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Chapter One


[image: image]


‘Your mother was my mistress. You knew that, of course you did?’


Kate McPherson shook her head. ‘I didn’t know that, Uncle Edwin.’


He frowned. ‘That must stop, addressing me as Uncle Edwin.’


‘Why?’


‘Because, my dear, I am not your uncle, we are in no way related.’ He made an arc of his fingers. ‘For reasons of her own your mother wished you to call me that and my mistake was agreeing to it.’


‘I see.’ She didn’t, but it was better to pretend she did.


‘In future you will address me as Mr Hamilton-Harvey.’


Her attention was wandering the way it did these days.


‘Are you listening?’ he said sharply.


Kate jumped. ‘I’m sorry. Yes, I’m listening.’


‘Then tell me what you are to call me?’ He sounded like a school teacher with a particularly slow pupil.


‘Mr Hamilton-Harvey.’


‘Good, we have that settled. How old are you, Kate? Eleven isn’t it?’


‘No, ten, I’m ten and a half.’


He nodded. ‘Nearly grown up. In a few years you will be old enough to get a job and look after yourself.’


‘Yes.’


He was frowning again. ‘You do realise that you are not my responsibility?’


‘Yes,’ she whispered.


‘Nevertheless, something will have to be done about you. The problem is what.’


Kate was trying to hide her panic. What was going to happen to her?


‘Please, can’t I just stay here with Mrs Lennox?’ Mrs Lennox had been kind. Kate had wept into her soft bosom and been comforted.


‘Certainly not. This is my house, Kate, and I have – plans for it. As far as Mrs Lennox is concerned, the woman was only engaged to see to the running of the house after your mother fell ill. Where is the woman?’


‘In the village, she said she had some shopping to do.’ The awful choking sensation was back in her throat but she fought it. Suddenly it had become very important to Kate not to break down.


He nodded, dismissing Mrs Lennox. The girl was not his responsibility but even so he did feel duty-bound to make some arrangements. He had never been drawn to the girl, possibly because when he might have made a fuss of her, she had remained unresponsive. Mildred had blamed it on shyness and it was possible that she had been in awe of him. Fortunately the girl was intelligent and Edwin Hamilton-Harvey wondered how much of the situation she really knew or guessed. Better to find out now.


‘Kate, I can’t believe that you didn’t know your mother was my mistress.’


Kate remained silent.


‘You do know what a mistress is?’


Kate felt a flash of anger that he should think her ignorant. The head teacher of a school was called a headmistress and a woman was mistress in her house. Fancy him thinking she didn’t know that!’


‘Yes, I do know,’ she said louder than necessary.


He breathed more easily. For one horrible moment Edwin Hamilton-Harvey had seen himself trying to explain and deuced awkward that would have been.


‘Good, I felt sure you would.’


They were sitting in the comfortably furnished sitting-room in the stone-built house known as The Rockery. The front of the house lived up to its name with rockery plants and heathers covering the huge stones and making an attractive, colourful display. It occupied a secluded position about half a mile from the village of Lamondhill in Angus. The man had been smoking but put the pipe aside. He wore a tweed suit with leather buttons on the jacket and was sitting in the easy chair with his legs stretched out before him and crossed at the ankles. Kate was sitting nearer to the window in a straight-backed chair. She was pale and her fingers kept pleating and unpleating her blue cotton skirt. There was no fire and a plant with a great deal of greenery hid the empty grate. The September day was pleasantly warm though by evening it would be much cooler and Mrs Lennox would light a fire. Kate looked around her at the familiar scene and thought how different it had looked when her mother had been its mistress. There was that word again. Her mother had made it a home, now it was just a house. Mr Hamilton-Harvey’s house. Hanging on the wall were framed watercolours of the local beauty spots and one rather dull oil painting of a table with a bowl of fruit and a vase of pink roses, one of which had shed some of its petals on to the circle of lace. On the wall above the bureau hung a calendar with a view of Balmoral Castle and showing very clearly that this was the year 1930.


Edwin Hamilton-Harvey was irritated to find himself in this position. Shortly after they had met, Mildred told him that she and the baby were alone in the world. It hadn’t mattered then, probably he had thought it an advantage that Mildred had no one. Thinking back to that time brought an unexpected lump to his throat. She had been so lovely with her ivory smooth skin, her honey-coloured hair and those magnificent deep blue eyes. The years had not taken away her beauty but rather they had enhanced it. The lovely girl had become a poised and beautiful woman and the times spent with Mildred had been the happiest of his life.


One day he imagined Kate would be quite lovely. She was very like Mildred with the same colouring, only her eyes were violet blue rather than that deep wonderful shade. He only wished his own daughter was as pretty as Kate. Heads had turned for Mildred and the wonder of it was that she hadn’t appeared to notice. She had seemed to be perfectly happy to be his mistress though he guessed and it was an accurate guess, that the house in its isolated position and the security it gave was the main attraction. He had loved Mildred from the time they met but he knew she hadn’t shared those feelings. Not that he could fault her in any way, Mildred had always been warm and loving but without giving all of herself. Occasionally he had wondered about the husband who had died so young but he never asked and she never volunteered any information. He had a wife and family who were dear to him and Mildred had Kate and her memories. It had worked out very well. His wife, Gwen, had hated the intimate side of marriage and had been quite unable to hide the fact from Edwin though, to give her her due, she had tried.


Edwin was a good-looking, stockily built man of forty-seven. He had a small moustache, slightly receding hair and pale blue eyes. His home of which he was very proud, was in Broughty Ferry where many of the wealthy folk of Dundee chose to live. The Rockery was his love-nest and at twelve miles from Dundee was far enough away from his home to avoid gossip and near enough for frequent visits. Craggy Point, the family estate belonging to the Hamilton-Harveys, had become Edwin’s on the death of his father together with a distressing amount of debt which had been the result of his father’s weakness for gambling. If the estate was to remain in the family then those debts had to be settled and soon. Marrying into money was the obvious solution, indeed Edwin saw it as the only way out of his difficulties, and to this end he courted the plain but wealthy Gwen Morton who was a few years his senior. Gwendoline Morton was no fool, she knew the reason for Edwin’s interest but since it suited her she gave him every encouragement. Her dearest wish was to marry into an old and respected family and when Edwin proposed she had no hesitation in accepting. The marriage had taken place quickly and without fuss and there were some who thought it must be a shot-gun marriage. It wasn’t. Gwen did her duty as she saw it and once she had produced a son and heir and a daughter besides, she saw no reason to continue sharing a bedroom. She told her husband that she had no objection whatsoever to him keeping a mistress provided he was discreet about it. With that side of their marriage taken care of, Gwen and Edwin became good friends. She having the better brain was always consulted before any decisions were made. As well as keeping an eye on the estate, Gwen continued to safeguard her own interests. Years before, fortunes had been made in the Dundee jute mills but those richly prosperous days were all but gone. India with its cheap labour had been a distant threat which had become grim reality. Many mill workers were without jobs and, a sign of the times, corner shops could no longer afford to give credit. A few, including the Hawkhead Mill, continued to make a profit though nothing like the good old days. The Hawkhead Mill had been established by the Morton family and, with no male heir to succeed, it had come to Gwen. For the sake of appearance, Edwin was in charge but it was widely known that he knew very little about the jute trade and that his wife was the true manager.


In time the son, Roderick, would take over. Roderick got his intelligence and his business sense from his mother and from his father his good appearance. His height, six feet of him, came from Gwen’s side of the family.


Edwin Hamilton-Harvey had been silent for some time and Kate kept looking across.


‘A sad business, Kate.’ He sighed. ‘She was a fine woman, your mother.’


‘Yes.’ She couldn’t stop them, couldn’t hold back the scalding tears.


‘Now! Now! Kate, that won’t help, you know.’ Edwin couldn’t abide tears, even tears of grief. It was fourteen days since Mildred’s untimely death and in his opinion that was long enough for an outward show of grief. What good did tears do? They didn’t bring back the dead. He couldn’t remember grieving for very long when first his mother and then his father had left this world. The death of his mistress was affecting him much more. Still life had to go on and he was already thinking of installing someone else in The Rockery. Not a refined, gentle creature like Mildred, this one was a little on the coarse side but she was young with a voluptuous body and he was seeing the promise of exciting times ahead. The matter of Kate McPherson would have to be settled and soon.


Kate sniffed, dried her eyes, mumbled an apology and gave her full attention to the large porcelain bowl on the rosewood table. It was empty and that didn’t look right. Her mother had loved arranging flowers and it had always been filled with fresh blooms from the garden or with bits of greenery or red berries when the flowering season was over.


The man got to his feet. ‘I must be on my way, Kate, and don’t worry things have a habit of working out.’


She watched him go, heard the door shut and a few minutes later a car starting up. What would he do about her? Where would she be sent? She wasn’t going to be allowed to stay at The Rockery, he had made that clear. Kate wondered what plans he had made for it. Perhaps he was going to sell the house. He had never liked her, she had sensed that. When he came it was only her mother he was interested in and Kate had always felt left out and unwanted. What if he just washed his hands of her? He had said she wasn’t his responsibility and made sure she understood that. The thought of being alone and forgotten sent a chill down her spine and suddenly the silence of the house became oppressive and frightening. The knuckle of her hand went into her mouth to stop the scream and then she heard the key turn in the lock. Mrs Lennox was coming in the back door with her shopping bag. She put it down on the table with a thud as though glad to be free of it. With a strangled cry Kate rushed into her arms.


‘There! There! Kate, my little pet,’ she said drawing her close. ‘I wouldn’t have left you if I’d known you’d get into this state. You could have come to the shops.’


‘No, I didn’t want to, I didn’t want people saying things and making me cry. I can’t help it, Mrs Lennox.’


‘No harm in a good weep, my little lamb, in fact it does a lot of good. To my mind you haven’t done enough of it. Sit yourself down and we’ll have a cup of tea in a wee while. I bought a doughnut for you, freshly made. You can always tell with a doughnut. If the sugar has disappeared then it wasn’t made that day.’ She began putting away the shopping.


‘He was here, Mrs Lennox,’ Kate said holding her sodden handkerchief balled up in her hand.


‘Your Uncle Edwin?’


‘He isn’t my uncle, he told me that and he wants me to call him Mr Hamilton-Harvey.’


‘I shouldn’t let that worry you. Lots of children call adults who come a lot about the house aunt or uncle, then when they are older it stops.’


‘I didn’t know that.’ Kate thought there was an awful lot she didn’t understand.


‘That’s the kettle boiling I’ll make the tea.’ The woman busied herself, then sat down at the table opposite Kate. ‘Eat your doughnut and I’ll have a piece of sponge to keep you company.’


Mrs Lennox was small and dumpy and a kind-hearted soul who was deeply concerned about Kate. Life could be so cruel. The bairn wasn’t yet eleven and an orphan. Had there been a husband? She thought so but others weren’t so sure. No one knew much about the lady who had lived at The Rockery but all agreed she was pleasant and nice-looking which made it difficult to understand why she should have a man arriving in his car and staying overnight. Kate called him her uncle but not many believed he was a relative.


Mrs Lennox wished she could do something but it was impossible. There was barely room to swing a cat in her small house and although they were happy enough the overcrowding did bring out the bad temper and raised voices. These few weeks away from her demanding family had been like a holiday. Her eldest, Peggy, was coping. She was a bossyboots at the best of times and the young ones would know better than disobey or answer back. It would do the rascals no harm. Her sailor husband seldom came home and she had a suspicion that there was someone else. She didn’t ask him. The money arrived regularly and that was something for which she should be thankful.


Jessie Lennox would have made a good nurse. She had had plenty of practice with her own family, nursing them through measles, chickenpox and more worryingly, whooping cough. She had looked after elderly relatives stubbornly holding on to a life that had little meaning until at last came the merciful release. Seeing a young child slipping away, cheated of life, made the woman angry as well as sad. There seemed no sense to it but then as she would tell herself it would all be made clear one day. Watching Kate’s mother getting ever weaker yet managing to remain cheerful was hard to bear yet the carers had to remain strong. Folk needed someone on whom they could depend.


‘Mrs Lennox, what about school?’


‘What about it, Kate? No, keep pouring – I like a full cup of tea. Thanks, lass.’


After the funeral Kate had gone back to school. Her teacher and Mrs Lennox had been in agreement that it was best. The routine and being with her school friends would help to keep her mind off losing her mother. The children had been told to be especially kind to Kate because of her loss. Those same children who could at times be cruel were capable of showing sympathy. The thought of how they would feel if it was their mother who had died brought it home to them how Kate must be suffering.


‘Mr Hamilton-Harvey said I couldn’t stay here and if I have to go away that will mean a new school, won’t it?’


‘Yes, if you leave Lamondhill you’ll have to go to another.’


Kate’s lips were quivering. ‘I don’t want to leave, I like my school.’


‘You could like your new one even better.’ Mrs Lennox popped the last of the sponge into her mouth and then gathered up the crumbs and ate them. ‘What were we talking about? Ah, yes, school. Don’t worry your head about that, one is very much like another. You do well at school, so your teacher said and she should know.’


‘Did she really say that?’ Kate looked pleased.


‘She did.’


‘Sometimes I’m top of the class and sometimes Jane Cummings beats me,’ Kate said shyly.


‘You stick into your lessons, lass, and make something of yourself. My lot haven’t been blessed with brains but then again we can’t all be clever. You, Kate, are going to be one of the lucky ones with brains and beauty.’


‘I’m not beautiful. My mother was.’


‘Yes, your mother was a lovely lady and one day you will be the same.’


Kate smiled. ‘Do you know what he, I mean, Mr Hamilton-Harvey, asked me – and that’s another thing,’ she said as if it had just occurred to her, ‘why has he got two names?’


‘The Lord only knows, one is enough for most folk. A bit of swank, I’d say, and he is a toff after all. What did he ask you?’


‘He asked me if I knew what a mistress was.’


Mrs Lennox gave a start. ‘And do you?’ she said cautiously.


‘Of course.’


‘You do?’


Kate frowned. Mrs Lennox didn’t think she knew either.


‘Yes, I do. Do you want me to tell you?’ Was it possible that Mrs Lennox didn’t know?


‘No, lass, I don’t think so.’ The woman paused trying to weigh her next words. She didn’t want Kate to lose respect for her mother. ‘Remember, Kate, there are times when some of us are driven, through no fault of our own, to do what we know to be wrong.’ Picking up her cup she drained the last of the tea and wondered just how much the child understood or pretended to understand.


For her part Kate was puzzled. ‘Miss McGowan is a headmistress,’ she said slowly and waited for Mrs Lennox to say something.


Mrs Lennox didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Poor little innocent, she hadn’t the faintest idea about the accepted meaning of mistress. Should she enlighten the child or would that be cruel? Losing her mother at that age was dreadful enough without finding out that her beloved mother had been mistress to that man – and for all those years. No, she couldn’t do it. On the other hand to hear it from someone else, someone less sympathetic . . . she would have to sleep on it.





Chapter Two
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When Kate opened her eyes there was a faint glimmer of light coming through the crack between the curtains. About to get out of bed, she stopped herself, realising this was Saturday. No school today and Mrs Lennox had told her to have a long lie and only to get up when she felt like it. It should have been nice snuggling down and for a little while it was. Then the familiar ache for her mother and knowing she would never see her again, brought a rush of tears and in an effort to stop them Kate turned on to her stomach and buried her face in the pillows. How long she lay like that Kate didn’t know, she must have exhausted herself and then drifted back to sleep. Rubbing her eyes she yawned then got up and pulled on her dressing-gown, the warm pink one that had replaced the yellow one with the white rabbits on the pocket. Kate went downstairs, her slippered feet making no sound on the carpeted stair. The kitchen door was slightly ajar and she was about to push it open when Kate heard the voices. One belonged to Mrs Lennox, the other she didn’t recognise. Should she go back to her bedroom and come down again when whoever it was had gone? Undecided, Kate lingered a few moments and then she didn’t want to move. They were talking about her and surely she had a right to hear what was being said. Kate wasn’t fully convinced that she was doing the right thing but the need to know was stronger than her willpower.


As for Mrs Lennox, that woman could have seen her early-morning visitor far enough.


‘It’s you, Mrs Petrie,’ she said resignedly and made no attempt to invite the woman in. She just hoped that whatever talking there was could be done on the doorstep. It was not to be.


‘That’s a chill wind,’ she said giving a shiver. ‘I’ll just step in for a few minutes.’


Mrs Lennox sighed and moved aside to let her unwelcome visitor enter, then shut the door.


‘Fine and warm in here, that’s the thing about kitchens. The bairn, she’s not here then?’


‘Kate’s in bed and asleep I hope.’


‘Best place for the poor lass.’ She tut-tutted. ‘It’s just that I’m worried, we all are. What’s to happen, Mrs Lennox? What’s to become of Kate?’


Mrs Lennox was trying to make allowances. There was no harm in the woman she knew that. She just had a need to have her curiosity satisfied.


‘You know as much as I do.’


Vera Petrie folded her arms and her expression said that she didn’t believe that, not for a single moment.


‘There’s nothing to tell.’


‘I can’t believe that and surely you can tell me. You must know it won’t go any further.’


Mrs Lennox knew nothing of the kind.


Vera Petrie lowered her voice. ‘That man, the one Kate calls her Uncle Edwin, I saw him here yesterday. Will he take her do you think? No, on second thoughts he wouldn’t be likely to do that, not unless the bairn is his, of course.’ Her eyes were bright and curious.


Mrs Lennox pursed her lips. ‘Kate’s father died when she was little more than a baby, Mrs Petrie, I do happen to know that.’


‘There you are then.’ She nodded her head several times. ‘You can rest assured that he won’t take responsibility for his mistress’s bairn. Someone was saying, and I’m inclined to agree, that there will be another woman taking up residence in The Rockery before too long.’


‘I’ve work to do, Mrs Petrie, you must let me get on.’


‘Oh, there’s plenty of that waiting for me. A woman’s work is never done.’ She took a step towards the door Mrs Lennox had already opened then stopped to have her final say. ‘Always thought Kate’s mother to be a superior kind of woman. Makes you think doesn’t it why a woman like that would belittle herself to be a mistress to that man, to any man come to that, and for it to go on for all that time. Poor Kate, it’s to be hoped she will be spared the truth.’


‘We don’t know the ins and outs of it and we never will. Goodbye, Mrs Petrie. Kate will be down any minute and I must see to her breakfast.’ She saw the woman out and then shut the door firmly.


Kate went quickly back upstairs then came down a few minutes later. She said good morning to Mrs Lennox and sat down at the scrubbed kitchen table.


‘There you are, lass, get that into you,’ the woman said putting down a steaming plate of porridge in front of her.


Kate picked up her spoon and forced down a few mouthfuls. She had been trying to make sense of what had been said. It had something to do with mistress and Kate was finding that confusing. How could her mother have been Mr Hamilton-Harvey’s mistress? Unless that was another name for housekeeper. Kate didn’t really think that. It had sounded as though her mother had done something shameful and Kate would never believe that.


‘You’re very quiet, pet.’


Kate put her spoon down and pushed aside the unfinished plate of porridge. ‘I’m sorry, I’m not hungry.’


‘A slice of toast, how about that?’


She shook her head. ‘I heard you both talking,’ Kate burst out. ‘Don’t scold, I know I shouldn’t have been listening and I meant to go away only I didn’t.’


‘You were outside the door listening?’


‘Yes.’ Kate licked her dry lips. ‘Has mistress got another meaning, a bad one?’


Mrs Lennox was using the bottom of the table to roll out pastry and she was giving it all her attention.


‘Has it got another meaning?’ Kate persisted.


‘Yes, Kate, it does have another meaning. Let me get this apple tart in the oven and you can get yourself washed and dressed, then we’ll talk about it, if that is what you want.’


‘I should know, shouldn’t I?’


‘It might be better but I won’t find it easy to explain.’


‘You’ll try?’


‘Yes, I’ll try. Off you go then. Put on a clean blouse and bring the one you had on yesterday down and anything else that needs washing.’


Kate did as she was told and came down looking fresh in her pleated skirt and pale blue blouse with its pretty mother-of-pearl buttons and carrying the clothes for the wash-tub. Mrs Lennox was putting the final touches, fluting the edges before brushing the pastry with egg yolk and popping the tart in the oven.


‘We had better sit here and talk or else I’ll forget I’ve something in the oven and it’ll be a burnt offering I’ll be serving.’


Kate smiled. She knew that she had put Mrs Lennox in a spot, that the woman didn’t want to talk about whatever it was. And Kate was sorry, only it was so very important that she learned the truth and she would get that from Mrs Lennox.


‘Before I begin, Kate, and whatever you are to hear . . .’ She stopped, not having the words to complete what she wanted to say.


‘I know what you mean,’ Kate said hastily. ‘Nothing you tell me will make any difference. I loved my mother and I know she wouldn’t have done anything wicked.’


‘Neither she would. Your mother was a very fine lady and she would have been quite incapable of doing anything bad. Some of us are called on to make very difficult decisions, Kate, and in my opinion not one of us is in a position to judge another. Faced with a similar situation we don’t know what we would have done.’


‘Like when you haven’t got any money?’


‘Like that, Kate. Poverty, real poverty, not knowing where the next penny is coming from, is hard to bear especially if there is a child to feed and clothe.’


By the time she had finished there were beads of perspiration on the woman’s brow. Someone else, better educated, might have made a better job of the telling but she had done her best.


‘My mummy liked him, I’m sure she did,’ Kate said quietly.


‘Yes, she would have and he was probably in love with your mother, she was a lovely lady.’


‘Why didn’t he marry her then? My daddy died when I was a baby.’


‘I thought I explained that to you. Mr Hamilton-Harvey will no doubt have a wife and family.’


‘He must have liked my mummy best.’


‘No question about that.’


Kate was looking thoughtful. ‘Mummy was a pretend wife?’


‘You could say that.’


‘What about his real wife? Would Mrs Hamilton-Harvey have been angry if she’d known?’


‘None too pleased,’ Mrs Lennox said drily. ‘There again the gentry have their own funny ways.’


‘Is Mr Hamilton-Harvey gentry?’


‘Lass, I don’t know anything about him but I would be inclined to say so.’


‘Thank you for telling me, Mrs Lennox,’ Kate said politely. ‘You didn’t want to and I made you.’


The woman was close to tears and to cover it up she spoke brusquely.


‘You’ve had no breakfast worth talking about and if there is one thing I cannot abide it is a child who picks at her food.’


‘The porridge will be cold now but I’ll take a piece of bread and jam, please,’ Kate said, anxious to please.


‘Bring me the loaf over and I’ll cut you a slice. Two slices, I rather fancy a piece of bread and strawberry jam myself.’


Mrs Lennox made fresh tea and they were both eating their bread and jam. ‘Kate, don’t you have someone? Didn’t your mother mention any of her family?’


‘She didn’t have anyone, I know that.’ Kate frowned and tried to think back. ‘A long time ago she told me I had an Aunt Sarah, my daddy’s sister, but she said there was no—’ Kate stopped and screwed up her face trying to remember the expression.


‘No coming and going?’ Mrs Lennox suggested helpfully.


‘Yes I think it was that.’


‘Do you know where this Aunt Sarah lives?’


‘No.’


‘Maybe the address is somewhere in the house. Look, lass, I don’t want to interfere with what is none of my business but that bureau in the sitting-room—’


‘All the furniture and everything in the house belongs to Mr Hamilton-Harvey, he told me that.’


‘I don’t doubt that’s the case but there could be papers and the like in that bureau that are yours by right. You never know, Kate, your aunt’s address could be there.’


‘Do you really think so?’


‘It’s a possibility and you won’t know if you don’t look.’


‘I won’t get into trouble if I do?’


‘How could you? There’s only you and me in the house, I don’t see anyone else.’


Kate giggled nervously. Maybe she wasn’t alone in the world after all and surely Daddy’s sister would give her a home if she made it clear she wouldn’t be any bother.


‘You think I should look and not wait and ask Mr Hamilton-Harvey?’


‘No need to ask permission, Kate. You have every right to your mother’s personal property.’


‘Even the gifts she got – from him?’


‘Even those though I was thinking more of old letters and documents.’


‘Will you come and help me look?’


‘No, Kate, you should do that yourself and take your time about it.’


‘Please come,’ Kate pleaded, ‘I don’t want to do it on my own.’


‘Very well.’ Mrs Lennox got up slowly, wishing she had taken after her father who had been as thin as a rake instead of her mother who had always had a weight problem and especially so in later years. No doubt about it, the rolls of flesh slowed you down.


Kate knew the key was in the jug on the sideboard and went to get it. Very carefully she turned the key in the lock and brought down the lid of the bureau. The lid had a leather insert with gold markings round the edge. This was where her mother had done her writing. There were little drawers down either side and one at the bottom that stretched the length of the bureau. Kate brought out this one and found it to contain documents tied together and a collection of letters in their envelopes. The one on the very top had Kate gasping. She hadn’t expected anything and here was one with her name on it. Wordlessly she showed it to Mrs Lennox who smiled as though she had known there would be something.


‘Close the desk, dear, you can have a good look another time.’ She gave the thin shoulders a reassuring squeeze. ‘Take that up to your bedroom, Kate, whatever your mother has written is for your eyes and your eyes only.’


Kate’s were huge in her small face and her heart was beating wildly. She was both excited and afraid.


‘On you go, dear,’ the woman said kindly. ‘I’m down here when you need me, but this is something you have to do yourself.’


Clutching the envelope, Kate went slowly up the stairs and once in her bedroom shut the door and sat down on the bed. Her teddy bear, neglected for years but still occupying a place on the shelf beside her dolls, had slipped and fallen to the floor. Kate went to pick him up. The teddy bear had been a comfort when she was tiny and she felt the need of comfort now. She cuddled the soft toy knowing it was babyish but it didn’t matter since nobody could see her. Maybe her mother could see but she would understand.


Kate opened the envelope and withdrew several sheets of notepaper in her mother’s small neat handwriting. There was no date. The letter began:


My dearest Kate,


I hadn’t realised until now just how difficult this was going to be, to explain in a letter what brought me to do what I did. Yet I must try. I owe it to you, my darling child, and to myself. I have known for quite a long time that I am not to get better, yet I have been more fortunate than some. There have been long periods when I have felt almost my old self and daring to believe that I had been cured. It was then I thought I should write a letter to you just in case I slipped away before you knew about your mother. Had you been older perhaps we could have talked woman to woman. On the other hand had you been older the truth would have been obvious.


When you read this, Kate, I shall have gone to a better place and where I expect to meet my Maker. I know He will be merciful. What I did was wrong and against all the teachings yet, even so, faced with a similar situation I know I would have done the same. Poor Kate, you are puckering your brow. I’m not making much sense am I?


Several times I tried to tell you about Edwin, or your Uncle Edwin as you called him, but I just couldn’t. Your eyes would have reproached me. For all his annoying ways, Edwin is a good man and I shudder to think what kind of life we would have had if he hadn’t offered a way out. More about that later. Sadly you two never hit it off and I thought it better to accept that, rather than try to alter things and perhaps make matters worse.


Now we come to the story and one could call it that I think. My one and only love was your father, Robert, always remember that, Kate. For the time we were together we were gloriously happy and when you were born we were so proud. We felt our happiness was complete. If anyone tries or dares to suggest that you are illegitimate do not believe them. In the sight of God and not only God but witnesses, Robert and I were declared man and wife or I should say husband and wife. We were married at the end of a dreadful war, they called it the Great War, I often wonder why. Your father had been married before and I knew all about it. Ruth was a nurse and they met in France. As so many did in those dangerous times, they married without really knowing each other. That was the way it was, Kate, it was important to snatch happiness when one was in constant danger, never knowing what another day would bring.


Robert always said I was the love of his life and I know that to be true. Even so, he must have loved Ruth. The hospital where Ruth was working suffered a direct hit and Ruth was among those reported missing believed killed. In the midst of such confusion it was difficult to account for everyone. Miraculously Ruth wasn’t in the hospital when it was bombed, she had been in the house of friends nearby. Their home had been badly damaged and the occupants killed. Only Ruth survived though she was at death’s door. No one knew who she was and when she did regain consciousness she had no memory, no recall whatsoever. Can you imagine what that must have been like, Kate, not to know who you are or anything about your early life? There is a great deal I don’t know or maybe I have forgotten. I think a French family took pity on Ruth and gave her a home when she left hospital. I do know there are cases where the memory never returns and it was feared that this was to be Ruth’s fate.


If I were to go into all the details I know this letter would just go on and on and apart from that I tire very easily now and a paragraph or two is all I can manage at a time. Where was I? Ruth? Yes, this is about Ruth, thinking about her makes me so sad, so bitter and yet I shouldn’t let myself be bitter.


Ruth did at long last get back her memory and eventually she set about searching for her husband. Apparently the only address she could recall and that vaguely, was Robert’s sister, Sarah’s. You can just imagine the scene, Kate. Ruth returning to this country to look for her husband only to discover that he had remarried and there was a baby. We were all distraught. Sarah blamed Robert. He should, she said, have made more enquiries about Ruth. Missing believed killed by enemy action was not the same as a death certificate. They had words, Sarah and Robert. Your Aunt Sarah, Kate, is a lot older than Robert, twelve years or thereabout. They were never close, indeed they hardly knew each other because when Sarah left school she was sent to care for her ailing aunt after whom she had been named. This, Robert told me, did not please Sarah but there was no question of her disobeying. In the event things turned out well for your Aunt Sarah. Her aunt died and left her niece the house and a large sum of money or I believe it to be so.


I can’t say other than that Ruth behaved very well. She and Robert had an awkward meeting in Sarah’s house. Ruth wanted Robert, he was her husband, but she accepted that he needed time to put his affairs in order. In other words, Kate, what was to be done about us.


We were all worried and miserable and Robert, poor darling, was nearly out of his mind. He couldn’t eat, he couldn’t sleep, his work was suffering. Your father was an engineer, Kate, and held down a responsible position but with so many sick absences his firm eventually paid him off. That was the final blow. After that Robert just went steadily downhill and a few months later he died. That was a dreadful time and I was heartbroken. Then came the shock of finding myself virtually penniless. I was not Robert’s legal wife and therefore I had no claim, no widow’s pension – nothing. By then, of course, the whole sorry business was out in the open. My marriage was declared null and void. In the eyes of the law Robert had committed bigamy, a serious offence that could have meant a prison sentence. There was no question of that with your father since it was readily accepted that he had believed himself free to marry when we took our vows.


Friends were helpful and sympathetic but I had no family, no immediate family that is. No one to turn to in my time of need. The savings didn’t last long – you have to remember we had been living on them. Your father had not been earning a wage before he died.


We, you and I, had to move to a smaller, cheaper rented house and I managed to get a job as a waitress. Out of my wages I had to pay someone to look after you. What I was getting was a pittance and not enough to keep us. Are you wondering why I didn’t ask help from your Aunt Sarah? Had it been offered I would have been only too happy to accept but I wouldn’t ask, I couldn’t bring myself to do that. Her sympathies were entirely with Ruth or so I thought. She blamed her brother and had left him in no doubt that she considered him a fool. As she kept pointing out, he should have had enough sense to make further enquiries. There was no death certificate and without that he had not been free to marry again and he ought to have known that. She blamed me too. Your father had been completely honest with me, Kate, and like him I never thought it possible that Ruth could have survived. If she had surely he would have heard?


And this, my child, is when Edwin Hamilton-Harvey entered my life. The tea room where I worked was clean and pleasant but not the kind of place a man like Edwin would be likely to frequent. He had, he told me, been too early for an appointment and had decided to pass the time by having a light refreshment. I served him and he left a substantial tip (a tip, Kate, is what is left below the plate for good service) for which I was grateful. I didn’t expect to see him again. However, he came back several times and always sat at one of my tables. When the tea room was quiet we would talk and I told him I was a widow with a baby daughter. It was a shock when he asked me to have dinner with him and I was all set to refuse. Then I thought how lovely it would be to have one night out. There was no shortage of volunteers to look after a baby provided one could pay. I could ill-afford the money but I excused myself by believing I deserved one treat.


I still remember that evening, the evening that was to change our lives. I dressed carefully and Edwin complimented me on my appearance. In the high-class restaurant it was the best table and excellent service. Wine loosens the tongue especially when one is not used to it. I blame the wine but there was a great need in me to unburden myself and Edwin’s was a sympathetic ear. He told me what he lacked in his own life was the warmth of a woman’s love though he stressed that his home life was happy. If I was prepared to supply what was lacking in his marriage then he would settle me and my baby in a pleasant house and give us a comfortable living.


I was deeply shocked, Kate, but I was also tempted. The run-down area where we were living and the hand-to-mouth existence was depressing. I saw no way out of it, Kate, other than to accept Edwin’s offer. You may not approve of what I did, indeed I’m sure you don’t but before condemning me remember this, my dear. You never had to do without. You never went hungry or sat cold and shivering in an unheated house or attended school in shabby clothes. Think on that, Kate, and don’t judge too harshly. And now to the final part before I close the envelope for you to find when I am gone.


Edwin, and one cannot blame him, will be unwilling to take responsibility for you and it will come as a great relief to him to learn that you have an aunt on your father’s side. There isn’t a lot I can tell you about your Aunt Sarah but I do have her address. I found Sarah to be a strange woman and set in her ways as people living alone often are. Yet I do believe she will give you a home if you write and explain that you are alone in the world. I thought long and hard about writing to her myself but came to the conclusion that the letter should come from you. She considers herself to be a good Christian and you, after all, are her only family. Or I believe that to be the case. I can’t be sure. She may have married late in life and have her own family. I think not. There are some women who are not the marrying kind. They value their independence too much and I would put your aunt firmly into that category. It could be and I trust this to be the case, that Sarah will be glad of your company.


Be brave, my darling Kate. I pray that you will be blessed with true happiness. Leaving you makes me very, very sad but Robert is waiting and at last we shall be together.


From your loving mother


Aunt Sarah’s address is:


Miss Sarah McPherson


Oakdene House


Silverbank


Near Dundee


I forgot to mention, my darling, that there is no money, maybe a few pounds in my purse but no more. Edwin paid all the accounts and the small monthly allowance I received did not allow me to put anything aside. That did worry me but there was nothing I could do about it. I just prayed that Edwin wouldn’t grow tired of me. Had he done so we, you and I, would have managed somehow. A housekeeping position provided I could have you with me! A baby would have been a problem but not a sensible girl of ten. Fortunately it never came to that.





Chapter Three


[image: image]


When she finished reading the letter, Kate was pale and shaken. Closing her eyes she could imagine her mother sitting at the bureau, her head bent over the page. How had she felt writing the words that would only be read when she was gone? Had she been afraid? Kate didn’t think so, sad but not afraid. Her daddy was already in heaven and had waited all these years to have her mummy join him.


She would treasure her letter and keep it safe from prying eyes. She didn’t know whose prying eyes, but Kate would take no chances. A good hiding place would have to be found. She was quite sure that Mrs Lennox wouldn’t look at what was not meant for her eyes. And she didn’t think Mr Hamilton-Harvey would bother either. Then again she couldn’t be sure about him. He might be curious to know what his pretend wife had written to her daughter. Kate felt guilty calling her mother a pretend wife but it was better than mistress now that she knew what that meant. Mrs Lennox had tried her best not to make mistress sound bad but she hadn’t altogether succeeded. Kate had heard the faint disapproval in her voice.


Thinking back to the letter she knew she hadn’t understood everything in it. She would read it again at night in bed and read it very slowly. One part did worry her. Hadn’t she been taught that if something was wrong then one did not do it, it was as simple as that? Maybe she would have to wait until she was a bit older, then she might understand. Mrs Lennox kept saying that. Instead of worrying about that she should be thinking about what she was going to say in her letter to Aunt Sarah.


Downstairs Mrs Lennox was becoming concerned. Kate had been upstairs for a long time. Had the letter distressed her and was that why she hadn’t come down? Going to the foot of the stairs she called up.


‘Kate, are you all right?’


‘Yes, Mrs Lennox, I’m all right. I’ll be down in a minute.’


Kate folded the pages and put them back in the envelope. Where to put it for the time being? Not back in the bureau, that was the last place. The bureau along with everything else belonged to Mr Hamilton-Harvey and he might consider he had a right to see what was in it. Kate’s eyes went to the bed. She had been making her own bed for a few months now and tidying her room. Her mother had said that now she was nearly grown-up, she was entitled to her privacy and that meant knocking at her bedroom door and only going in when invited to do so. Kate crossed to the bed and put the precious letter under the pillow. Then she went downstairs.


‘There you are, Kate.’ There was relief in the woman’s voice. The lass didn’t look upset, a little pale perhaps but no sign of tears.


‘Were you worried, Mrs Lennox?’ It was nice to think that someone cared about her.


‘Starting to be. You’d been up there a good while.’


‘I know.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘It was a long, long letter.’


‘You’ll need to take great care of it. That was a lovely thought, writing you a letter.’


Kate smiled happily. ‘It’ll be like a keepsake, won’t it?’


‘Yes, that’s exactly what it is.’ She paused. ‘Could you do with a glass of milk and a biscuit?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Be my legs and bring the milk from the cold slab.’


Kate giggled. ‘You say some very funny things, Mrs Lennox.’


‘Old expressions handed down. Might stop with me, I don’t see mine making use of them.’


Kate sat down at the kitchen table, drank some milk and began munching her biscuit. Mrs Lennox was sitting opposite.


‘I’ve got my Aunt Sarah’s address. She lives in Silver-bank.’


Mrs Lennox looked relieved. ‘Now isn’t that just grand. Silverbank isn’t that far away and it’s a bonny wee place. I was there, oh years and years ago when I was just a slip of a girl.’ Her body shook with laughter. ‘I was just a girl it is true, but I was never a slip of a thing though I would have liked fine to be.’


‘Were you always—’ Kate stopped herself and hastily drank some milk.


‘Was I always fat you were going to say? Not like I am now. Comfortably rounded was how my mother used to describe me and, though I say it myself, I had my chances with the lads. Not all of them go for the skinny type. That said, Kate, think yourself lucky you’re slim. Likely you’ll take after your mother and she was a fine-looking woman.’ She stopped and frowned. ‘How did I get on to that? What were we talking about?’


‘Silverbank, where my Aunt Sarah lives.’


‘So we were and I told you it was a bonny place.’


‘How long would it take to get there?’


‘Couldn’t rightly say, lass. You’d need to get the bus into Dundee then catch another one at the bus station in Lindsay Street. There’s no telling how long you’d have to wait between buses. I’d say it would more than likely be an hourly service so if you just miss one you’ll have a long while to wait.’


‘Mr Hamilton-Harvey will be pleased when I tell him about Aunt Sarah.’


‘I’ve no doubt but, give the man his due, Kate, I don’t see him abandoning you altogether.’


‘He doesn’t like me very much.’


‘I’m sure that’s not true.’


‘It is true, I know it is. I was a nuisance, he just wanted Mummy to himself. My mummy was the same as you, she wouldn’t believe me either.’ Kate was nearly in tears. ‘She got cross when I said it but I still had to keep out of the way.’


‘What did you do?’ Mrs Lennox was curious. Children were quick to know if they were welcome or not.


Kate pouted. ‘Went up to my bedroom and read my books.’


‘What about going out to play?’


‘My mother didn’t like me bringing my school friends to the house.’


‘You could have gone to play with them. Not when you were very young,’ the woman said hastily, ‘but by the time you were nine I would have said you were old enough to have some freedom.’


Kate shook her head. ‘My mother said she would just worry all the time I was away.’


‘So she would, you being her one and only.’ Mrs Lennox could understand the dead woman’s reluctance to have Kate mix with the village children. There could be talk about the man whose car was often to be seen beside The Rockery and who didn’t leave until the morning. Children were quick to pick up what wasn’t meant for their ears as she well knew. That poor soul had only been trying to protect Kate for as long as possible. ‘You’ll be fine with this Aunt Sarah,’ she added.


‘She never wrote to my mother.’


‘That could go both ways. Maybe your mother didn’t write to your Aunt Sarah.’


Kate nodded. ‘Maybe they didn’t like each other.’


‘She could get on with you.’


‘Why?’


‘You being a relative and your mother only related through marriage.’


‘That would make a difference?’ Kate was trying to be very grown-up and ask the right questions.


‘A big difference I would say.’


‘What if Aunt Sarah doesn’t like me?’


‘She will.’


‘But what if she doesn’t?’ Kate persisted.


‘Then you’ll have to try and make her like you.’


‘How can I do that?’


‘You’ll find a way. I would advise you, lass, to get a letter off this very day, don’t delay. Write what you are going to say on a scrap of paper then copy it out carefully on to notepaper.’


‘Yes. There’s notepaper and envelopes in the bureau and I saw some stamps.’


‘Off you go then and make a start.’ She smiled. ‘The sooner it’s away the sooner you’ll get a reply.’


‘When Mr Hamilton-Harvey comes back I’ll be able to tell him I’ve written to my Aunt Sarah.’ Kate thought she was looking forward to that. She wanted him to know she wasn’t alone in the world.


‘You might have a reply by then if your aunt decides to answer your letter by return of post.’


‘If she says yes—’ Kate stopped and her heart began to pound. What would she be like, this strange aunt?


‘That’ll be you settled, lass, and I’ll be getting my walking ticket.’


‘Will you mind?’


She seemed to be pondering. ‘I’d like fine to be living in a house like this but there’s times it’s on the quiet side. I didn’t think I’d miss all the noise but I do and the clutter. Comes of being more comfortable with what you’re used to. Maybe my lot will appreciate me when I get home.’


Kate went through to sit at the bureau and write her letter. It wasn’t easy writing to someone you didn’t know. After several attempts she screwed the paper into a ball and threw it into the wastepaper basket. She tried again and thought she had it right. She would ask Mrs Lennox before copying it out on the good paper.


Mrs Lennox went through to the sitting-room and sat in the chair favoured by Mr Hamilton-Harvey. She put on her spectacles and took the single page from Kate.


‘Will that do?’ Kate asked uncertainly.


‘Let me read it then I’ll tell you. Very neat writing and I like to see that. It’ll show your aunt that you have taken care.’ She began to read.


Dear Aunt Sarah,


My mother died, I don’t know if you know that. She left me a letter and your address. She said that since my father was your brother you might be kind enough to let me live with you. I wouldn’t be in the way and I’m not noisy. I can make my own bed and keep my room tidy and I promise to help in any way I can.


Please let me know as soon as possible if I can come.


Yours sincerely,


Your niece Kate McPherson


‘Will that do?’ Kate asked anxiously.


‘It’s perfect.’ Mrs Lennox swallowed the lump in her throat and thought to herself that only a hard-hearted woman could say no to that.


On Friday the reply arrived with the first post and was addressed to Miss Kate McPherson. Kate picked up the cream envelope from the mat behind the door. The writing was large with heavy down strokes.


‘Open it, love, it’ll be the same news whether you open it now or later.’


‘I know.’ Kate took a deep breath and tearing a little of the flap put her finger inside and opened the envelope. It was very brief, Mrs Lennox could see that from where she was standing.


Kate was beaming. ‘I can go and live with her, she says so and I can tell that to Mr Hamilton-Harvey.’ Kate read it out aloud:


Dear Kate,


Your letter came as a surprise. I suppose I must offer you a home if you have nowhere else to go. Let me know when to expect you.


Aunt Sarah


‘I know what you are thinking, Mrs Lennox, that it isn’t very welcoming but she is only being honest. I’m only going to her because I have no choice and she probably thinks she has none either.’


Out of the mouth of babes, Mrs Lennox thought. Kate could be so childlike one minute then come away with something very grown-up. She eased her bulk out of the chair but Kate had got to the window first. A car had stopped outside.


‘He’s here, Mrs Lennox. That’s Mr Hamilton-Harvey getting out of the car.’


‘And that’s me off to the kitchen.’ The woman had become remarkably fleet of foot. ‘You answer the door.’


‘I don’t have to, he has his key.’


‘Of course, I wasn’t thinking. I’m all of a dither, his kind always get me that way.’ The kitchen door closed and a moment later there was the sound of a key turning in the lock. Edwin Hamilton-Harvey stepped inside and saw Kate at the sitting-room door.


‘Good morning, Kate, on your own?’


‘Mrs Lennox is in the kitchen. Do you want her?’


‘Not at present, I came to see you.’ He said no more until he was seated and indicated rather irritably that she should be seated too.


Kate sat down.


‘I may have a solution to the problem of what to do about you—’


‘You won’t have to do anything,’ Kate interrupted. ‘I’m going to live with my Aunt Sarah, she has just written to say so.’


‘Indeed!’ He seemed annoyed. ‘I’m glad to hear that, but had you told me this before it would have saved me a lot of trouble.’


‘I’m sorry but I didn’t know before today.’


He frowned. ‘May I enquire how you did come to know about this aunt since I was of the opinion that you had no one. Indeed I distinctly remember your mother saying so.’


Kate prepared herself for an explanation. ‘Aunt Sarah was my father’s sister although they didn’t know each other very well. That was because she was a lot older. My mother and – and my Aunt Sarah didn’t get on very well.’


‘I understand, relations were strained.’


She nodded. If that was the same as not getting on and she supposed it was. ‘I found my aunt’s address in the bureau.’


‘Where does this woman live?’


‘In Silverbank.’


‘Not a great distance.’ He was tapping his knee and pondering. ‘No doubt there is an adequate bus service but you will have your possessions to remove from The Rockery which rather puts paid to public transport. There must be one or two suitcases about the house and you have my permission to use them, in fact to keep them.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Get Mrs Lennox to assist you with your packing and we’ll arrange a time to have you and your belongings delivered to this aunt of yours.’


‘Mr Hamilton-Harvey?’


‘Yes?’ He smiled, relieved that she had dropped the Uncle Edwin seemingly without effort.


‘What were your plans for me?’


‘You are curious?’


She nodded. He was very approachable all of a sudden.


‘Arrangements were under way to have you cared for in a foster home.’


‘A foster home,’ she said fearfully.


‘Kate, I am not talking about an institution although that could have been your fate. No, my dear, I wouldn’t have had that. I was prepared to pay to have you live in a good foster home with other children like yourself. These are kind people, Kate, who do this for a living.’


‘I see.’


‘Still it isn’t to happen and I’m glad about that.’


‘Have you got a family, Mr Hamilton-Harvey?’ When the words were out she wondered how she had dared and he looked very surprised.


‘Yes, Kate, I have a son and a daughter.’ She heard the pride in his voice.


‘Grown-up family?’ She was getting very daring.


‘Just about,’ he smiled. ‘Roderick is almost fourteen and Alice is two years older.’


‘That’s nice,’ she said politely.


‘I think so too.’ He got up. ‘And now, my dear, I must go. As regards Mrs Lennox once you are with your aunt there will be nothing for her to do. She’ll know that herself but you can mention it. As for the remuneration I shall deal with that in a day or two.’


‘Thank you.’


They were standing facing each other. ‘This will probably be the last time I see you, Kate. I hope you settle down but I have no doubt you will.’ He was smiling as he held out his hand. She looked at him gravely and then shook his hand.


The packing was almost complete. The clothes, shoes, her clock, her mother’s jewellery box, which Mrs Lennox said was hers and she must take it, and other small items were divided between the two suitcases. They were leather and heavy before anything went into them. Her winter nap coat would be carried over her arm and her school books were in her schoolbag.


‘Is that the lot, Kate?’


‘I think so.’


‘Don’t you want to take any of your mother’s clothes? I mean small things like scarves, gloves and hankies.’


‘No. I have the jewellery and the little ornaments from her dressing-table,’ Kate said unsteadily, ‘that will do.’


‘That’s fine then, don’t go upsetting yourself. We’ll shut the cases and that will be that. You can close that bag if it will close.’


‘My dolls are in it and teddy’s going to be horribly squashed.’ She bit her lip. ‘I couldn’t leave them behind.’


‘Of course you couldn’t. One day when you have a wee girl of your own she’ll play with them.’


‘I’m going to cry, Mrs Lennox. I wish, oh, I wish I wish—’


‘We all wish things could be different, Kate, but we just have to do our best with the way things are. And don’t you dare start crying or you’ll set me off. No, love, even if it kills us we are going to part with a smile.’


When the car drew up at the gate they managed the parting without breaking down. The driver was a young man with a ready smile. The cases went in the boot and all the rest on the back seat.


‘A lot of luggage to take on holiday,’ he laughed.


‘I’m not going on holiday, I’m going away for ever.’


Hearing the break in her voice he looked at her quickly. ‘You want to sit with me in the front, you’ll have more room?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘In you go then. It’ll be nice to have a bonny wee lass to talk to on the journey.’


Kate was wearing a summer dress, her buttercup dress. Her mother had said when they bought it, that the buttercups looked so real she wanted to pick them. Kate had four summer dresses with her but she was wearing her favourite. Mrs Lennox had wondered if she would be warm enough. September could be on the cool side.


The car moved off slowly. Mrs Lennox was standing at the gate and they waved until they were lost to sight. Kate sat with her hands in her lap and stared straight ahead as they drove through the village and out on to the main road. The lad gave her time to recover then he spoke.


‘What’s your first name?’


‘Kate.’


‘Mine is Dave. Want to talk about it?’


‘Talk about what?’


‘Whatever is making you sad. Don’t if you don’t want to but sometimes it helps talking to a stranger.’


She glanced at him sideways. ‘I don’t mind telling you. My mother died and that’s why I’m sad.’


‘I’m sorry, Kate,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s awful for you and tough on your dad.’


‘He’s dead. He died when I was a baby. I can’t be sad about him because I never knew him. But I wish he hadn’t died, I wish I’d known him because being told about somebody isn’t the same is it?’


‘Not the same at all.’


Poor kid, he thought, this was probably her being dumped on some relative. He hoped whoever it was would be good to her.


‘Look under the dashboard, Kate, and you’ll find a bag of caramels.’


‘A dashboard is that what it’s called?’ She found the bag and took out two caramels. ‘Shall I unwrap yours for you?’


‘Yes, please. It can be tricky doing that and driving. Don’t want to land in the ditch do we?’


‘Want me to pop it into your mouth?’


‘No, I think I’ll manage that.’


‘I’m going to live with my Aunt Sarah. She doesn’t know me and I won’t be very welcome.’


‘That I do not believe, anyone would welcome you.’


She shook her head. ‘I wrote and asked if I could come and live with her because I had nowhere else to go. She said I could come but it wasn’t a very – a very—’


‘Welcoming letter,’ he finished for her.


‘I told her I wouldn’t be any trouble.’


‘There you are then. I bet she’ll give you a big hug when she sees you.’


‘She didn’t like my mother, they didn’t get on.’


‘Happens in families, but you can’t be blamed for that.’


Kate brightened. ‘Maybe we will get to like each other.’


‘You’re a brave wee soul.’


Kate looked at him seriously. ‘I’m not brave, I’ve got a scary feeling inside. Mr Hamilton-Harvey—’


‘He a friend of yours?’


‘No. He – he was a friend of my mother’s. Is he a friend of yours?’


‘Hardly! You must be joking. His kind and mine don’t mix. He knows my employer and it was my luck to land for this job. I like driving and I like it even better when I have someone like you to talk to. Especially since you are bonny.’


‘Am I really?’ She sounded coy but she wanted to know. If Dave thought her pretty then she must be.


‘A wee smasher.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘A lass who takes the eye. Thought you would have known that.’


She shook her head.


‘Wolf whistle. Ever heard of a wolf whistle?’


‘No.’


‘You will when you are a bit older. How old are you?’


‘Ten and a half.’


‘In a few years you’ll forget about that half.’


‘How old are you?’


‘About twice your age. If you’re moving you’ll have to go to a new school.’


‘Yes,’ she said a little fearfully.


‘Don’t worry about that, one is pretty much like another.’


‘That’s what Mrs Lennox said.’


‘That the old dear who was seeing you off?’


‘Yes. She looked after me when my – when my mother got ill.’


He was a kind-hearted lad and he wanted to take her mind off her troubles.


‘Bet you were top of the class.’


‘Sometimes but not always.’


‘Must be great to have brains. Me, I was nearer the bottom of the class.’


‘You are only saying that.’


‘All right, I was about the middle. You know, not brilliant but not quite a dunce.’


‘We’ll soon be there,’ Kate said in a small voice. ‘That road sign we passed said three miles to Silverbank.’


‘Saw it too. Once we reach Silverbank we’ll have to stop and ask directions to this house. What is it called?’


‘Oakdene House.’


‘Sounds posh.’


‘I don’t know whether it is or not.’


‘You’ll soon find out.’


‘Where do you live, Dave?’


‘Invergowrie. Now that’s a grand wee place.’


Kate was sure he would have a kind mother. Maybe he had sisters and brothers and they were a real family. It must be nice to belong to a big family and never be lonely. She wondered what Aunt Sarah would be like and the funny fluttery feeling was back in her stomach.


‘Here we are, Kate, my little princess, just approaching the village and that woman with the shopping bags is bound to be local and probably knows everyone.’ He stopped the car, leaned across Kate and wound down the window. ‘Excuse me.’


She came over. ‘Needing directions?’


‘Yes, please. How do we get to Oakdene House?’


‘Home of Miss McPherson?’


‘Yes,’ Kate said.


‘Keep on right through the village then take the left turn at the church. There are four houses and the one you want is the last, next to Alf McKenzie’s field.’


‘Thank you very much.’


‘You’re welcome.’


Dave started up the car. ‘Clear directions and believe me you don’t always get them. I’ve seen me being directed miles out of my way.’ They turned left at the church and to Dave this was a very posh area: no one was short of a bob or two or they wouldn’t be living here.


The houses were solid, stone-built and each was given privacy by the tall trees separating them. Oakdene was the smallest though a good size. The manse belonging to the church at the corner was huge and the other two were large family houses.
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