at her piano. She picks out the key in which the bird is singing and easily finds the note progression. Rosie plays in unison with it for a few moments, then scribbles the notes in the margin of an old newspaper left on the coffee table. One day she will write this early morning bird gift into a song. One day, when I have time, she muses.


But time’s not on her side yet – today is the first day of Term One. Her calendar shows a full day with a concertina of appointments, interviews, staff meetings and a welcome-to-the-new-school-year assembly. Rosie arrives at school well before the grounds staff and goes straight to MacDonald House, where the principal’s office resides. She opens up her diary on the desk in readiness. She decides to walk over to the newest building on the impressive St Jude’s campus – the performing arts centre, which is perched high on the ridge overlooking the city.


Its massive glass walls afford lavish views of the majestic scene below. As she approaches the adjoining viewing deck, Rosie reaches for her sunglasses to shield her eyes against the reflection of the brilliant orange sun, which is slung low in the sky. She rests her arms on the balustrade and follows the contours of the meandering river and the slow progress of the distant arterial road traffic that is beginning to build up. Above her, a Thai Airways 747 is destined for the city airport; to her right, she can see Mother Augusta and several sisters gliding to their chapel in formation to begin their day.


Back in MacDonald House, the office staff are arriving, and Rosie goes over to greet them. As she walks up the sandstone sweep of steps, the leadlight panelled entrance door creaks open and then shuts abruptly. Through the glass panel she can make out the back of a greying French-pleated head of hair, and a pastel paisley blouse. Rosie guesses it is the deputy principal, whom she only met once briefly at her orientation last November. June Phillips has been on sick leave ever since.


Rosie takes the remaining steps two at a time, grabs the weathered, eagle-shaped brass door handle and enters the reception area. The space is empty except for the receptionist, Harriet, who greets her absent-mindedly, frowning as she hunches over the switchboard, which is clearly not functioning as it should. In the back office, Rosie can hear hushed yet urgent whispers, then another staff member ducks out from behind the partition to see who has entered the reception area. Rosie steps forward to introduce herself, but the woman ducks back. More whispers follow.


‘Harriet, was the deputy in here just now, by any chance? I would love to see her before school starts.’


‘Ah, Mrs Gladshaw – oh, sorry, I know you want people to call you Rosie, but it just doesn’t feel right. Um, er, I don’t think I’ve seen Ms Phillips this morning, but I have been a bit distracted with this ancient machine … Do you think we can get it replaced with a more up-to-date model?’


‘Well, we’ll have to get the Facilities Committee … Oh, look, I think I can see her walking across the lawn. I’ll see if I can catch her up.’


Rosie scoots back down the steps and jogs towards the tall woman in her fifties who is making a beeline for the chapel. Before Rosie can catch up to her, the woman disappears into the timber battlements, and its fortress-like door is secured. The chapel bell is rung three times to signal the start of Morning Prayer – it is too late for Rosie to enter the chapel. Best not disturb the pious gathered there.


She makes her way back to Central Drive, in front of MacDonald House. The drop-off procession of prestige vehicles swinging through the gates and around the circular drive has begun. St Jude’s girls of all ages, shapes and sizes are spilling out onto the grass verge, hoisting backpacks out of cavernous boots.


‘Bye, bye, Mummy …’


‘I’ll see you after hockey practice, darling! We’re collecting Georgiana as well, remember – and we’ll have Maccas on the way home …’


That’s hopeful – at least St Jude’s mums sometimes resort to take-away, like the rest of us, Rosie reflects.


Suddenly, a tiny fox terrier with a bright pink collar jumps out the window of a four-wheel drive, twirls crazily a few times, then darts over towards Rosie who is standing on the other side of the drive, dexterously avoiding the countless disembarking girls and their bags. Rosie gasps. She knows she should do something to prevent a fatality – especially on her first official day of school – but it is over in a flash, and then the little fox terrier is licking her black patent leather shoes. Relieved to have avoided an accident and amused by the little creature’s welcome, she looks around for the dog’s owner.


The vehicle is pulling out of Central Drive. The students have formed an impenetrable throng, and some of the more confident girls are asking Rosie if she is their new principal. No chance of abandoning them to flag down the vehicle, so Rosie picks up the terrier and tucks him under her arm, where he shares his delight at her attention by enthusiastically licking her neck and nose. The girls around her giggle and tell her this puppy is renowned for being an escapologist.


‘He even wee’d on Mrs Trombouling’s floor last year while they were waiting for his owners to collect him!’


‘Are you really Mrs Gladshaw? You look very nice! And do you really like dogs?’


‘Are you going to be a good principal? Will you be staying at this school for long?’


‘Oh, lots of questions, girls! It’s so lovely to be here. Yes, I am Mrs Gladshaw, and yes, I hope to be here for a while …’


‘Well, the last two didn’t stay for long. Daddy says that they couldn’t—’


‘Anyway, everyone, I’d better not keep you from getting down to your classrooms. I’m sure your teachers will be pleased to see you after the summer holidays … I will see you all in assembly later!’


‘Bye, Mrs Gladshaw! Have a great day!’


As the crowd slowly disperses, Rosie sees that the sisters and the rest of the worshippers have finished morning prayer, and they are slowly filing out of the sisters’ chapel to Congregational House, where they will breakfast together.


A solitary figure moves in the opposite direction, and Rosie recognises the deputy, headed for the boarding house. The woman looks up briefly towards Rosie, who is still surrounded by hordes of students. Rosie calls out to her, but she keeps walking, seemingly unable to hear her. It is extremely noisy: the cacophony of girls’ excited greetings after seven long weeks of holiday, a bus driver beeping the horn impatiently, and more overhead jumbo jets.


Hmm … that’s it! I’ll go into the office and find someone who can get a message to her. I need to meet her before school starts. Oh yes, and we’d better get a message to this little doggie’s family …


Rosie climbs the steps of MacDonald House once more, the terrier tucked under her arm. He looks quite at home there, and somewhat pleased with his new vantage point. Rosie steps into her PA’s office, briefly telling Naomi the tale about ‘Roderigo’, as this doggie is apparently known. Naomi assures her she will contact Jill, whose car he had escaped from. And yes, she will certainly get a message to June Phillips, the Deputy, asking her to come to the principal’s office at once.


Before Rosie can find a place to deposit Roderigo, the woman she assumes is June Phillips appears as a mirage at her bay window. Her eyebrows are arched, and her downturned mouth opens slowly, clearly aghast that the new principal is holding a dog. Rosie hastens to open the lower half of the double-hung window, but the latch has been glued with decades of wood varnish, and she can’t dislodge it.


Roderigo is squirming, so she tightens her grip slightly and directs June to go around to the side door. Moments later, the woman comes into the room, pulls her shoulders back and sniffs as she looks around the office, taking in Rosie’s redecoration efforts.


Rosie approaches her as warmly as her team-building protocols have taught her, and, despite the need to restrain Roderigo, extends her hand in greeting. Her visitor simultaneously turns her head towards the photo of the school’s first principal, hanging in the hall, and wipes her hands on her mauve pleated skirt.


‘That dog must go, you know – it has been more trouble than any student we’ve ever had at St Jude’s! Well, maybe except for young Abigail Fitsimmons … but that’s a story for another day. Anyway, this horrid little dog has been known to do its business in the refectory … Virginia couldn’t stand it, I can tell you!’


‘Well, thanks for the heads-up, June isn’t it? And it is of course very nice to meet you properly. I was very sorry to hear you had been on sick leave, I hope you’re feeling better now?’


‘Er, well, no, not really, but anyway, here I am and it’s the start of term, so we’d better get going. Lots to do before assembly at eleven. I’ll get my PA to talk to Naomi about what you will need to do …’


‘Oh, thanks, but I already have plans for my first whole-school assembly … I would like to give it a personal touch, so the staff and the girls can start getting to know me.’


‘Well, that is certainly breaking with tradition. It is my role to run assemblies – the principal is really just there as the figurehead, giving out certificates and the like …’


‘It’s a shame we haven’t had the chance to talk properly before today, June, as this is something that’s going to change. Let’s go with what you have planned for this one, but please make sure I have at least ten minutes to speak to everyone. For future assemblies, let’s plan together. We can do some really exciting things …’


Rosie musters as much enthusiasm as she can at the prospect of sitting down to plan something meaningful with this woman who has unashamedly refused to shake her new boss’s hand.


Naomi appears in the doorway and announces that Jill has arrived to collect Roderigo.


‘Oh, I’ll come and meet her …’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were—’


‘Why ever not?’


‘Jill is not one of our – how should I put this – more supportive parents. She caused nothing but trouble for Virginia …’


Rosie decides she has heard quite enough about Virginia, and the way things are done here at St Jude’s. It is her turn to ignore June, who wears an unmistakable look of disgust. Instead, Rosie turns and marches down the corridor to where Jill is waiting and greets the diminutive jeans-clad blonde woman warmly.


‘Oh, you naughty little boy! I am so very sorry, Mrs Gladshaw. Oh, and look, he’s made a real mess of your lovely silk shirt … How kind of you to have looked after him yourself! I’m sure he’s had a wonderful time in your office. I hope he hasn’t chewed anything precious?’


‘No, not at all, it has been a real talking point to have him leading the welcome to the school!’


Jill has Roderigo firmly in tow on a pink leash that seems excessively heavy-duty for such a tiny hound. Clearly, she is taking no chances. She is ushered out by the office staff as the bell rings to warn that school will start in ten minutes. Rosie hurries to the quad to speak to the staff before classes commence.


Loudhailer in hand, Rosie stands on the steps of the red brick boarding house, her new cerise suit skirt feeling a tad too short now that she is conspicuously higher than everyone else. Above her, a stone plaque commemorates the building’s inauguration in 1889. She imagines the spirits of students and staff from across the decades all crowding in ghost-like formation behind each of the windows to spy on this crucial meeting. All eyes on her.


Rosie has never felt so unsure of how she will be received. She knows she will be judged. She breathes, softly and deeply, from her diaphragm. Will any sound come out of her mouth when it’s time to start? She has that tingling feeling down her adductors, all the way to the soles of her feet, that she always gets when she is nervous. There’s no running away, though. This is what’s expected. She clears her throat, then glances around to see if June has arrived. It would be wonderful to have a colleague beside her on the exposed open-air dais. She spots June sitting on one of the few ancient benches dotted around the quad and beckons for her to join her on the steps. Ignored once again, Rosie has no choice but to soldier on.


The rest of the staff have gathered a distance away, so she urges them to come closer. Luckily, the flock are cajoled to comply by an emerging shepherd – the same teacher who was on the interview panel. Dressed like an overgrown schoolboy in long shorts, knee-high white socks starkly contrasted against the dark coffee tone of his exposed kneecaps, a blue short-sleeved shirt and a navy tie, he looks like he fits in here in the school environment. He beams at Rosie, while insisting that his colleagues move towards the side of the quad, where their new boss is waiting to address them. She realises he must also have felt like a beached fish in the boardroom of that fancy city hotel. Rosie beams back and relaxes a little.


As the staff shuffle forward, Rosie recalls her first day at her previous school. Only a few staff and slightly more students were there. It was their first day in their brand-new school, and they huddled together against the rain in a hastily constructed undercover area. She’d asked for their support to ensure that the official opening of the school flowed smoothly that afternoon. How relieved she had been when they cheered enthusiastically.


But this lot? Time will tell …
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CHAPTER 3
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A WRINKLED HAND BEARING THE simple gold band of a long-ago betrothal glides the lace curtain ever so slightly to one side, so that this ‘slip-of-a-young-thing’ new principal can be observed as she walks away from Congregational House. The first instructional fireside chat has just concluded – something that must become the modus operandi for this next phase in the life of St Jude’s School for Girls.


The meeting had gone reasonably well, with several opportunities to steer the ‘chat’ around to the important issues. It had been clear at this young woman’s interview last year that there would be some gaping holes in her devotion to the religious life of the school. And on that point, she must be guided – firmly, right from the start. Her pastoral track record was all very well, but she seemed little interested in traditional Christian instruction, and appeared averse to insisting that young minds commit to the faith. But those board directors had only been able to see good in her and, unfortunately, she really was the pick of the bunch. Mother had reluctantly supported the appointment, knowing that once she was here, she would do all she could to rein the woman in and demand her obeisance. If she had any sense, she would toe the line – for the sake of a promising career, Mother conjectured.


But as she watches Rosie Gladshaw disappear from view, she reflects that there is an undeniable independence about the woman, and, as respectful as she appears, she displays insufficient reverence for the important figure that Mother knows herself to be within these sacrosanct walls.


The curtain sways softly back into place and Mother turns towards the large oval mirror above the chest of drawers. She points a bony index finger at the decades of sacrifice staring out from her reflection. She has worked tirelessly to ensure that the mission of the sisters is upheld, and the good name of the school is preserved, no matter what. Mother Augusta breathes in deeply, her concave chest attempting to inflate her religious garb. She stands taller and raises her chin, defying anyone, or anything to challenge her omniscience.


There is a knock on the door.


‘You may enter!’ proclaims the Reverend Mother deeply and loudly, emphasising her status.


It is Sister Gertrude enquiring about the arrangements for the students’ chapel service later that day. After ensuring all logistics are in place, Sister Gertrude enquires about the meeting with the new principal.


‘She seems rather nice, Mother – don’t you think? I am sure that she will go down very well with—’


‘Oh, come now, Sister, let’s not be rash in our judgement. She must bear witness to her Christian faith, and I have yet to see this. Other members of staff have their reservations too. Let’s keep our eyes and ears open, for the sake of our school and the sake of the young innocents in our care.’


‘Of course, Mother. You are right, without a doubt. I just think …’


‘That’s one of the things that you must continue to pray about, Sister – that tendency you have to form your own opinions, sometimes without seeking direction from your superiors. I am always here for you to seek advice, you must remember.’


‘Yes, I will, Mother. Of course I will.’


‘Come, I think I can hear the gong for lunch. Would you please say Grace for us today, Sister? You do need more practice with speaking in public, so it will benefit you to take on more of these duties … Keep praying, and keep all these things in mind, Sister.’
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FOUR WEEKS LATER


It’s the Old Girls’ Association’s first luncheon of the year, and Rosie arrives at the Hilton Hotel in the city in good time. She grabs a coffee at a cafe just down the road from the one where she waited for her interview. She won’t make the mistake of going back to that first one.


A lot has happened since her first day in the role. So much of her time is spent working things, and people, out. Her greatest puzzle is June, who has been on sick leave again, for days at a time. When she is in school, she avoids Rosie as much as possible. She will attend meetings at the principal’s insistence, when cornered, but her head often tips to the side and her bony face contorts into expressions that Rosie can only interpret as disgust and aversion. Is it possible for a person to hate someone they haven’t even tried to get to know? Rosie is mesmerised by June’s open aggression to her, and her insistence on referring everything to what Virginia thought about this or that. Whatever the topic happens to be, Rosie knows she is about to learn what Virginia’s stand on it was.


Damien McColm, the twinkle-eyed chairman, has called in to see her unannounced several times – visits that are starting to unnerve her. She wonders whether she should tell Ian about her unease, but dismisses the thought as ridiculous. Conveniently, Damien fills in the gaps in her knowledge about the St Jude’s culture, history and its people. But she has learned to filter his comments and questions, as these seem to be part company line, and part gossip-mongering. He hasn’t been forthcoming with any information about June, and Rosie suspects he is hiding something. What she does know, however, is that Damien is the son of eminent old girl, Frances McColm, who will be attending today’s luncheon. Wheels within wheels – Rosie will be on her guard.


The luncheon commences with the traditional singing of the school song by the gathered alumni, women of all ages and degrees of comfort in doing so amid the Hilton Hotel’s unsuspecting lunchtime patrons. Convivial chatter breaks out as the entrée is served, and laughter gradually rises as the mains appear at the tables, along with glasses of wine, until downright raucous guffaws over ‘tales out of school’ accompany dessert.


Rosie does the rounds of the tables, introducing herself and taking note of where Frances McColm is seated. The elderly women seated at Frances’ table are perfectly made up – even Botox-ed, Rosie guesses – and each one sports a unique version of the classic string of pearls. While the women look polite, predictable and genteel, the way they are talking with a few wines under their belts convinces Rosie that they are not quite what they seem. She resumes her seat next to the president, Agatha Brown, and tries to find a topic of mutual interest to chat about as the luncheon stretches on. Everyone is keen to stay the course and find out what this new principal has to say for herself.


Rosie has been smiling for three long hours as she surveys the hairdos, frills and solid gold appendages dripping off many of the attendees. But she notices there is a more austere group of patrons, Agatha among them. In conversation, she learns that their allegiance to the school is based on their religious commitment. As the gathered pearl-wearers grow merrier, the austere ones become more fervent.
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