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CHAPTER
ONE






FROM: Carlina
Fotheringay <Carlina@redcarpet.net

TO:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 08:14

SUBJECT:
Peter

Dear Mr
Bamford,

I’m ever so
sorry about the short notice, but Carthania is having some kind of
tiresome political thingy, and Jack can’t get away, so I’m afraid
we’re going to have to leave Peter there over the holidays. Perhaps
you could give him some extra homework, or something? I’m sure he
won’t be any trouble.

Kind
regards,

Carlina
Fotheringay











FROM:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO: Carlina
Fotheringay <Carlina@redcarpet.net

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 08:19

SUBJECT: re:
Peter

Dear Mrs
Fotheringay,

As you are no
doubt aware, the summer holidays commence the day after tomorrow,
and I am afraid it is out of the question at this late stage to
arrange to board your son over the long break. The school will be
closed over the summer, and he can hardly stay here on his own.
Kindly make arrangements to have him collected.

Yours
faithfully,

Bartholomew A.
Bamford,

Headmaster











FROM: Carlina
Fotheringay <Carlina@redcarpet.net

TO:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 08:49

SUBJECT: re:
re: Peter

Dear Mr
Bamford,

Please, please
don’t say you can’t help me out. I’m at my WITS END!!!! Surely
someone on your staff could stay there over the Christmas break? A
maid, or something like that? Peter is very self-reliant, and you
could set him some extra homework or something to keep him busy.
Anyway, there’s just nothing I can do at this point. He’ll have to
stay there. Of course, we understand there would be an extra
charge.

By the way, how
is the fund-raising going for the new wing?

Must dash –
horribly tedious cocktail party at the embassy. Do let me know how
you get on.

Kind
regards,

Carlina
Fotheringay











FROM:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 08:50

SUBJECT:
Houston, we have a problem

Dear Wendy,

I’m sorry to
ask it of you at such short notice, but that awful Fotheringay
woman has dumped her son on us through the Christmas break. Can you
possibly stay and take care of him? You didn’t have special plans,
did you? I don’t suppose he’ll require a lot in the way of care,
and there’d be a substantial bonus for you.

Cheers

Bart











FROM:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:20

SUBJECT: re:
Houston, we have a problem

Barty,

You’ve got to
be kidding. It’s the SECOND LAST DAY of term. I’m counting the
minutes, and most of the domestic staff have already gone. Anyway,
I’ve got a cruise booked.

Wendy
Butler

Housekeeper











FROM:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:32

SUBJECT: re:
re: Houston, we have a problem

Wendy, please
help me out. I can hardly take the boy home with me. You know how
Helen gets with her nerves, and a twelve-year-old rushing about
might bring on another attack. All you’d have to do is feed him and
look after his room. You could probably teach him to do his own
cleaning and laundry.

Bart











FROM:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:35

SUBJECT: re:
re: re: Houston, we have a problem

Barty,

Sod off.

Wendy
Butler

Housekeeper











FROM:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:36

SUBJECT: re:
re: re: re: Houston, we have a problem

If you do this
for me, you can have the gatekeeper’s cottage. I know you’ve had
your eye on it.

Bart











FROM:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:36

SUBJECT: re:
re: re: re: re: Houston, we have a problem

Alright, you’ve
got a deal, as long as I can move in immediately.

Wendy











FROM:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
J&PButler@coolmail.com

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:36

SUBJECT:
Christmas plans

Dear Mum and
Dad,

I’m really,
really sorry, but I won’t be able to go on the FiveStar with you
after all. Something’s come up at school and they need me to stay.
There’s a poor little boy who’s been dumped here over Christmas. It
breaks my heart to have to miss out on the cruise, but I know you
wouldn’t want me to leave a poor little kiddy to have Christmas by
himself.

Love,

Wendy











FROM:
housekeeping@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO:
Myfanwy999@coolmail.com

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 10:37

SUBJECT:
Hallebloodylulia

Hey Miffy,

Result! At the
LAST MINUTE, a CAST IRON EXCUSE came up to get me out of that
dreary bloody cruise with the olds. THANK GOD!!! And you won’t
believe what else I’m getting. Maybe you can get over for a weekend
after Christmas. I’ll have plenty of room to put up a guest in my
FLASH NEW DIGS!!!!

cheers,

Wendy











FROM:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

TO: Carlina
Fotheringay <Carlina@redcarpet.net

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 11:08

SUBJECT: re:
re: re: Peter

Dear Mrs
Fotheringay,

I have been
able to arrange for our housekeeper, Mrs Butler, to remain over the
Christmas holidays to take care of Peter. Please find attached
schedule of charges.

Yours
faithfully,

Bartholomew A.
Bamford,

Headmaster











FROM: Carlina
Fotheringay <Carlina@redcarpet.net

TO:
admin@TarringtonBoys.org.au

DATE: 19
December 2016 at 12:16

SUBJECT: re:
re: re: re: Peter

Dear Mr
Bamford,

You dear, kind
man! Somehow I just knew I could rely on you. Give my love to Petey
and tell him I’ll see him just as soon as these silly foreigners
stop shooting each other. I’m sure you can explain it all to him
ever so much better than I could.

Kind
regards,

Carlina
Fotheringay







CHAPTER
TWO











The suitcase
wouldn’t close, and Peter swore under his breath, throwing his
whole weight onto the lid. He could hear the tap, tap, tap of Mrs
Butler’s heels coming along the corridor. She’d make him take
everything out and fold it properly, for sure. He knelt on top of
it and leaned over to force the catches closed just as the door
squeaked, and had just time to jump up and look innocent before she
swept into the room.

‘Ah, Peter. Mr
Bamford would like to see you in his study.’

Peter ran a
swift mental inventory of his recent misdeeds. Had Thompson blabbed
about their late-night raid on the kitchen? No, it couldn’t be
that; she’d be in a furious bate, and she actually looked almost as
if she felt sorry for him. A whisper of unease brushed against his
mind, but he shook it off. Mum would be here any minute, and then
he’d be on his way to – tada – Carthania! Land of exotic spices and
old-world charm. Well, exotic cheeses, anyway. He’d read it up on
Wikipedia. Carthania was famous for its cheese, and as far as he
had been able to find out, for nothing else.

Farty
McBumface, as the headmaster was known to the boys, was seated
behind his huge desk. The lean, dark face gave no hint as to his
mood; he always looked sour like that. Peter tapped on the open
door and advanced across a daunting expanse of Turkish carpet. It
was getting rather threadbare, particularly in the spot right in
front of the massive desk. Must be where the expression ‘on the
carpet’ came from. All the boys who had stood there, being barked
at not to fidget, to get told off by Farty, over the years, had
left the traces of their collective foot-shuffling.

‘Ah, Peter. Sit
down, sit down.’

Peter had a bad
feeling about this. He sat on the edge of one of the leather chairs
in front of the desk. He had never sat down in this room before.
Any experiences related to the buttocks had had more to do with the
thin, black cane, which rested in its little ring attached to the
side of the desk. It was, he knew, a whip rest, meant to hold the
driver’s whip in a horse-drawn carriage. He’d found this out at an
exhibition of vintage cars to which Aunty Jean had taken him last
year. He hadn’t told anyone, though. Peter liked secrets.

Farty ummed and
ah-ed, shuffling papers and grunting.

‘Fotheringay, I
have received a communication from your mother,’ he finally got
out.

Peter couldn’t
think of anything to say to this, so fell back on the all-purpose
‘Yes, sir,’ being careful to maintain his aspect of carefree
innocence.

‘It seems –
that is to say, there appears to be some level of political and
domestic unrest at present in, ah, Carthania.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Your mother
feels it would be safer for you to remain in Australia for the time
being.’

For a few
seconds, the words were mere noise, conveying nothing. Then their
dreadful import slammed into him.

‘The time
being, sir?’

‘Ah, hum,
quite. Yes, I am afraid, my boy, that you must resign yourself to
remaining here for the Christmas holidays.’

‘What – the
whole holidays? Sir, you don’t mean the whole six
weeks?’

‘I am very much
afraid so, my boy. Of course, it is possible that, should the
situation in Carthania improve, your mother may make arrangements
for you to travel there for the latter part of the holidays. But
you would be unwise to rely on such a thing. Hah. Hum. Most
unwise.’ He paused for a few moments, shuffling among his
papers.

‘Now here,’ the
Headmaster continued more briskly, ‘is a list of suggested reading
for your holidays. ‘You should find all of these books both
enjoyable and instructive.’

He held out a
sheet of paper with what Peter supposed was meant to be a genial
expression.

‘There, my boy.
Chin up! It’s not all bad, you know. Lots of quiet time for
reading. I expect to see you top of your form next term.’

‘Thank you,
sir,’ said Peter, taking the paper. There was a lot of writing on
it. He sighed.

‘You will find
all of those in the school library. Now of course the library will
not be attended during the holidays, so I am placing you on your
honour to leave everything exactly as you find it, and not to take
out more than your allowed two books at a time, understood?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Now Mrs Butler
has kindly agreed to remain at school to take care of you. I’m sure
I need not tell you not to make things more difficult than
necessary for her. I expect you to offer to help her whenever you
can. It’s the decent thing to do, the gentlemanly thing,
understood? See if you can help her in the kitchen, with the
housework, that sort of thing. She’ll be moving into the cottage,
so you might also see if you can help her with anything there.’

‘Yes, sir.’ It
was getting harder to keep up the easy politeness the Head
demanded. Peter groaned inwardly, envisaging days spent as an
unpaid skivvy and nights wading through acres of dim old books. He
backed out of the headmaster’s office, waiting until he was safely
in the corridor before contorting his face into a horrible
grimace.

*****

Peter sat in
his room with the door closed, glaring at Parker’s bed, which had
already been stripped, the brown school blankets neatly folded
across its foot. All along the corridor, he could hear doors
slamming and happy cries of farewell as the other boys, one by one,
were called for by parents and left Tarrington for the beach, for
town, for exotic foreign holidays. Murchison was off to California,
to visit his cousins who had a ranch there. The Fitzpatrick twins
were going to Kenya for a wildlife safari. Until yesterday, he had
felt comfortably superior. Everyone knew what America was like from
television, and Africa was common too – there were so many
documentaries about it. Carthania, though, Carthania was
special – mysterious for its very obscurity, and he had been
going to be the only boy in the school who had ever been there, and
besides, he would have been staying at the embassy, which was way
cool. He had, he realised uncomfortably, rather put on side about
it. If only he’d shut up.

As the day wore
on, the happy shouts of departure became fewer and less frequent,
and by five the school was silent. He could hear the ticks and
creaks of the building as it settled into the late afternoon,
hunching down like a great stone animal, composing itself for
sleep. Even in the quietest hours of the night, he had never before
heard such a deep, absolute stillness in the school. It came to him
with a queer little shiver that he might now be the only person
left in the whole building. He imagined himself wandering the
corridors, the school’s last inhabitant, isolated as a marooned
sailor on a desert island, no one knowing or caring about him. The
thought was pleasing in its melancholy, and he sat for a while,
turning it around in his mind.

And then, in
one of those sudden shifts of perception that turn the pattern of
cubes from concave to convex, or reveal the Grecian urn to be
nothing but a pair of human faces in profile, he saw, instead of
loss, opportunity. The deserted school, waiting to be discovered in
all its complex secrecy. His loneliness, turned on its edge, now
freedom, absolute freedom to go where he would, to explore the ‘off
limits’ parts of the old house. There might even be a secret
passage; in fact, the more he thought about it, the more certain he
was that there had to be something of that kind. Old houses in
books always had them. Tarrington Boys’ Grammar School, he knew
from the prospectus, had been the residence of a wealthy squatter,
built in 1862. No doubt there would be all kinds of secret nooks
and things, in case of a convict uprising. There might even be
hidden treasure! And whatever he found, he vowed, he would not tell
anyone. The knowledge would be his, his alone. He’d start first
thing tomorrow.

He descended
the stairs to dinner in a much happier frame of mind.

*****

The huge,
cavernous dining hall, now dim in spite of the remaining hours of
daylight with its brown Holland blinds drawn, was strangely
unfamiliar. Peter’s footsteps echoed as he moved hesitantly to his
usual place. The effect was creepy and offputting. When he heard
Mrs Butler call through the serving hatch, he jumped a foot.

‘Is that you,
Peter? Come on through, we might as well have dinner together in
the kitchen, since it’s just the two of us.’

More relieved
than he cared to admit, Peter stuck his head around the door.
Coming into the kitchen from the gloomy wasteland of the hall, he
blinked, the light from banks of fluorescent tubes striking him at
first like a blow. He had never been inside the kitchen before –
the midnight raid he’d perpetrated with Thompson didn’t count;
then, it had been Enemy Territory, the frail circle of their
furtive torch casting only enough light to find their way to the
left-over treacle tart, the whole thing removed by the hour and the
occasion to the world of fantasy and make-believe. In normal time,
he had only had glimpses of it through the serving hatch, and it
had always seemed a fast, bustling place, filled with steam and
clattering and uniformed, hair-netted kitchen staff rushing about.
Now, ranks of stainless steel stood silent and inert.

Mrs Butler had
set one end of the long table for two. Peter sat nervously. It felt
funny, having dinner alone with a strange lady. He didn’t really
know Mrs Butler as a person; she was the housekeeper, and he’d
often been told off by her for running in the corridors, leaving
his bed unmade or failing to wipe his feet when coming inside, but
they’d never had what you might call a conversation. Being told off
wasn’t a conversation, because you never said anything back. ‘Yes,
Mrs Butler’ didn’t count; you weren’t really saying anything when
you said that. It was more like a dog sitting when given the
command.

Dinner was
chops, with mashed potatoes and green beans. It was standard school
fare, but as they ate, Peter restraining himself from his usual
gobbling in deference to his company, Mrs Butler kept up a steady
stream of talk, all about food. Did he like Italian food? How did
he feel about sushi? What was his favourite meal? Encouraged, Peter
informed her at some length about his culinary preferences, which
in his two years at Tarrington Boys’ Grammar had never been of the
slightest interest to anyone.

Dinner over, he
leapt to his feet, and was about to dash off when another thought
struck him. In order to pursue his investigations, it would be best
if he really were alone in the house. Mrs Butler had, he knew, an
uncomfortable habit of appearing when least expected, materialising
from around corners as if the brisk tapping of her high-heeled
shoes could be muted at will, allowing her to operate in stealth
mode.

He knew she was
moving into the old cottage, because Farty McBumface had said so,
and if he played his cards right, perhaps, just perhaps, she could
be induced to stay there most of the time, leaving him the freedom
to ramble unmolested.

‘Let me do the
washing up,’ he said, face shining with innocence.

‘Oh, you don’t
need to do that, Peter. It’s my job, remember.’

Peter assumed
what he hoped was an expression of grave morality. ‘Mrs Butler, I
know you’re giving up your own holiday to look after me. It’s the
least I can do.’

‘Well, alright
then. Thanks. Anything you don’t know where it goes, just leave it
on the table and I’ll put it away in the morning, when I come up to
get your breakfast.’

‘Well, about
that, Mrs Butler, I was thinking, I could easily get my own
breakfast every morning. Then you wouldn’t have to come up from the
cottage.’

‘Really, Peter?
Are you sure?’

‘Course I’m
sure. It’s just pouring out a bowl of cereal and some orange juice.
I’ll clean up after and everything. My aunty never used to get up
before ten, so I always got my own breakfast at her house.’ He sent
up a mental apology to the shade of his departed aunt, a lifelong
early riser and firm believer in the nutritive power of a cooked
breakfast.

‘Well, if
you’re sure…’


‘Absolutely.’

‘Alright then,
I’ll see you tomorrow for lunch. Now, mind, lights out at nine.
Just because you’re on your own, that doesn’t mean you ignore
school rules.’

‘No, Mrs
Butler.’







CHAPTER
THREE



Peter washed up
very carefully, wiping every surface and hanging up the dish towel
to dry. It was no part of his plan to have his newfound kitchen
privileges revoked. The evening stretched ahead, massive and
unbroken. It was the first time in his life he had ever been really
alone.

He was tempted
to start his explorations right away, but it seemed wise to hold
off for the first night. Mrs Butler, he thought, might take it into
her head to check on him, so it behoved him to be in bed on time;
the ‘lights out’ was purely notional, of course, as at this time of
year it wasn’t really dark before ten-thirty. Instead, therefore,
he headed for the library.

The list the
headmaster had given him was quite long, but when he sat down and
actually looked at it, he found he had already read quite a few of
the books. That was a bonus; he had no doubt Farty McBumface would
remember the list and quiz him on it after the holidays. He ran
down the list. The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, check.
The Secret Garden, check. The Jungle Book, check.
The Hobbit, check. Good lord, he’d read all those back in
primary school. Did Bumface think he was a baby?

He ticked off
everything he’d read. Good, he was already six down. Surely that
had to be good for a couple of weeks? He scanned the remainder of
the list, which was still depressingly long, and after looking up a
few titles, settled on Animal Farm and Watership
Down. Peter liked books about animals. He had been trying to
convince his parents to let him have a dog for years, but the
response was always the same: who would look after it all the time
he was away at school? It wouldn’t be fair to the puppy, etc. In
vain he had argued in favour of remaining at whichever embassy his
father was posted to and attending a local school, marshalling
argument after argument about multiculturalism and early fluency in
a second language, but always the answer was the same: his father
and grandfather had both attended Tarrington Grammar, and he would
therefore attend Tarrington Grammar, as, it was hoped, would his
sons and grandsons, ad infinitum.

He took the
books up to the junior common room, but found its empty tidiness
oddly oppressive; even when he turned on the television, the
absence of the other boys made the friendly, relaxed common room
feel somehow wrong. It wasn’t supposed to be empty;
either it was full of other boys, or you weren’t supposed to be in
there. In the end he retreated to his own room, to sprawl on his
bed in forbidden luxury, and read about rabbits until the distant
chiming of the hall clock recalled him to the danger of discovery,
and he scrambled hastily into his pyjamas.

*****

For the first
couple of days, Peter
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