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      “Bala broke down this fence here,” said Hilda. “And then he walked across the playing field and ate the rhododendrons over there by Mr and Mrs Hotham’s window.”

      “And he spent the night in the sandpit?”

      “Yes, he dug about in there and left quite a crater! Perhaps it reminded him of the desert. Do elephants live in the desert?”

      “Bala lives in Mr Maguire’s Menagerie.”

      “He does now I suppose. But it’s rather sad don’t you think? Bala escaped because he wasn’t happy there, he wanted to be back where he belongs. He’s from India which is where my mother and father live. Mr Maguire bought Bala after the Prince of Wales rode him on a hunting trip.”

      “That’s what I’ve heard.” I made some notes.

      “Is that shorthand? It looks rather clever.” Hilda squinted down at my notepad in the bright sunshine.

      “It’s quite easy to learn.”

      “I should like to learn it, then I could write secret messages which no one else can read!”

      “Unless they’ve learnt shorthand themselves.”

      “Of course, but I shouldn’t think there would be too many of them should there?”

      “Probably not. I could read your secret messages though.” I smiled at Hilda and took a last glance around at the trampled fence and bushes. “Thank you for showing me where Bala broke in, it’s been an exciting few days for Lunhill School that’s for sure.”

      “Mr Maguire will be kind to him won’t he? I hope Bala won’t be punished for escaping.”

      “I am sure he won’t be, he’s an elephant and they can’t distinguish right from wrong can they?”

      “Those men on horseback really hollered at him and Mr Maguire was very angry when he saw Bala on the field. I do worry that he is in trouble.”

      “I plan to speak to Mr Maguire next about the episode and I shall tell him it’s the head girl’s express wish that Bala should not be punished for trampling on Lunhill School’s playing field and feasting on the rhododendrons.”

      Hilda smiled. “Thank you. I suppose it was a bit of fun while it lasted. Things have been rather sad around here since Miss Jane died.”

      “Who was Miss Jane?”

      “One of our teachers, she was my favourite.”

      “And what happened?”

      “She had a weak heart.”

      “How terribly sad.”

      “Yes it is, it’s been especially hard for her sister Miss Emma.”

      “Miss Emma Sheridan? I met her earlier, I had no idea her sister had recently died.” I recalled that she had been wearing black and I realised now that it had been a mourning dress.

      “It’s been difficult here. So our day was lightened a little yesterday when Bala decided to visit us.”

      “Perhaps we could ask for you to meet him again? I could check with Mr Maguire when I speak to him, I’m sure he must allow people to visit his animals.”

      “Thank you, if you could ask him I would be grateful. Then I could be certain that Bala will be all right.”

      

      We walked across the playing field back to the school with its tall chimneys and dark mullioned windows. It was a sombre looking place: the grey stone building seemed at odds with its red-bricked neighbours here in Dulwich.

      Hilda and I parted and a pretty-faced teacher called Miss Berkeley took me to see the headteachers Mr and Mrs Hotham in their wood-panelled office.

      “Thank you for asking Hilda to show me where the elephant broke in.”

      “The brute has caused quite a bit of damage hasn’t he? I shall be sending the bill to Mr Maguire,” said Mr Hotham. He was a thin-lipped man of about fifty with hooded dark eyes and a wispy grey moustache.

      “He caused quite a bit of entertainment for the girls!” I said.

      “Entertainment bordering on hysteria,” said Mrs Hotham. “It took some time to quieten them down again. Forty-three hysterical young ladies are more than a match for anyone.” Mrs Hotham was also thin-lipped and her grey-streaked hair was parted in the centre of her head and pinned into a roll at the nape of her neck.

      “I am sure it is.” The mood in the room felt rather solemn, perhaps it was because the Hothams had recently lost a member of their staff. “I am very sorry to hear about the sad death of Miss Sheridan, how awful for you. Please accept my condolences.”

      “Miss Jane you mean? We still have a Sheridan with us, her sister Miss Emma.”

      “Yes. Miss Jane.”

      “It has been a sad time. Do you have any further questions for your newspaper Miss Green?” asked Mr Hotham.

      “I think I have all that I need thank you.”

      “You will need to include a few details on the school of course. The young ladies you have met here are rigorously instructed in reading, writing, French, needlework, and dancing. We pride ourselves on preparing young women for their futures. Not all have expressed a desire for marriage, some wish to study at university and we have a few expressing an interest in journalism which I’m sure you are delighted to hear Miss Green.”

      “I am indeed! If any of them would like to talk to me about becoming a journalist then I would be more than happy to speak to them. Here, I will leave you my card.”

      “Thank you Miss Green.”

      I took my leave of the Hothams and left the school by the main door. It was time to catch the train back to the Morning Express offices in Fleet Street and get my story written.

      I had almost reached the school gate when I heard light footsteps running behind me. I turned to see Emma Sheridan, wide-eyed and a little out of breath. She looked about twenty-five and was fair with freckled cheeks. She had a small black hat in her hand which she placed on her head once she had stopped running.

      “Miss Green, I need to talk to you.” Her blue eyes looked straight into mine and she spoke quietly as if she didn’t want to be overheard. Had she been waiting to catch me as I left?

      “Of course, what is it?”

      “Not here.” She glanced around her. “Can I meet you somewhere tomorrow evening? I could see you at Patten’s Tea Rooms just further down the street from here. Oh no, on second thoughts the tea rooms will be closed in the evening. You will be coming from town?” I nodded, bewildered by her flustered outburst. “How about Champion Hill train station?”

      “Of course. What time shall I see you there?”

      “Six o’clock? On the down platform. There is a bench we can sit on.”

      “I will see you then. Is everything all right? I heard the sad news about your sister.”

      “It is my sister Jane I wish to speak to you about.” Her eyes began to fill with tears. “I need to tell somebody what’s been happening, I think someone -”

      “Miss Emma!” came Mr Hotham’s voice from the doorway behind us.

      “I have to go,” she said. “Tomorrow?”

      I nodded and she went back into the school.
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      “And now for the best part of the day,” said my colleague Edgar Fish as he lit his pipe and put his feet up on his desk. “When it is five o’clock and the deadline has been met.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” said another reporter, Frederick Potter. “The best part of the day is adjourning to Ye Olde Cheshire Cheese after the deadline.”

      “Of course!” Edgar puffed out a cloud of smoke. “How did I not think of that? Why are you still dashing about Miss Green?”

      “I have to be somewhere at six o’clock.” I gathered up all the papers on my desk and thrust them into my handbag.

      “You’re still working? But we’ve met the deadline!”

      “Something strange is going on at Lunhill School in Dulwich.”

      “The one with the elephant?”

      “The very same.”

      “Has he enrolled as a pupil now?”

      I rolled my eyes in reply.

      “What is going on down there then?”

      “I will be able to tell you tomorrow, I’m about to meet with one of the teachers.”
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        * * *

      

      It was almost six o’clock when I arrived at Champion Hill station. I stepped out onto the platform and sat down on a bench which I was sure must be the one Miss Sheridan had referred to. The train pulled out of the station with a hiss of steam and soon all was quiet. I took off my spectacles and wiped the spots of soot from the lenses with my glove.

      Although it had been a warm spring day, it began to feel chilly now. I replaced my spectacles and watched people waiting on the up platform on the other side of the tracks. Once their train had arrived and pulled away again, my attention turned to the station clock which read ten minutes past six o’clock.

      What could Miss Sheridan be wanting to tell me? She had seemed fearful the previous day. And why had Mr Hotham interrupted our conversation? Did he not want her to speak to me? Was he worried she might tell me something which he didn’t want her to?

      Petals of cherry blossom floated on the breeze and birds roosted noisily in a nearby tree. I wondered what could be detaining Miss Sheridan. Perhaps Mr Hotham had realised what she was planning and prevented her from coming. But why would he do that?

      The hand on the station clock moved closer to twenty minutes past the hour and I began to wonder if Miss Sheridan was going to meet me at all. I considered walking down to the school and asking for her, but if I did so then I might make trouble. She had no doubt wanted to keep our meeting secret for a reason.

      I sighed, fidgeted with the strap of my handbag and watched another train from London Bridge pull into the station. For a few minutes I was distracted by the hissing of steam, slamming of doors and the bustle of people returning to Dulwich for the evening. But once the last sounds of the train had drifted away and the platform had emptied again, I felt sure that Miss Sheridan wasn’t coming.

      I waited until half past six o’clock and then decided I had been there for long enough. I walked around to the up platform and waited there for the next train to take me back to London.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt worried for Emma Sheridan. I felt sure she wouldn’t have purposefully avoided our meeting. Someone must have stopped her. But why?

      After getting my work finished a little earlier at the Morning Express offices the following day, I took the train down to Dulwich and made my way to Patten’s Tea Rooms. It was a place she had mentioned and I hoped she was known there. It was best to avoid the school and not get her into trouble.

      Patten’s Tea Rooms was a small place with a paned glass bay window and gingham tablecloths and curtains. There were a number of girls from Lunhill School inside and I guessed this was a popular place with the older girls once their lessons had finished for the day.

      I sat by the window and ordered a pot of tea. The gaunt, grey-eyed woman who ran the tea rooms was probably only used to serving local people because she kept watching me as if wondering who I was. The girls spoke in hushed tones and were not nearly as noisy as I would have expected a group of young women to be. I sipped at my tea.

      “Miss Green?”

      “Hilda!”

      “What are you doing here?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer. “I came to meet a friend, a funny coincidence I know. She just happens to live near here. Have you read the story about Bala in today’s Morning Express? Thank you again for all your help.”

      “Oh Miss Green,” Hilda’s eyes filled with tears. “We are having another dreadful time of it, Miss Emma has died.”

      “Miss Emma? Emma Sheridan? I don’t understand.”

      “Oh I’m sorry, now I’ve upset you too.” A fat tear rolled down Hilda’s cheek.

      “It’s not your fault Hilda, please don’t worry. I’m pleased you told me, I would never have known otherwise. I should tell you the truth about why I’m here, I was supposed to meet Miss Emma yesterday and she didn’t arrive. I came here today to find out what had happened to her but I didn’t want to ask at the school just in case she wasn’t supposed to be meeting me. What happened to her?”

      “A weakness of the heart Mr Hotham said. Both sisters had the same condition and it has killed them within weeks of each other!”

      “But I have never heard of this happening. Both sisters had a weak heart?”

      “Yes. And I shall miss them terribly. They were the loveliest teachers in the school.”

      Another girl got up and came to comfort Hilda, I introduced myself to her.

      “I’m Margaret, you’re a reporter aren’t you? I remember you coming to the school to write about the elephant.”

      “I spoke to Miss Emma while I was visiting and I arranged to meet her. When did she pass away?”

      “It was during the night. We were told yesterday morning.”

      “She died in her sleep?”

      “Yes, of a weak heart.”

      “I’m so sorry, you have had such a difficult time with the loss of two of your teachers. And they were so well-liked too. I will go and pay my respects to Mr and Mrs Hotham. Thank you for sharing the sad news with me.”

      I said goodbye to Hilda and Margaret and walked up to the school. There was certainly something very odd about the death of two teachers in the space of just a few weeks. I found it difficult to believe the cause of death was a weak heart. Had Miss Sheridan suspected foul play in her sister’s death? Was that what she had wanted to speak to me about? And had she been silenced?

      

      I walked in through the school gate. If the sisters had been murdered then the murderer had to be someone in the school. Theories began to whirl around in my head and I tried to calm my thoughts. Perhaps there was a rational answer. Perhaps there was nothing suspicious behind the sisters’ deaths at all. I had to consider all possibilities.

      The school secretary seemed irritated by my unannounced visit.

      “I was here just a few days ago and I have heard the sad news, I wish to pass on my condolences to Mr and Mrs Hotham in person.”

      “They are not receiving visitors at the present time.”

      “I find that understandable. However I have just heard news of Miss Sheridan’s death in Patten’s Tea Rooms. The news is surely travelling around Dulwich fast? It’s terribly sad that two sisters have died here within weeks of each other, I’ve heard all sorts of rumours.”

      “Have you?” She raised her eyebrows.

      “Rumours which could easily be corrected by an accurate report in the newspaper of course. Once people are able to read what happened then they are unlikely to come up with their alternative facts.”

      “Mr and Mrs Hotham do not wish to have any mention of this in the newspaper.”

      “I realise that. But they may discover that they have little choice. Newspapers these days are apt to print whatever they deem newsworthy and they rarely ask permission of anyone. It is advisable to give one’s version of events to a news reporter otherwise there is a risk that one may be misrepresented.”

      “I may be misunderstanding you Miss Green, but are you saying that if you’re not permitted to speak to Mr and Mrs Hotham then you will publish hurtful rumours?”

      “No, I am saying that a tragic event such as this is going to find its way into the newspapers whether Mr and Mrs Hotham like it or not. So their best decision would be to talk to me now about the sisters’ deaths and then I can assure the events are published with sensitivity.”
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      “Miss Sheridan couldn’t be roused,” said Mrs Hotham. “It was her usual habit to rise early and that morning I knocked at the door of her room for some time. I assumed that she had been taken ill and eventually we had no choice but to ask the caretaker to force his way in through the door. We found her in bed.”

      We sat in the room which overlooked the playing fields. The rhododendron bush which had been half-eaten by Bala the elephant was on the other side of the window.

      “Her door was locked?”

      “Of course. Why does that surprise you?”

      “It means no one could have got into her room.”

      “Of course not. And why would they? Miss Sheridan locked her door as usual that evening when she went to bed. The only way we could get into the room the following morning was to force entry. It’s the same as when her sister died. Awful.” Mrs Hotham wiped away a tear.

      “How accessible are the sisters’ rooms?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Which storey are they on? If they are on the ground floor then someone could have gained access from the window?”

      “They are on the ground floor as all the teachers’ rooms are. They are all located in the accommodation block which is the building near the school gate.”

      “So someone could have got in through the window?”

      “No Miss Green! No one got in through the window.”

      “Have the police visited?”

      “No,” said Mr Hotham. “Why would they?”

      “Aren’t they usually called in the event of an unexplained death?”

      “Her death is not unexplained! Your questioning suggests you are trying to read more into this than there actually is Miss Green. Miss Sheridan died of a weak heart, just like her sister. Dr Pollard, a respected medical gentleman, has confirmed it. Now there are many other things my wife and I would rather be doing than talking to a news reporter about the sad loss of two members of our teaching staff. I hasten to add that if it hadn’t been for that confounded trespassing elephant you would never have darkened our doorway in the first place!”

      “I apologise if you find my presence an intrusion,” I said. “But I am only asking questions which the public want answered.”

      “It’s none of their damn business!”

      “It may not be, but as I explained to your secretary you can’t stop rumour and gossip. I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me today and I will ensure that the article I write will be sympathetically written. Shortly before she died Miss Sheridan told me she wanted to talk to me about her sister. Have you any idea what she might have wanted to say?”

      “Haven’t a clue. Her sister’s death left her rather highly strung,” said Mr Hotham. “She clearly wasn’t thinking rationally because she tried to speak to a complete stranger about it, I’ve no idea what she thought you could do.”

      “Perhaps she thought her sister’s death was suspicious? Did she ever mention she thought that?”

      “Here you go again! Why do you insist that something untoward has happened here? You’re desperate for a sensational story for your newspaper and I’m sorry to tell you Miss Green that there is nothing here for you to report on. I know that disappoints you but you can’t go looking for sordid stories where they don’t exist. The most exciting event which has happened here recently is that an elephant escaped from Mr Maguire’s Menagerie. By all means write about that, but you are doing your profession a disservice in your attempts to create a news story where one doesn’t exist.”

      “We would appreciate it if you left us in peace now,” said Mrs Hotham. “The girls are extremely upset, this has been a lot for them to cope with. You are not helping us, in fact the opposite is quite true.”

      I looked at Mr and Mrs Hotham with their sombre faces in their sombre room and wondered if they knew something more about the sisters’ deaths which they weren’t telling me.

      “Does Dr Pollard live locally?” I asked.

      “You’re not speaking to him,” snapped Mr Hotham. “The man doesn’t want to be bothered by you.”

      “It would be interesting to hear what he thinks about the sisters’ deaths.”

      “It is none of your business!” Mr Hotham stood up. “Kindly take yourself back to Fleet Street and leave us alone.”

      I also got to my feet. “You’re right Mr Hotham, perhaps it is none of my business. But people are going to ask questions and rumours will spread which will surely be no good for the reputation of your school. Wouldn’t you agree that a well-informed article in the Morning Express will allay such fears?”

      “What if you write the opposite? You’ve already hinted that there is some sort of mischief occurring here, what if you decide to simply worsen the rumours?”

      “My business is not to create rumours Mr Hotham, it is to report on the truth. If Dr Pollard’s medical opinion is indisputable then I cannot report otherwise can I?”

      “No you cannot.”

      “You’ll find him at Mill Pond House,” said Mrs Hotham with a sigh. I think she told me his address just to be rid of me.

      “And where is that?”

      She gave me directions and I thanked her.

      “We don’t want to see you here again,” added Mr Hotham as I left.
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      Dr Pollard’s wife was a kindly-looking woman with smile lines around her eyes. She walked me through to the library where Dr Pollard dozed by the fire. He had wispy strands of white hair and a white beard.

      “Benedict,” she nudged him. “There’s a lady from the press who would like to speak to you.” After some more nudges, he groaned and woke.

      “A lady from the press? What’s a lady doing working for the press?”

      “Hello Dr Pollard, I’m Miss Green. I’m a reporter for the Morning Express.”

      He sat up in his chair. “Really? I take the Morning Express.” He gestured for me to sit in the chair on the other side of the fireplace while Mrs Pollard told us she’d bring in some tea.

      “We used to have a slavey,” said Dr Pollard. “But she ran off with the gardener. We lost both of them at the same time!” He laughed. “Not that Mrs Pollard minds the work. She can’t bear to be sitting about doing nothing so it suited her that the slavey ran off. She didn’t like her much anyway, she considered her untrustworthy. The slavey had rather low-set ears, Mrs Pollard is prone to distrusting people with low-set ears.”

      Mrs Pollard returned with the tea and I eventually managed to bring the conversation round to Lunhill School and the Sheridan sisters.

      “Terribly sad,” the doctor took a sip of tea. “Two lovely sisters from Somerset, they’d been teaching at the school for about three years.”

      “Dorset,” said Mrs Pollard.

      “What’s that dear?”

      “They were from Dorset, Benedict.”

      He dismissed the correction with a wave of his hand. “They died within weeks of one another. The second sister died of a broken heart which was already weak in the first place.”

      “How do you know the sisters had weak hearts?”

      “An experienced medical man knows these things. Both rather pale women. Did you know them?”

      “I met Emma Sheridan on the evening before she died.”

      “Just before she died eh? Did she strike you as rather pale?”

      “She did, yes.”

      “There you go you see. Both had experienced fainting fits in the past. I was called out to the school last summer when it was a terribly hot day. Jane Sheridan had fainted during a needlework class.”

      “Which is not too unusual on a hot day I imagine? Especially if her corset was tightly laced.”

      “All the young women lace too tightly these days,” said Mrs Pollard. “It’s as if they wish to create competition between them as to who can have the smallest waist. It’s an unhealthy preoccupation.”

      “Was Miss Jane aware she had a weak heart before she died?”

      “She knew her constitution was weak after a dose of scarlet fever as a girl.”

      “Did her sister Emma also have scarlet fever?”

      “She didn’t mention that she had.”

      “But they both had weak hearts you say?”

      “Sadly yes.”

      “Do you think there is any need to speak to the police about the sisters’ deaths?”

      “No. Why?”

      “It seems rather suspicious that they both died so suddenly within weeks of each other. And although you believe they had weak hearts, we can’t actually prove they did can we?”

      The doctor startled and some tea slopped into his saucer. “Are you suggesting someone had a hand in this?”

      “I don’t know. You obviously knew the sisters much better than I did so I’d be interested to know what you think. But as an outsider I must admit that it appears to me to be rather suspicious. When I visited the school a few days’ ago, Miss Emma secretly asked to speak to me about her sister’s death and we arranged to meet the following day. Miss Emma never made our meeting because she sadly died that night. Now why would she ask to speak to me about her sister?”

      The doctor shrugged. “I have no idea. But I do know that no intruder could have harmed those two girls. Both their bedrooms had to be broken into when they failed to get up in the morning. Their rooms were locked. I saw no sign of a struggle in either case, the girls had simply died peacefully in their sleep. There is no doubt in my mind that their deaths had a natural cause.”

      “If we involve the police, perhaps an autopsy could be carried out?”

      “Try and involve the police surgeon if you like, but he is only interested if there are signs of foul play. In this instance Miss Green there are none. He doesn’t want to be carrying out autopsies without due reason and, besides, Miss Jane is in the ground and you certainly don’t want to be digging her up!”

      Mrs Pollard gave a little shriek and made the sign of the cross. “Don’t speak so!”

      “There you go, we’re upsetting Mrs Pollard now.”
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      I made no further progress with the doctor, so the following day I went to see Detective Inspector Dodson at CID in Lambeth Division. He was a long-faced man with a large brown moustache and keen blue eyes.

      “We have had no cause to visit Lunhill School of late, Miss Green. What is giving you concern?”

      I explained the suspicious nature of the sisters’ deaths.

      “On the face of it, it does seem rather fishy,” he replied. “However Mr and Mrs Hotham must have been satisfied there were no suspicious circumstances because they didn’t summon the police. And a doctor attended both sisters you say?”

      “Yes.”

      “And he felt that the sisters’ deaths could be explained by natural causes?”

      “He says they both had a weak heart.”

      “Weak hearts do run in families.”

      “Perhaps they do, but I’m not sure this explanation is satisfactory.” I told the officer about Emma Sheridan asking to meet me. His brow furrowed.

      “And she didn’t explain anything more about her concerns about her sister’s death?”

      “No, because we had agreed to meet the following day. Perhaps she would have chosen to say more at the time but we were interrupted by Mr Hotham. Perhaps I have an active imagination, however I fancy that he purposefully interrupted us to prevent her from talking to me.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “Perhaps there was something he didn’t want her to tell me.”

      “You claim she wanted to tell you something about her sister’s death and that he purposefully prevented her from doing so?”

      “It’s possible yes.”

      “And she died that night so you never found out what she wished to tell you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you suggesting Mr Hotham may have had something to do with Emma Sheridan’s death because there was something he didn’t want her to tell you?”

      “The circumstances suggest that could be the case.”

      “They do when presented in the manner which you have done. But the doctor presumably found no cause for concern. Why is that do you think?”

      “Because both sisters were discovered in locked rooms where there was no sign of forced entry and they appeared to have died peacefully in their sleep.”

      “In which case it sounds rather more like a tragedy of coincidence than a double murder. Can you think of any reason why anyone would want to murder the two sisters?”

      “No. But I only met one of them and I didn’t know either of them personally. There could be a reason which I’m unaware of.”

      “Indeed, murders are always committed for a reason. But there is no obvious reason you can think of?”

      “No. Perhaps Mr and Mrs Hotham may know one.”

      “They might do. Especially if Mr Hotham is the murderer as you suggest.”

      “I’m not suggesting he is, I only wondered why he stopped Emma Sheridan from speaking to me.”

      “Because she was required elsewhere at that moment? Because you are a news reporter and he didn’t want her to speak to someone from the press? I am sure you are a very charming lady Miss Green but you must surely be aware that some people may dislike you because of your profession?”

      “Oh I know they do. Mr and Mrs Hotham don’t take to me at all.”

      “But that doesn’t mean either of them is a murderer.”

      “Of course not.”

      “And from the sound of it I don’t think anyone is. If a doctor is satisfied there is a medical reason for an individual’s death - in this case a weak heart - then there is no need for us to investigate. In fact the only matter which arouses any suspicion is that both the sisters died within a short timespan. But such things are not unheard of. In fact they can be rather common when the death of the latter can be attributed to heartbreak over the death of the former.”

      “So you won’t be investigating this matter any further Inspector?”

      “Unless you have more evidence you can present us with that the sisters were murdered then I’m afraid not. Our officers are busy men Miss Green.”
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      My conversations with Doctor Pollard and Inspector Dodson left me feeling at a loss. Was there anything else I could do to investigate?

      I decided to return to Patten’s Tea Rooms where I had met Hilda and the other girls. Hopefully they could tell me more about the Sheridan sisters’ relationship with Mr and Mrs Hotham. I timed my visit so it would coincide with the end of the school day and Hilda was there with her friends again. As luck would have it, she invited me to join them.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked.

      “Rather sad still. I think I might feel a bit better once we have held the funeral for Miss Emma. I dislike this time between the death and the funeral, it leaves me feeling rather bereft.”

      The grey-eyed woman who ran the tea rooms brought me some tea and I felt her watching me again. “I spoke to Mr and Mrs Hotham yesterday and gave them my condolences,” I said to the girls, trying to ignore the woman’s gaze. “This must be an exceptionally difficult time for them.”

      “I don’t think they cared for either Miss Jane or Miss Emma very much,” said Margaret.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “They thought the sisters were too soft on us. I once overheard Mr Hotham scolding Miss Jane in the library. He told her that our behaviour was appalling and that we were allowed to get away with murder.”

      One of the other girls sniggered. “Which is quite an odd thing to say now you think about it,” she added.

      “Why?” I decided to act as though I required everything to be explained to me.

      “Get away with murder. That’s what he said to Miss Jane. And he probably murdered her!”

      “You think so?”

      “Lilian!” scolded one of the other girls.

      “He didn’t like her did he?” said Lilian. “Nor Miss Emma. And Mrs Hotham didn’t like them either. Betty saw Miss Emma crying one evening in the classroom. She pretended she hadn’t been crying but her eyes were all red. And she’d been speaking to Mrs Hotham only a short while earlier.”

      “Is there a danger that this is just gossip?” I asked.

      “What’s the danger with gossip?”

      “Well if you seriously think that Mr and Mrs Hotham had something to do with the teachers’ deaths then you need to inform the police. If not, then I don’t think it’s appropriate to gossip.”

      The girls paused to think about this. “It probably is gossip,” conceded Hilda.

      “I don’t think it is,” said Lilian. “I think Mr and Mrs Hotham hated Miss Jane and Miss Emma and wanted to be rid of them.”

      “According to the doctor they both died of weak hearts and no one could have accessed their rooms on the nights they died.”

      “Well I suppose the doctor must be right then,” said Hilda. “Perhaps the Hothams were so hateful towards Miss Jane and Miss Emma that their hearts gave in. Oh look here’s Miss Berkeley.”

      The teacher who I recognised from my first visit to the school came into the tea rooms. She was fair-haired and had a pretty upturned nose which reminded me of my cousin Agatha’s. “Hello girls, it’s time to get back for dinner,” she said. “Oh hello Miss Green, I didn’t see you there.”

      “Hello Miss Berkeley, I heard the sad news about Miss Emma and I came here to offer the girls my condolences.”

      “Of course. You have seen Mr and Mrs Hotham?”

      “Yes I have spoken to them too. You must all be extremely saddened.”

      “We are. It’s often difficult to know exactly what Mr and Mrs Hotham are thinking, but I suppose they are saddened too.”

      “Were they not fond of the sisters?”

      “Fond is not a word I would use. It would be inappropriate to say anything more however. Come on girls, time to get back to school.”

      “Miss Berkeley, what was the relationship like between Mr and Mrs Hotham and the sisters?”

      “You are a news reporter Miss Green isn’t that right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to say anything more.”

      “Do you have suspicions? If so you should tell the police.”

      “No, no Miss Green. I certainly wouldn’t go that far. I don’t wish to be rude and you seem a very nice lady. However please be careful with the questions you ask, Mr and Mrs Hotham could take quite unkindly to them.”

      “There’s no need to worry about that, they already have.”

      “I see.” She sighed. “It’s a difficult time for the school and the girls, we all need to cope with this double tragedy in a calm manner. My priority is the girls at this present time. You won’t go upsetting them will you Miss Green?”

      “I won’t.”

      “Mr and Mrs Hotham are hardly the most sensitive of types so the girls rely on me and a handful of other teachers to fill the gaps the sisters left.” She paused to dab at her eyes with a lace handkerchief. “They were my cousins, I’m going to miss them both dreadfully.”

      “You are related to them? My goodness, I am so sorry! I had no idea!”

      “Please don’t worry. You weren’t to know. It’s important I do what I can now to support the girls. Come on girls!”

      

      I watched them leave and then made a few notes in my notebook. My suspicions that Mr and Mrs Hotham had disliked the sisters were confirmed, but I was still short of any evidence that they had murdered them. In fact there was little evidence to suggest the sisters had been murdered at all. I thought back to Emma Sheridan trying to speak to me just before I left on that first day. If she hadn’t apprehended me then I wouldn’t have had much reason to suspect anything. But because she had, I had to keep searching for the answer. I couldn’t rest until I knew what she had wanted to tell me.

      The grey-eyed woman approached me and I realised we were the only two people left in the tea rooms. I smiled but I felt my skin prickle.

      “I second what Miss Berkeley says,” she said. I frowned, irritated that she had been listening to the conversation. “You’re a news reporter are you? You need to be careful with Mr and Mrs Hotham.” Her gaze was unblinking and I wondered how much she knew about the Sheridan sisters.

      “Emma Sheridan wanted to tell me something. It was something about her sister’s death and then Mr Hotham appeared and stopped her. Have you any idea what it could have been?”

      “No, none at all. She was a strange one.”

      “Why was she strange?”

      The woman shrugged. “I never took to her. She weren’t as popular with the girls as you might think.”

      “Why not?”

      She didn’t answer my question. “You realise a few of the teachers are related?”

      “Miss Berkeley told me she was the sisters’ cousin.”

      “There was another cousin too, she left last year. There are rumours of blue blood in the family. Links to royalty.”

      “Really?”

      “Miss Berkeley and the sisters had an Aunt or Great Aunt who died recently and was a Dame.”

      “Do you know her name?”

      “Sorry I don’t. There’s lots I could tell you if I chose to but I should close now. I’ve had enough customers for the day.”

      “I see.” I put my notebook in my handbag and put on my jacket.

      “Be careful now.”

      “I will.” I held her gaze for a moment longer but I looked away before she did.
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      My walk back to the train station took me past Lunhill School again. It was another pleasant Spring evening and I glanced over the railings at the building housing the teachers’ rooms. Like the main school building, the accommodation block was built in grey stone and had a steeply pitched roof and a number of tall chimneys. Were the chimneys wide enough for someone to climb down? Could Mr and Mrs Hotham have told a child to climb down the chimneys of the sisters’ rooms and unlock the door for them? I continued walking, dismissing the far-fetched idea.

      The railings came to an end and I noticed a small gap between the last railing and the hedge which ran around the school grounds. The gap was wide enough for me to squeeze through.

      I glanced around me to check that no one might notice me slip through the gap and then I made a dash for it. I scurried down a small grassy bank and ran up to the nearest wall of the building where I placed myself between two large sash windows. Looking around me again, I couldn’t see anyone who had noticed me here.

      Cautiously I peered into the window on my right, but the curtains were drawn. I turned and looked into the next window on my left and the room seemed unoccupied. Despite the light evening, the room was beginning to grow dingy. It looked bare with an iron bedstead and a mattress stripped of its bed covers. I cupped my hand against the window and could see that there were no personal items anywhere. No one was staying here and, with a horrible lurch in my stomach, I realised that perhaps this room had belonged to one of the Sheridan sisters and it had been emptied of her belongings after her death.

      What was I looking for? I couldn’t be certain but I was desperate to find a clue which could help me understand what had happened to the sisters. I checked around me again and then made my way to the next window. Had the sisters stayed in rooms next to each other? This time the bed was made and I could see a hairbrush and a pot of cold cream on the dressing table. There was also a rug on the floor and some pictures on the wall. A black jacket hung on the back of the door and on the same peg was a black hat which I recognised. It was the mourning hat Emma Sheridan had worn when she had tried to speak to me on that fateful evening.

      This was Emma Sheridan’s room.

      My heart thudded heavily in my chest. Was there anything in the room which might implicate Mr and Mrs Hotham in Emma’s death? I wanted to get in there but it was a risky thing to try. If I were caught then the Hothams would have no hesitation in calling the police.

      I hadn’t yet found the entrance to the building. I walked around the corner, ducking below the windows in case anyone should look out of them, and reached the main door. But now I was in full view of the main school building. As I crept up to the door to try its handle, I saw someone step out of the school. I didn’t wait to see who it was. I ran as quickly as I could back round the corner and prayed they hadn’t seen me.

      I made my way to Emma Sheridan’s window and peered into her room again. I put my gloves in my handbag and pushed at the window frame with my fingers. Was there any chance it was unlocked and would move upwards? Small pieces of white paint splintered off the frame as I pushed at it and then, surprisingly, the window frame gave a small jolt.

      I was in luck.

      I managed to push the frame up enough so that I could get my fingers beneath it, then I held my breath as I slowly slid the window open so that I would be able to fit through the gap. My actions were probably inadvisable, but having got this close to looking around Emma Sheridan’s room, how could I stop and walk away?

      I held the window frame up with one hand while I carefully dropped my handbag into the room and then I clambered in. Had the murderer gained access to the room as easily as I had just done?

      I looked at the bed and the plump pillows on it and wondered if Emma had been smothered. That would have been a quiet method of silencing her and perhaps would not have aroused any suspicion in the local doctor. I tiptoed over to the bed and looked at the two feather pillows. If one of them had been used to smother Emma then how would I know?

      I moved over to the dressing table. Along with the hairbrush and the pot of cold cream there was a small jewellery box. The table had a few drawers in it which I carefully pulled out. One contained writing paper and another a pen and a few pots of ink. I stood back and looked around the room searching for something which didn’t seem right. There was a wardrobe by the window which I decided to look at once I had investigated a large trunk under the bed. I bent down to look at it and felt a shadow pass over me. I looked up at the window and had to stifle a cry when I saw someone standing there looking in at me.

      Miss Berkeley.

      Her eyes were wide and her mouth hung open. I got up from my crouching position and stared back at her. How was I going to explain myself? I had left only a small gap under the sash window, she put her fingers underneath the frame and pulled it up.

      “Miss Green?” she whispered. “How did you get in here? What are you doing? The door is kept locked, no one is allowed in. Not even me and I am a relative.”

      “I want to find out if Emma Sheridan’s death was suspicious.”

      “And what do you suppose to find?”

      “I have no idea. Perhaps someone got in through the window and smothered her?”

      Miss Berkeley looked around her nervously. “You’ll be in enormous trouble if you’re discovered here, you know that don’t you? You’re lucky it was me who saw you dart around the corner. If it had been someone else, the police would have been called by now.”

      She pushed the window up a little further and clambered in through the gap.

      “You won’t tell anyone I’m here will you?”

      “Of course not. I’m as interested as you to find out who’s behind this. I’ve not been able to get into this room since Emma died. Mr and Mrs Hotham have kept the door locked, but someone needs to tidy up her things. She didn’t have much did she?”

      “There’s a large trunk under the bed, perhaps there is quite a lot stored in there.”

      “I don’t like being in here, it seems terribly sad that someone has died in this room don’t you think?”

      I felt a chill run down my spine. “I would rather not think about it in too much detail.”

      My eye rested on a wicker waste paper basket by the dressing table. I looked inside and saw a ball of screwed up paper and an empty chocolate tin. I retrieved the ball of paper and smoothed it out.

      “What’s that?” asked Miss Berkeley.

      “It looks like a letter she began to write, it begins Dear Louisa, but there are crossings out so perhaps she rewrote it after discarding this.”

      “What does it say?”

      “I hope this note finds you well. The weather is turning to Spring here and I am very much looking forward to seeing you at Easter. It’s dated the twentieth, that was the day she died.” I felt a lump in my throat.

      “A letter to her friend. There’s no clue there then.”

      “You know Louisa?”

      “I heard Emma talk about her, I think she lives back at home in Dorset.”

      “Do you have many relatives there?”

      “No, not many.”

      “The lady in Patten’s Tea Rooms mentioned a Great Aunt who died recently.”

      “The lady in Patten’s Tea Rooms needs to keep her nose out of other people’s business. Yes we sadly lost our Great Aunt Alexandra.”

      “Your family has suffered a lot recently.”

      “It has, it’s been a difficult time for us.” She looked around the room again. “I wish I were allowed in here to tidy up and dispose of the rubbish, I don’t want the poor girls discovering that Emma’s room has been left in this way. I will ask Mr and Mrs Hotham again tomorrow. I don’t understand why they haven’t permitted anyone in here, it seems rather suspicious don’t you think?”

      We both stood motionless as we heard footsteps beyond the door. We stared at each other, unblinking, as the steps reached the door and then slowly faded away again.

      “You should go,” whispered Miss Berkeley. “There’s nothing here is there? If I find anything then I will let you know. But neither of us should be in here, let’s get out.”
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      I sat at my writing desk that evening, with my cat Tiger on my lap, and wrote down everything I could remember had been in Emma Sheridan’s room. If I had been properly organised I would have written it down at the time in my notebook, but Miss Berkeley’s arrival had distracted me. I was enormously lucky that it had been her who had discovered me and not someone else, and fortunately she seemed keen to help me too.

      Having written down my description of the room and the things I’d seen in it, my mind then turned to an unnatural manner of death which could appear natural to a doctor. Smothering was foremost in my mind, although I felt sure there would be some way of telling whether someone had been smothered or not. My second thought was poisoning. If the Sheridan sisters had been poisoned then it explained why they had both died in locked rooms. Poisoning conveniently allowed the murderer to be absent from the scene of death.

      Had Mr and Mrs Hotham poisoned the sisters?

      I changed into my nightdress and climbed into bed where I drifted into an uneasy sleep with Tiger by my side. A few hours later I was woken by the wind rattling my window pane and I struggled to get back to sleep. As I lay there my mind went over the items in Emma Sheridan’s room again. There had been surprisingly little in the waste paper basket, she must have emptied it shortly before she died. She had written and discarded the letter on the day she had died and presumably she had finished eating the chocolate that day too.

      Could the chocolate have poisoned her? I recalled the famous Chocolate Cream Killer, Christiana Edmunds, who had laced chocolate with strychnine. Had Mr and Mrs Hotham done the same?

      The more I considered this, the more convinced I became. It would have been easy to gift the sisters a tin of chocolate each. Jane Sheridan had presumably been the first to eat hers and then Emma had done the same. If Doctor Pollard had been told that the sisters had weak hearts then he wouldn’t have considered they had been poisoned. I could see now what Mr and Mrs Hotham had done: by suggesting a medical condition to the doctor in advance they had manipulated the cause of death.

      Had Mr and Mr Hotham also given Miss Berkeley a tin of chocolate? Having poisoned the sisters, surely their cousin would be next?

      I had to warn her.

      Daylight was still a few hours away and there was little I could do about the matter until then.
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        * * *

      

      I got an early train the following morning and was at Lunhill School by a quarter to eight o’clock. I paused by the gap between the railings and the hedge and noticed a woman stopped on the path ahead of me. She seemed to be watching the school building and there was something familiar about her. I waited for her to move before I squeezed through the gap, and as she began to walk away again I realised she was the strange grey-eyed lady who ran the tea rooms. Why had she stopped outside the school?

      I quickly made my way over to a spinney of trees close to the teachers’ accommodation block. There I hid from view among some shrubs and listened to the birdsong as I waited. From my vantage point I could see the entrance door and I prayed that Miss Berkeley would appear soon. The door opened and a teacher I didn’t recognise came out. About five minutes later I saw Mrs Hotham stride in. My heart pounded. What if Mrs Hotham saw me here? Perhaps if she discovered me it wouldn’t be a problem: I could report her to the police. Surely traces of chocolate and poison remained in the tin in Emma’s waste paper basket? If so, then I would easily be proven right.

      After a wait of about twenty minutes, Miss Berkeley stepped out of the door. I ran out from my hiding place and called to her as quietly as I could.

      “Miss Green?” she came dashing over. “You’re here again? What do you want? No one must see you!”

      “They poisoned her!” I said. “They poisoned both of the sisters! Have they given you a tin of chocolate? Whatever you do, you mustn’t touch it. Take it to the police station!”

      Miss Berkeley’s eyes grew wide with concern. “You’re making no sense Miss Green, come to my room with me quickly. You can explain everything to me there. I have a few minutes before I see the girls for lessons.”

      I followed Miss Berkeley, praying that we wouldn’t bump into Mrs Hotham. Miss Berkeley’s room closely resembled the ones the sisters had stayed in. Once we were inside, she locked the door.
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      “You have to stop this!” Miss Berkeley scowled.

      “Why? I had to warn you about the chocolates!”

      “I don’t have any chocolates.”

      “Good. If Mr and Mrs Hotham give you any then you mustn’t eat them. Your cousins were poisoned.”

      “What nonsense, they had weak hearts. Everyone knows that.”

      “Don’t you think Mr and Mrs Hotham were behind their deaths?”

      “No one was behind their deaths. Now you need to stay away. I have warned you enough times. Leave now otherwise I shall tell Mr and Mrs Hotham you are here.” Her lip twisted into a sneer and I no longer thought her pretty.

      “Surely you want to see them face justice?”

      “I want to forget about what happened. It was a tragedy and as soon as Emma’s funeral is over I shall be leaving. This school holds painful memories for me. Trying to bring Mr and Mrs Hotham to justice won’t do the girls any good. They need the school to return to normal.”

      I didn’t understand the change in her mood. “But they murdered your cousins!”

      “No one murdered anyone.”

      “I don’t understand, I thought you wanted to help find out what happened?”

      “Did I ever say that? Now this is enough of this carry-on. In a few days’ time I shall be gone and I want my cousins to rest in peace and the girls to be able to peacefully continue with their studies.” She unlocked the door and opened it slightly. “Now please leave before I tell Mr and Mrs Hotham.”

      “No. I’m not going anywhere. You can tell them I am here and I will ask for the police to be summoned. I will tell the police to examine the chocolate tin in Emma Sheridan’s waste paper basket for traces of poison.”

      She slammed the door shut again and locked it, holding the key in her hand.

      “Miss Green.” She spoke through clenched teeth. “Are you really such a terrible news reporter that you see fit to concoct a lurid story out of a sad tragedy? Can’t you see what you’re doing to people? Nobody wants you here. The police won’t listen to you and when Mr and Mrs Hotham find out what you are doing they are likely to request that you are locked up in a lunatic asylum.”

      I stared at Miss Berkeley’s sneering face and a revised theory of the sisters’ murders began to form in my mind. “Why are you trying to silence me?”

      “I don’t want you embarrassing yourself.”

      “Do you have something to hide?”

      “I have nothing to hide!” She took a step towards me.

      “Where are you going to go when you leave?”

      “That’s none of your business!”

      “Are you running away from something?”

      “I wish to move on from the tragedy of losing my cousins. And I wish to get away from people like you!”

      “Tell Mr and Mrs Hotham I’m here.”

      “You really are out of your wits aren’t you?”

      “I want you to tell them that I wish to speak to them. Give me the key so I can unlock the door.”

      “No.”

      “You can’t imprison me in your room!”

      “I can do what I like, in a few days’ time it won’t matter at all.”

      “Because you are to come into money presumably. Was your Great Aunt Alexandra wealthy? The lady in Patten’s Tea Rooms told me she was a member of the aristocracy.”

      “I am telling you nothing!”

      “You are inheriting her money aren’t you? And now that your cousins are dead you stand to inherit three times as much as you would have otherwise done. Another cousin used to work here as well didn’t she? I heard she left. Is she still alive or did you poison her too?”

      “That’s enough!” She lunged at me and I felt her hands around my neck. Her grip was strong and her fingernails dug into my skin. I fell backwards against the bedside table and a lamp clattered to the floor. I tried to prise her hands away and I wanted to cry out but the air was stuck in my chest.

      I was forced back against the wall. My heavy skirts prevented me from kicking with any effect and I could feel my boots slipping on the floorboards. Miss Berkeley was choking the life from me and I couldn’t allow her to overpower me. People had to know what she had done.

      I found some strength to twist my body towards the bed and I could feel her grip on my throat loosening as I wriggled. Her face was red and contorted. How could I get her off me? I managed to pull off a glove and jabbed my fingers at her eyes.

      “Ow!” she recoiled and let go of my throat. Her hair had fallen loose from its pins and she looked like a wild creature. She lunged again and threw me back onto the bed. Then her hands were around my throat again. The loss of breath began to weaken me and strange shapes danced at the edges of my eyes. Why wasn’t I strong enough? I could hear the handle of the door rattling, but I knew the door was locked. I wanted to cry out for help but nothing came. The more I tried to push her off, the more she fought me. She was desperate for her secret not to be uncovered. Silencing me was all that mattered to her now.

      There was a loud shattering noise and then she let go. I turned onto my side spluttering and gasping for air. My throat felt damaged. I looked up at Miss Berkeley, her eyes were wide and staring and someone was restraining her.

      Mrs Hotham.

      “Are you all right Miss Green?” Mr Hotham was also in the room.

      I nodded but I couldn’t speak.
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      “Bala looks happy now, don’t you think?” Hilda and I stood by Mr Maguire’s Menagerie show tent in Crystal Palace Park and watched the elephant being walked around by his keeper in the sunshine.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. “I think he would like to escape again if he found the chance.”

      “It wouldn’t do him any good running around the suburbs of London again though would it? At least Mr Maguire told us he wasn’t in trouble for escaping.”

      “And so he shouldn’t be. He belongs in India doesn’t he? That’s where he came from. I wish I could take him with me.”

      “You’re going to India?”

      “Yes after all the horrible business at school, my mother and father have sent for me. I sail for Bombay next week.”

      “Are you looking forward to it?”

      “I suppose I am yes. And I’ll see a good many more elephants when I’m there. I’m still struggling to believe that Miss Berkeley did something so awful. All for money! She must have a cold heart. And to think we all thought she was one of the nicest teachers! I’ve got a lot to learn.”

      “She fooled us all Hilda, and I’d say you’re doing just fine as you are. I’m almost twice your age and I’m still learning.”
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        * * *

      

      “Miss Green, your account of almost being murdered by the Dulwich chocolate poisoner has helped our circulation figures enormously,” said my editor Mr Sherman as he strode into the news room.

      “She really does sacrifice herself for her work doesn’t she?” added Edgar. “I hope you don’t get any ideas about Frederick and I putting ourselves in sticky situations just to get a good story.”

      “It wouldn’t do you any harm,” said Mr Sherman. “I’m not sure you’ve ever gone to any great lengths to get a good story, Mr Fish.”

      “Well there’s praise indeed!” said Edgar indignantly.

      “I feel sorry for the girls at Lunhill School,” said Frederick. “It can’t be nice having two of their teachers murdered and a third on trial for poisoning them. And now the school’s closed, what are they to do next?”

      “The school had to close,” I said. “It was a miserable place. About the only positive experience for the girls was having Bala the elephant take a stroll across their playing field.”

      “I’m going to see Mr Maguire’s Menagerie at Crystal Palace on Wednesday,” said Edgar. “Shall I put myself in the jaws of a lion to get a good story?”

      “If you could that would be appreciated,” said Mr Sherman. “Our readers are going to expect regular tales of derring-do from our reporters from now on.”

      “If you don’t mind, I shall concentrate on my work within the quiet confines of the British Museum reading room for a while,” I said. “And I am going to avoid chocolate for the foreseeable future too.”
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            Thank you

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading this short mystery, I really hope you enjoyed it!

      

        

      
        You can read more of Penny Green in the full-length mystery Limelight.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You can see all of my books on my website: emilyorgan.co.uk/books

      

        

      
        You can like my Facebook page here:

        facebook.com/emilyorganwriter

      

      

      And if you have a moment, I would be very grateful if you would leave a quick review of The Teacher online. Honest reviews of my books help other readers discover them too!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a Free Short Mystery
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        * * *

      

      Want to read more about Penny Green? Get a copy of my free short mystery Westminster Bridge.

      

      News reporter Penny Green is committed to her job. But should she impose on a grieving widow?

      The brutal murder of a doctor has shocked 1880s London and Fleet Street is clamouring for news. Penny has orders from her editor to get the story all the papers want.

      She must decide what comes first. Compassion or duty?

      The murder case is not as simple as it seems and whichever decision Penny makes, it looks like it may not be the right one.

      

      Visit my website to claim your FREE copy: emilyorgan.co.uk/short-mystery
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