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  Chapter One




  The garden was looking tired. It was late summer and the roses were past their best. The long dry spell had taken its toll leaving the grass parched and the earth cracked and

  grey. A good downpour would do a lot of good but it was dangerous to wish for rain. Once it began it forgot to stop.




  Lois wiped her brow and looking about her thought there was little to show for her hard work. Putting down the trowel she went over to sit on the wooden bench below the kitchen window. In her

  sleeveless blue cotton dress, faded from so many washings and with brown sandals on her bare feet, sixteen-year-old Lois Pringle leaned back, closed her eyes against the strong sunshine and

  listened to the distant droning of a bee. She must have dozed off and when she opened her eyes the voices drifted out to her.




  ‘Andrew, what are you doing home at this time? Is anything wrong? Are you unwell?’




  Lois heard the alarm in her mother’s voice and wondered too. Her father was never home in the afternoon; he should have been in his office in Dundee.




  ‘Does something have to be wrong?’ The voice was impatient. ‘If you must know the painters were in the office over the weekend and that sickening smell of paint was giving me a

  headache.’




  ‘Didn’t you think to open the windows?’




  ‘Harriet, I may only be a humble accountant but please give me credit for some sense. Of course I opened the windows, opened the damn things as far as they would go.’ He didn’t

  add that as far as they would go was only about an inch and that the paint wouldn’t let them budge.




  ‘Yes, well, people don’t always remember to do the obvious.’




  Lois smothered a giggle. How like her mother.




  ‘Perhaps not, but I have brought work home with me so I have no need to feel guilty.’




  ‘I should just think not. You give that office more than its fair share of your time.’




  ‘The work has to be done, Harriet, and we older ones are expected to show an example. Is this you on your way out?’




  ‘Not just yet, I’ve time to make a cup of tea.’




  ‘That would be welcome. I’ll have it here then take myself off to the study.’




  Lois heard the rush of water as her mother filled the kettle.




  ‘Biscuits, dear, or would you prefer a piece of cake? The sultana is finished and the bought Madeira is quite dry I’m afraid. With me rushed off my feet there has been no time for

  baking and Lois shows no interest in learning.’




  Lois made a face.




  ‘A biscuit will do very well and since you have mentioned Lois this might be a good opportunity to talk about something that is beginning to worry me. No, not beginning, it has been

  concerning me for some time.’




  ‘Really! And what might that be may I ask?’




  ‘Lois. Where is she by the way?’




  ‘In the garden.’




  This was the time to get up and walk away. Lois remembered the old saying that listeners never hear any good of themselves. It was unlikely to be of any importance but if she just crept away she

  would forever wonder what it was she had missed.




  ‘I can’t think what there is to discuss,’ her mother continued.




  ‘Can’t you?’




  ‘No, I cannot and do remember, Andrew, that I haven’t all day. I’m going out.’




  ‘Another meeting?’




  ‘Yes, another meeting and do I detect sarcasm?’




  ‘Not at all, dear, but as I have said before you do too much. It is wise to be able to delegate and you should remember that.’




  ‘Do you? Delegate I mean?’




  ‘I’m learning to.’




  ‘I prefer to do things myself and that way I know they are done properly.’




  ‘Yes, well, I don’t suppose you’ll change and now to what I was going to say about Lois.’




  ‘Are you by any chance suggesting that I am failing in my duty to my family?’




  ‘Not at all. You are a good mother, Harriet, but you do rather favour Marie. No, Harriet, don’t interrupt, let me have my say then you can have yours. A mother can have her favourite

  child, it is quite natural, but what a mother must never do is to let it show. Children soon forget the kindnesses shown to them but they do not forget or easily forgive those they consider have

  treated them badly.’




  ‘Words fail me, they really do. Winnie cannot possibly feel neglected. As the youngest—’




  ‘Winnie, I quite agree, comes in for a fair share of your loving care. I am not disputing that. Lois, on the other hand, is not so lucky.’




  ‘That is untrue. I do my best for that girl but she is difficult and I’m going to say it, ungrateful.’




  ‘Why on earth should Lois be grateful? Do the other two show any gratitude?’




  ‘This conversation is becoming ridiculous. Do you want more tea?’




  ‘No, thank you.’




  ‘Then I’ll empty the teapot.’




  ‘Don’t bother, sit where you are until we have this out.’




  ‘Very well, Andrew, since you’ve brought up the subject, what about you? You show your preference for Lois.’




  ‘I don’t think so, but if it is true it is only very recently. Harriet, I am not blind to the way you treat Lois. She is always the last to be considered and taking her away from

  school when she wanted to stay on was unforgivable.’




  ‘I can’t do everything, I need some assistance in the house.’




  ‘But why Lois? She is the brightest of the three and the one to have benefited from extra schooling.’




  ‘I don’t recall there being much opposition from you?’




  ‘I know and I bitterly regret it. There were serious problems at work causing me a great deal of worry but even so that is no excuse. Tell me, Harriet, was it spite? Were you afraid of

  Lois getting the qualifications that were beyond Marie?’




  ‘Now you are being insulting.’




  ‘No, I just want this all out in the open. Marie was hopeless at school and desperate to leave. Surely she was much better suited to give you the assistance you claim you need.’




  ‘With Marie’s looks and charms she doesn’t need to be academic. Few boys are drawn to brainy girls,’ she said smugly.




  ‘I disagree but never mind that.’




  ‘For your information, Marie is doing very well in her job and has a real flair for fashion. In fact there is the possibility of promotion.’




  ‘In a small dress shop? Don’t make me laugh. What possible promotion can there be other than a bob or two on her wages? Now had she been working in a department

  store—’




  ‘I would not have allowed my daughter to work in a store. Madame Yvette’s, I’ll have you know is a high-class establishment and she is just delighted with Marie.’ There

  was a pause, then she added, ‘She is so pretty and charming.’




  ‘Who Madame or Marie?’




  ‘Don’t be flippant, Andrew.’




  ‘My dear Harriet, surely you haven’t been taken in by Madame Yvette? The woman is no more French than you are. That frightful accent is put on to impress the customers.’




  ‘May I ask how you happen to be so knowledgeable about Marie’s employer?’




  ‘Office gossip I’m afraid. Madame Yvette, in real life, was plump little Lizzie Robertson. She was at school with the mother of one of my juniors. Bob Fairlie heard them talking,

  remembered me telling him where Marie worked—’




  ‘And you had a good laugh?’




  ‘We did as a matter of fact.’




  ‘Could we end this conversation here and now?’




  ‘In a minute. All I ask is that you treat the three of them the same. Lois is a nice child.’




  ‘She is moody and difficult and not a bit like the other two. You don’t have her all day, I do.’




  ‘In other words I’m wasting my breath?’




  ‘Yes, you are.’




  There was a long pause and Lois made to get up, then stayed put when her father spoke again.




  ‘Lois tells me that she is doing well at evening school and her shorthand and typing speeds are good. She is hoping for a job in an office.’




  ‘Not with you I hope?’




  ‘No, I agree that would be unwise but I have contacts that may prove helpful.’




  ‘And what about me or are my needs of no importance?’




  ‘You have Mrs Briggs to do the heavy work and the woman might be prepared to do extra if she were asked. I don’t keep you short of money.’




  ‘I never suggested you did. As for Mrs Briggs, to ask that woman to do anything other than scrub floors would be like letting a bull into a china shop.’




  ‘If she is that bad get someone else.’




  ‘Not as easy as you think. Domestic help is becoming extremely difficult to come by and I need someone I can trust. Lois is far from ideal but at least she can be left in the house. Oh,

  for goodness sake, would you look at the time? I’ve missed my bus and I pride myself on never being late. This is your fault, Andrew.’




  ‘Don’t upset yourself the car is at the gate and I’ll run you to where you want to go.’




  ‘The church hall.’




  There was the sound of a chair being scraped back and Lois kept out of sight until she heard the car start up. Then she went in by the back door which was open to let the air in and through the

  scullery to the kitchen. Two cups and saucers were on the table together with the biscuit tin which was open showing the rush her mother had been in. Lois helped herself to a custard cream and

  poured herself a cup of tea. Nursing the cup, Lois thought back to how barren her childhood had been. If it had been the same for Marie and Winnie she could have accepted that her mother was one of

  those women who find it hard to show affection. But her mother wasn’t made like that. There had been no lack of warmth for her sisters. Was it surprising then that the feeling that there must

  be something wrong with her had taken root? She had tried so hard to win her mother’s love and when she failed, Lois recalled the despair of her anger and the deep, deep hurt. Young as she

  was some kind of pride had made her pretend that she didn’t care. Only she did, she cared so very much – it was her own lonely, private misery.




  Muirford where the Pringles had their home was a thriving coastal town on the east coast of Scotland not far from the city of Dundee famous for its Jute, Jam and Journalism.

  The train stopped briefly at Muirford to pick up its passengers. It was an attractive station with a lovely floral display that drew many exclamations of delight. The stationmaster, a portly man

  with a round smiling face, took full credit. The inhabitants and especially those who made use of the station, were justifiably proud that for the last five years – 1925 to 1930 – the

  station had won the prestigious award for being the cleanest and the best kept.




  Most of the passengers for the first train of the day were smartly dressed businessmen carrying brief-cases and umbrellas who preferred to put some distance between home and their place of work.

  Occasionally Andrew Pringle used his car for the journey though he favoured the train since it gave him the chance to relax and read his newspaper which he bought at the station kiosk. The local

  paper was delivered to the house but not until after he had left. This suited Harriet since, had her husband taken the Courier with him, she would not have seen it until the evening. That is

  if he remembered to bring it home.




  The house the Pringles lived in was known as Laurelbank and was a detached villa in Greenacre on the outskirts of Muirford. This was a quiet residential district with a close-knit community

  enjoying many of the advantages of a village. The church, St David’s, was within walking distance and each Sunday morning the bells rang out at ten fifty and continued ringing until the

  service began at eleven. St David’s was where the family worshipped and had their own pew for which they paid a half-yearly sum. Sitting for an hour and a quarter on a hard wooden seat was

  anything but comfortable and Harriet had finally persuaded her husband to follow others’ lead and have a cushioned seat that stretched the full length. Individual cushions were inclined to go

  astray. Since Andrew attended church only occasionally the matter was of little importance to him but it made a big difference to the others. There were fewer grimaces when they got up.




  The accommodation at Laurelbank consisted of a good-sized, well-furnished sitting-room and a square-shaped dining-room. Both rooms had a bay window. The curtains in the sitting-room were a deep

  blue velvet with a matching pelmet whilst the ones in the dining-room were cream and brown and in a floral pattern. Some years ago when the family was very young, a large cupboard had been turned

  into a downstairs cloakroom with a toilet and washhand basin. This convenience reduced wear on the stair carpet and frayed tempers in the morning since Andrew had first use of the bathroom and the

  others made do with the cloakroom. Also downstairs was a large kitchen with shelves and cupboards. The tiny scullery had a sink and a draining-board and under it a clutter of enamel basins and a

  pail. Andrew’s study was between the living-room and the dining-room. Upstairs were three bedrooms, a boxroom and a bathroom. The bath was white with claw feet and a cork mat sat on the

  linoleum which was blue and white. There were shelves beside the window and on one was Andrew’s shaving kit.




  The front rooms had a lovely view of green fields and beyond that were rolling hills. From the upstairs back windows could be seen slate-roofed houses and in between them a tantalising glimpse

  of the sea.




  Since neither Andrew nor Harriet were keen gardeners – Andrew confessed to not knowing a flower from a weed – it was fortunate that the garden was not over-large. They did have a

  gardener of sorts, an elderly man who came to Laurelbank twice a week in the growing season and at odd times when a clean-up was necessary. The front garden was smallish and on a slope which made

  gardening more difficult. Angus McGregor regularly complained about his back and grumbled as he laboured. His work was far from satisfactory which was why Lois had to help. On several occasions

  Harriet had tried to dispense with the gardener’s services but Angus chose not to listen and turned up just as usual. A replacement would have been far from easy unless Harriet was prepared

  to pay a lot more and as Angus probably knew this, things just carried on in the same way.




  Down at the foot of the garden was a clump of berry bushes and most years there was a good yield from them. By the end of the jam-making season the shelves in Harriet’s kitchen would be

  filled with jars lined up like soldiers on parade. Each one had a label showing the contents to be either blackcurrant or raspberry and giving the date of making. In a corner and protected from the

  birds, was a small bed of strawberries which might produce enough for eating for two or three nights and take the place of a pudding. They were delicious served with a sprinkling of caster sugar

  and a dollop of thick cream when the dairy could oblige.




  To buy strawberries for jam was considered by many housewives, including Harriet, to be ridiculously expensive and picking one’s own made good sense. Harriet arranged a day when the girls

  were to be at home and the weather favourable. They would sit down to have a picnic meal in some farmer’s field, occasionally joining like-minded people but more often keeping to themselves.

  The picking of the berries was left to the young ones. Harriet’s back wouldn’t take the strain but from where she sat she was able to keep an eye on the Pringle girls as they selected

  the biggest and juiciest to put in their containers.










  Chapter Two




  Mindful of her duties, Lois first cleared the table then, getting out a sharp knife, began on the vegetables. Marie and Winnie preferred to take sandwiches with them rather

  have the rush to get home and back in an hour. Andrew made do with a light lunch in a nearby restaurant.




  This meant that at six o’clock or close to it, the Pringles sat down together for their main meal of the day which they ate in the dining-room. The three courses were followed by tea or

  coffee with Andrew preferring coffee and the others tea. Marie, believing it to be more sophisticated to drink coffee, was trying to acquire a taste for it. Harriet dished up the food in the

  kitchen and Lois carried the plates through. The clearing up was left to Lois with Winnie occasionally giving a hand.




  Lois didn’t suppose she was overworked, it was just that she could call no particular time of the day her own. Evening school took up three nights a week which left little time for

  enjoyment, but she didn’t mind since it was the way to get qualifications which would enable her to apply for an office job.




  The preparations for the meal complete, Lois dried her hands on the towel and went through to the sitting-room. She would have half an hour with her library book. Sitting down she opened it at

  the place and with her legs tucked under her began to read. So engrossed was she that the half-hour became an hour and Lois only realised that her mother was in the room when she heard the voice

  rich with disapproval.




  ‘I might have known. Really, Lois, you are the limit. Is this all you can find to do?’




  Lois looked up guiltily and closed the book, forgetting in her haste and confusion to put in the bookmark. Then she felt a spurt of anger.




  ‘Is it so dreadful to come home and find me reading?’




  ‘At this time of day it is,’ Harriet snapped. Her feet were killing her and that wasn’t improving her temper. ‘What about the evening meal? Did you give any thought to

  that?’




  ‘All taken care of.’




  ‘And, of course, you never look for work, that would never occur to you. There is always work to be done in a house, Lois.’




  Then why don’t you stay in and do it? It was what Lois longed to say and one day she would pluck up courage to say just that. Or would she?




  Harriet Pringle was forty-six, of medium height and quite pleasant-looking when her face wasn’t creased in a frown. Despite depriving herself of the sweet dishes she loved, her figure was

  thickening. Her complexion remained good but her blond hair had darkened to a nondescript colour. She had thick, shapeless legs and suffered badly from swollen ankles which bulged over her sensible

  brown brogues.




  After undoing the buttons of her tweed costume jacket, Harriet sat down on the pale pink sofa and, with one foot, dragged over the stool and put her feet on it.




  ‘That’s better. What a relief to be sitting down,’ she said with a deep sigh. ‘I’ve hardly been off my feet all day.’




  ‘Why don’t you ease off and let someone else do something for a change?’ Lois asked as she adjusted the chairback cover.




  ‘This awful heat has a lot to do with my tiredness, we aren’t used to it,’ Harriet said avoiding a direct answer. ‘A light dress and cardigan would have been more

  suitable but one can never be sure, the weather can be so changeable. As for someone doing something . . .’ She shook her head. ‘None of them, Lois, would have the faintest idea of how

  to go about it. They are like children and have to be told everything. Making the tea and preparing sandwiches is about their only strength.’




  ‘That could be because it is all they are asked to do,’ Lois almost said, but stopped herself in time. ‘You should try explaining to them what it is you want. They can’t

  all be stupid.’




  ‘I’m not so sure.’




  Harriet, like a lot of domineering women, didn’t think of herself as bossy but rather as super efficient. She fought tooth and nail to get a place on every committee in the firm belief

  that those same committees would not long survive without her organising skills. If the ladies of Greenacre resented the way Harriet threw her weight about, and most of them did, they had the good

  sense to keep quiet. No one actually liked the woman but all were agreed that when it came to the bit, Harriet Pringle was the driving force that got things done.




  ‘I forget if this is the day that Winnie goes straight from school to her piano lessons?’




  ‘It is.’




  Harriet smiled. Fourteen-year-old Winnie had gained her first certificate a year ago with just three marks short of honours.




  ‘So nice to have a pianist in the family and such an accomplishment for a young girl. We must give her all the encouragement we can.’




  The removal of the secondhand piano from the sitting-room into the dining-room had not pleased Harriet one bit but in this her husband had been adamant. He had no objections, he said, to his

  youngest daughter learning the piano but he wanted some peace when he got home. Scales were the worst and got on his nerves. The sitting-room was where he read his papers and he had no intention of

  changing his routine and no, he would not go into his study. This was all explained to an angry Harriet who was prepared to stand her ground until Andrew threatened to take himself to his local if

  his wishes weren’t carried out there and then.




  That had the desired effect as he expected it would. As a child Harriet could remember how fond of the bottle her father had been and the times she had blushed with shame to see him stagger

  home. Andrew was a moderate drinker and she wanted to keep it that way.




  There were no casters on the piano and it took the five of them, with many stops for rests, to carry it into the dining-room then position it against the wall opposite the sideboard. Somehow it

  didn’t look right, just out of place. Harriet tried altering the position of the other furniture but it still didn’t look right and by this time they were all exhausted.




  ‘Evening classes again tonight?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Three nights a week, isn’t that rather overdoing it?’




  ‘I don’t think so.’




  ‘Dressmaking, now if you were doing something useful like that I could understand it.’




  ‘Dressmaking or sewing of any kind doesn’t happen to interest me.’ Her mother knew that.




  ‘More’s the pity. Think how handy it would be and the savings if you could run up a dress or a skirt. Becky Calderwood makes all her own clothes.’




  Lois had seen some of Becky’s attempts. ‘I know.’ She didn’t add that it showed, but perhaps her tone of voice said it for her.




  ‘Admittedly Becky isn’t very good yet, but she’s keen and she’ll improve.’




  ‘No doubt she will.’ Lois paused. ‘Mum, you know perfectly well why I am attending evening school. I want to get some qualifications so that I can get a job.’




  Lois dreamed of getting a job, any job in fact just so long as it got her away from the house. She imagined the freedom it would give her and if she saved very, very hard perhaps in time she

  could leave home altogether. Of course she would be sad to leave her dad and Winnie, Marie too but not so much in Marie’s case. No more than idle dreams, she didn’t see it ever

  happening, but if she got a job it would be a beginning.




  ‘What makes you think you will be better off in an office?’




  ‘I don’t, but I would like the opportunity to find out.’




  ‘You, my girl, don’t know when you are well off.’




  Lois thought about her day and the dreariness of it. Up first in the morning to get the breakfast started. Mrs Briggs did the scrubbing and the heavy work but even so there was plenty to do and

  her mother was doing less and less. If she had fixed hours she would know where she stood and then there was the matter of money. She got pocket money and her clothes were bought for her, but there

  was no wage packet. She had never had the thrill of opening one yet.




  ‘I don’t consider that I am well off and if you want the truth, Mum, I feel exploited.’




  ‘Exploited!’ Harriet spluttered. ‘Would you mind explaining that to me if, indeed, you know the meaning of the word?’




  ‘I do and I’ll explain with pleasure.’ Lois was surprised and pleased at the calm of her voice when inside she was shaking. ‘It suits you very well to have me at home

  since it leaves you free to serve on all those committees of yours and attend all the meetings. If I wasn’t here you would have to rush home to see to the meals.’




  ‘How dare you speak to me like that, you impudent hussy.’ Blotches of angry colour burned high in Harriet’s cheeks.




  Lois’s courage hadn’t failed her yet and she wouldn’t stop now. If she did she would never have the courage again.




  ‘Yes, I’m daring to speak to you like this because I want you to realise what you have done to me.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I was doing well at school, my teachers told

  you that and I was keen to stay on. You, however, had other plans for me and all my pleading was in vain.’




  ‘You weren’t victimised, Marie left when she was fifteen,’ Harriet snapped.




  ‘That’s true. Marie was desperate to get away and you know the reason for that. Academically she was poor and there would have been no point in her remaining at school. She would

  have had to repeat a year and that would have meant her being with me and that would never have done.’




  ‘Marie has brains, she just didn’t use them.’




  Lois knew that wasn’t true. She was a year behind Marie but even so she had been able to help her with her homework. Marie had struggled to keep up with the others in her class and then

  when she couldn’t she had just given up.




  ‘Marie wanted to leave school the minute she could and what I can’t understand is why Marie couldn’t have stayed at home.’




  Harriet took her time before replying. ‘You won’t recall because you don’t wish to but it so happens that when Marie left school I wasn’t so heavily involved in my

  committees and charity work.’




  ‘No, it is just since I’ve been at home.’




  Harriet overturned the stool then righted it. Raising her face she looked at Lois coldly.




  ‘It is completely out of the question for Marie to be at home.’




  ‘Would you mind telling me why?’




  ‘Marie is holding down a responsible job.’




  ‘No, she isn’t, anybody could do what she does.’




  ‘Really, what a dreadful thing to say, but typical of you. Jealousy is your trouble, you have always been jealous of Marie.’




  Lois shook her head. ‘You couldn’t be more wrong.’




  ‘I’m not wrong. You are jealous because Marie is so popular and never without a boyfriend whilst you—’




  ‘I don’t get much chance to go out and meet anyone,’ she shouted. Her courage was beginning to fail her and Lois felt like weeping.




  ‘You are not a prisoner.’




  ‘Why do you like to hurt me?’ Lois burst out.




  ‘What nonsense you talk. You have nothing to complain about, you have a good home—’




  ‘Yes, Mum,’ Lois said wearily. ‘I share it with Marie and Winnie but what I don’t share . . .’ She stopped.




  ‘Go on, finish what you were going to say.’




  ‘You’ve never loved me, never shown me any affection.’




  ‘Have I ever lifted a hand to you?’




  ‘No, but then neither have you to Marie and Winnie.’




  ‘There was never any necessity, they are good girls.’




  ‘And I’m not?’




  ‘You, Lois, are not a very lovable person,’ Harriet said cruelly, then wished the words unsaid when she saw the stricken look on Lois’s face. But it was too late, she

  couldn’t take them back.




  ‘One day, Mum,’ Lois said unsteadily, ‘one day when it is too late you are going to be sorry for the way you have treated me.’




  ‘Oh, for goodness sake pull yourself together, you see slights where none are intended.’




  It came as a relief to both of them when Winnie came bursting in. In one hand she had a bulging schoolbag and in the other a music case. Both got dumped on the floor and then sensing an

  atmosphere she looked from one to the other.




  ‘What’s the matter?’




  ‘Need you ask? Madam, here, just being her awkward self.’




  ‘Lois isn’t awkward, Mum,’ Winnie said quietly. ‘You never pick on Marie or me, it is always Lois and I just wish you wouldn’t.’




  ‘Winnie, my dear, I don’t pick on anyone. You aren’t here all day and Lois, if she got away with it, would do as little as possible.’




  ‘You’re out most of the time and I bet she does plenty. Lois wants to go out to work like Marie and why shouldn’t she?’




  ‘I need her at home, that’s why.’




  ‘You could have me. I’m a dunce and I would be better at home helping you. In fact come to think about it that is what I’d like to do.’




  ‘Now, now! You are just being a silly girl,’ Harriet smiled. ‘I want to hear your news, how did the music lesson go? Is Miss Reid pleased with your progress?’




  Winnie scowled. The lesson hadn’t gone well and Miss Reid had been anything but pleased. ‘You are losing interest, Winnie,’ she had said, ‘and when that happens it is

  useless to go on.’ Winnie knew it to be true but there was no point in trying to tell her mother that. Her mother had set her heart on having a pianist in the family and that was that.




  ‘How should I know?’




  ‘Doesn’t she say?’




  Winnie shrugged.




  ‘Oh dear, in a mood are we?’




  ‘No, I’m not.’




  ‘I’m sure Miss Reid is pleased, dear. I, myself, can hear how well you are getting on. It is just a case of practice, practice, practice. That is what makes a good

  pianist.’




  ‘How wrong you are, Mum, musicians are born with a gift, the rest of us are just plodders.’




  ‘You are no plodder, you have a certificate.’




  ‘Oh, Mum,’ Winnie said wearily.




  ‘You sound tired and, of course, it is a longish day for you. A glass of milk will keep you going until your father gets home. Lois, go and see to it.’




  ‘I don’t want a glass of milk and if I did I’m perfectly capable of pouring one out for myself.’




  Harriet sighed and got heavily to her feet. ‘That outburst of yours has upset me, Lois. I’m going upstairs to wash and change and by the time I come down I shall expect you to have

  an apology ready.’




  ‘I’m afraid you won’t get one,’ Lois said quietly and turning followed Winnie into the kitchen. They heard Harriet’s heavy step on the stairs.




  ‘What was all that about?’




  ‘Oh, this, that and the next thing. No matter what I do or say I seem to irritate Mum.’




  ‘I wonder why? She does pick on you, I notice it more now than I used to.’




  ‘It isn’t my imagination then?’ Lois smiled.




  ‘No. Dad doesn’t do it and I can’t understand why Mum does.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it.’




  ‘I do though, I hate unfairness.’




  ‘That’s nice of you, Winnie, but truly it doesn’t worry me so much now.’




  Winnie nodded but she didn’t look convinced. ‘She’s my mum and I love her but there are times when she has me about screaming.’




  ‘You’ve nothing to scream about, Mum is all right to you.’




  Winnie swallowed the last of the biscuit and reached in the tin for another.




  ‘Put you off your meal.’




  ‘No, it won’t, it will just make me fatter.’




  ‘Don’t call yourself that. What you are is—’




  ‘Nicely plump.’ She made a face and Lois laughed.




  Winnie had a round happy face and like Marie took her fair colouring from her mother. Unlike Marie, who had a slim figure, Winnie was small and on the plump side. Harriet called it puppy fat and

  kept telling her that it would disappear as she got older. Winnie had been hearing that for such a long time that she no longer believed it. Sadly both girls had inherited their mother’s

  shapeless legs.




  Winnie gave a sigh of exasperation. ‘I just wish that Mum would stop going on about the piano,’ she said lowering her voice. ‘If only she would try to understand that I’m

  nothing special and never will be.’




  ‘She’s proud of you getting that certificate.’




  ‘Oh, that! Lois, I only got it because the examiner was sorry for me.’




  ‘That’s rubbish. No examiner would pass you unless he was satisfied with your performance.’




  ‘Promise me you won’t repeat it and I’ll tell you something.’




  ‘I promise.’




  ‘I was nervous but then so were the others. We just sat and looked at each other and waited our turn. When mine came I went in and sat down at the piano.’ Winnie paused to wipe the

  crumbs from her navy-blue school skirt. ‘I was told to play my piece and I was doing fine or so I thought, when I struck a wrong note. Lois, I was so convinced I’d failed and so

  disappointed after all the hours of practice I’d put in that I began to cry. I couldn’t help it.’ She smiled. ‘The examiner – he looked a bit like Dad – gave me

  his clean handkerchief out of his pocket, patted my shoulder and said I was doing very nicely, just to take my time and play the piece again when I was ready.’




  ‘Which you did?’




  ‘Which I did. Honestly I felt such a fool and would you believe it I made the same mistake again, only this time I didn’t stop.’




  ‘Maybe he didn’t notice the wrong note.’




  Winnie shook her head. ‘Lois, of course he did, he must have. An examiner has to have a sharp ear, he couldn’t miss a wrong note or he wouldn’t be an examiner.’




  ‘In that case you must have done exceptionally well with the rest.’




  ‘You know I never thought of that,’ Winnie said looking genuinely surprised, ‘but I suppose it was possible.’




  ‘More than possible I’d say.’




  ‘Thanks, Lois, thanks very much, I wish I’d told you before instead of keeping it to myself.’ Winnie got to her feet. ‘Suppose I’d better get out of this beastly

  uniform.’




  ‘Don’t forget your schoolbag and your music case.’ Winnie was moving away. ‘Get them later.’




  ‘Not advisable, Winnie. Mum might fall over them.’




  She came back to pick them up. ‘Oh, heck, I’d better shift them or I’ll be joining you in the dog-house.’




  Andrew did little talking at the table, preferring to give his attention to the food. In any case what was said held no interest for him. All Marie seemed able to talk about

  was that damned shop and who had been buying what. As for Harriet – his scowl deepened – she was as bad encouraging her. A houseful of women was a bit much some days.




  Lois had coerced Winnie into helping with the washing-up. Winnie wasn’t reluctant to help but it rattled her that Marie got off scot free. Sure to complain about being tired when she was

  asked to do something but no hint of it when she was getting ready to go out with her latest boyfriend. Why, she wondered, did her mother treat Lois the way she did – at times not much better

  than a servant. Not something new. She supposed it had always gone on, but what you were used to you just accepted without really noticing. Lois didn’t say much but Winnie had the feeling

  that it was all building up and one day there would be a real showdown.




  Andrew was behind his newspaper and Harriet was working at her embroidery. While her fingers made neat little stitches her thoughts drifted to when the girls had been tiny and a lot less worry.

  Perhaps she was wrong thinking that, for worries there had been. Hadn’t she nursed them through those childhood ailments – chickenpox, measles, mumps and most serious of all, scarlet

  fever. She remembered the broken nights then having to drag herself up in the morning to see to Andrew’s breakfast before he set out. Those had been the difficult times with no one to help

  her. If only her mother had been spared but she had died soon after Marie was born.




  She smiled to herself, picturing in her mind Marie and Winnie with their flaxen hair, big pale-blue eyes and chubby limbs. How adorable they had been and everyone had remarked on how lucky she

  was to have such lovely children. The dark-haired, quiet, skinny little girl with her pale face and her sticklike legs had been the plain one. Now all that was changed. Though it pained Harriet to

  admit it there was no denying that Lois was blossoming into a beauty with her lovely figure and long, shapely legs.




  When heads turned it would be to look at Lois.




  ‘Now then, young lady, what have you to say for yourself?’




  ‘Dad, I know I shouldn’t have lost my temper,’ Lois said with downcast eyes.




  ‘You upset your mother,’ he said sternly.




  ‘Not as much as she upset me,’ Lois flashed back, surprised and hurt that she wasn’t getting the sympathy she had expected.




  ‘Lois, my dear, there are always faults on both sides and losing one’s temper only makes matters worse.’




  The evening sunshine slanted into the book-lined study where Lois and her father were sitting in comfortable chairs. Andrew was behind his desk and Lois facing him. Her father was a fine-looking

  man for forty-nine, clean-shaven and with traces of grey in the thick dark hair. Broad-shouldered and just short of six feet, Andrew, as a young man both before his marriage and after, had been

  slim and athletic. Now, apart from an occasional game of golf, he took little exercise and like his wife his figure was thickening.




  Lois had been hoping that her outburst would have gone unreported but she might have known better, Harriet had only been waiting for a convenient time.




  ‘You aren’t exactly in your mother’s good books.’




  ‘Nothing surprising about that, Dad. I can’t do anything to please Mum.’




  ‘Maybe you imagine some of it?’ He raised an eyebrow and she shook her head.




  You know it isn’t imagination, she thought, or you wouldn’t have said all that to Mum about being concerned. ‘No it isn’t imagination, I only wish it were. Even Winnie

  has noticed and remarked on it.’ Lois paused and bit her lip. ‘Dad, I’m not prepared to put up with it for much longer.’




  ‘Now you are just being silly, Lois,’ he said almost angrily. The hurt look and the trembling lip made Andrew feel murderous towards his wife, but he couldn’t afford to show

  it. He could, however, show a bit more understanding.




  ‘Dad, may I ask you something?’




  ‘My dear child, you don’t have to ask.’




  Lois took a deep breath and was careful. It wouldn’t do to let him know that she had been eavesdropping. ‘I don’t cause any trouble and I’m certainly no worse than Marie

  and Winnie so it must be something about me that Mum doesn’t like. She must have told you, she wouldn’t keep a thing like that to herself.’




  Andrew was equally careful, he was treading on dangerous ground.




  ‘Lois, it is a sad but true fact of life that a mother may show favour among her children. A first-born has a very special place in her heart and the youngest comes in for a bit of

  spoiling.’




  ‘Meaning the middle one doesn’t count,’ she said with a half laugh, then shook her head vigorously. ‘No, Dad, that won’t do. Middle children in other families

  don’t miss out. It has to be more than that.’




  In those moments Andrew was almost tempted but he couldn’t. The day would come but until then he could do no more than reason with Harriet and appeal to her better nature.




  ‘Try to make the best of things, lass, and once you have those certificates I’ll use what influence I have to get you fixed up with a job.’




  ‘I don’t want that,’ she said firmly.




  ‘You prefer to do this on your own? Very commendable, my dear, but rather difficult in your case.’




  ‘Why should that be? I’m not stupid.’




  ‘Very far from it but you have no experience and at nearly seventeen an employer would expect more than certificates.’




  ‘And whose fault is that? Just try to remember that I had no choice but to leave school and help Mum in the house.’ Then she almost shouted, ‘You could have helped.’




  ‘I’ve failed you, haven’t I?’




  ‘Yes, Dad, I think you have.’ Lois wished the words unsaid when she saw the hurt in his face. To show him she didn’t mean it Lois got up and gave him her lovely smile and for a

  heartbreaking moment Andrew felt pure pain. How cruel of Harriet to have called this darling child the ugly duckling – he sincerely hoped it hadn’t been to her face, but knowing Harriet

  he thought it quite possible.




  Was his wife suffering as she watched the ugly duckling turning into a beautiful swan? Could that be the reason why relations between them had reached an all time low?




  ‘Better get myself back, Dad, no rest for the wicked,’ she grinned.




  ‘That’s my girl,’ he laughed. ‘And, Lois—’




  She turned at the door. ‘You are a very lovely girl, my dear, and I’m afraid you are going to break a few hearts.’




  ‘Me?’ Lois said in genuine surprise. ‘Not a chance, Marie is the beauty in this family.’




  How wrong you are, he thought. He supposed Marie had quite a pretty face but she was so silly. Nothing in her head but fashion and boys, and how annoying it was to see her unable to pass a

  mirror without looking in it to admire herself.




  Allowing Marie to keep her wages was a mistake, he had said so to Harriet. Not that she earned very much but she should be encouraged to save and give a token amount towards her keep. Another

  thing, she should be giving Lois a hand in the house. For too long he had taken the easy way out and let Harriet rule. That had been his mistake and Lois was suffering for it. Life could be the

  very devil, he thought glumly.




  It was then he began to think about his own life. Where had love gone or had there been much of it in the first place? There were times when he honestly wondered why he had married Harriet. He

  must have proposed marriage but for the life of him he couldn’t remember doing so. More than likely he had just allowed himself to be led to the altar. Filling his pipe, Andrew let his mind

  wander back and striking a match, he waited until the tobacco caught then puffed contentedly and let the years fall away.




  As a young lad the four of them had knocked about together and had met these four girls. As was to be expected they chatted them up and Andrew remembered he’d had his eye on the small,

  dark-eyed girl with the fringe but he had been too slow off the mark and had ended up with Harriet. Not that there was anything wrong with Harriet’s appearance, far from it, she was a

  nice-looking lass. Come to think about it, a bit like Marie now. The last thing he had intended to happen was Harriet getting the wrong idea and thinking he might be serious. A night out, a visit

  to the cinema, a goodnight kiss if that was allowed and then a casual remark to the effect that they must do this again some time but that pressure of work made it difficult just now, etc., etc.

  His mistake as he recalled it, and he was still thinking of it as a mistake, had been calling for Harriet instead of arranging to meet her. Mrs Baxter, Harriet’s widowed mother, had answered

  the door and invited him in. That had been it. The woman, he was convinced of it, had decided there and then that here was a fine match for her daughter, her only child. A newly qualified

  accountant, a sensible lad with good prospects, Harriet could do a lot worse.




  What really clinched it were those high teas that became a regular Sunday treat. Mrs Baxter was a splendid cook, far better than his own mother who had little imagination when it came to food.

  To be honest he had enjoyed those meals and found himself looking forward to them. Andrew smiled to himself thinking how true the old saying was that the way to a man’s heart was through his

  stomach.




  How naïve he had been not to recognise the signs. In a remarkably short time, or so it had seemed to Andrew, Harriet was proudly displaying an engagement ring and from then on the talk was

  of nothing but the forthcoming wedding. How well he remembered the panicky feeling as his efforts to slow things down were swept aside and his protestations ignored.




  His friends, still single and enjoying themselves, had suggested ways of getting out of his predicament but all were unworkable and unthinkable. It would take a brave man to get out of it at

  this late stage – a braver man than Andrew. When the talk turned to where they would live after the wedding, Andrew grabbed the opportunity for a breathing space.




  ‘That needn’t worry you,’ Mrs Baxter had smiled. ‘Plenty of room here until you find a house that suits you.’




  The wistful longing in the voice was not lost on Andrew but he chose to ignore it. He knew that Harriet’s mother dreaded being alone and had declared more than once that she wouldn’t

  be losing a daughter but rather gaining a son.




  Shaking his head Andrew had looked over at his bride-to-be for her support and surprisingly she had given it.




  ‘No, Mother, that wouldn’t do.’




  ‘I wouldn’t interfere.’




  ‘We both know that but it is better that we start our married life in our own home.’




  ‘Very well,’ Mrs Baxter said, putting on a brave face, ‘I was only trying to be helpful but it has to be your decision.’




  Relieved that something was going his way, Andrew relaxed and managed a smile for both women.




  ‘You’ll have Harriet for a while yet, Mrs Baxter, there is absolutely no rush for us to get married. We can take our time and look around until we find suitable accommodation. Not

  easy with houses to rent difficult to come by, but something will turn up.’




  It struck Andrew that his lukewarm attitude to his forthcoming marriage would have had another girl throwing his ring back at him, but not Harriet. If she was aware of his reluctance to take the

  big step, and how could she not be, she chose to ignore it.




  ‘Don’t be downhearted, Andrew, that needn’t be such a big problem.’ Mrs Baxter had put her disappointment behind her. If she and Harriet were to live near to each other

  or at least on a tram route there could be plenty of coming and going. And when the little ones put in their appearance Harriet would be only too glad of her help.




  ‘Why, Mother, what had you in mind?’




  Mrs Baxter smiled happily. ‘You know the saying that one good turn deserves another? Well, it just so happens that I did someone a favour and this lady’s husband has property in

  various parts of Dundee.’




  ‘You mean a tenement?’ Harriet said, not troubling to hide her disappointment.




  ‘That’s all I could afford, Harriet,’ said Andrew.




  ‘Nothing wrong with starting your married life in a tenement,’ Mrs Baxter said sharply, ‘your father and I did.’ She was annoyed with her daughter. Her disapproving

  glance held a warning. Mrs Baxter didn’t want anything to go wrong at this stage and since she was neither deaf nor blind she was well aware of Andrew’s reluctance to tie himself down.

  ‘In a year or two you may well be in a position to afford something better or even think about buying your own home. Always a good investment,’ she smiled to her future son-in-law and

  getting no response added brusquely, ‘meantime I’m sure you’ll be very happy in a room and kitchen in a good tenement block.’




  ‘If we get one.’




  ‘I can’t be sure, Harriet, but I’m fairly confident that when a house becomes vacant you will be offered it.’




  Mrs Baxter was proved right. A two-roomed house with a scullery and bathroom did become vacant. It was in Scott Terrace in the west end of Dundee and was one of the more eagerly sought-after

  tenements since it had a bathroom, was in a quiet respectable area and only walking distance from the park.




  Andrew suddenly became aware that his pipe had gone out and that his eyes had been fixed on the wall opposite. Giving himself a mental shake he began half-heartedly on the papers cluttering his

  desk.










  Chapter Three




  The days went by with nothing much changing except that her mother was less fault-finding than usual. Lois thought her father must have had something to do with that. She hoped

  so.




  Just as she was taking off her apron the scullery door was pushed wider and Harriet appeared.




  ‘Is that you finished?’




  ‘Yes. Why? Is there something you want?’




  ‘You didn’t tell me we were low on milk.’




  ‘I thought there was enough to do.’




  ‘Well, there isn’t.’ Her glance went to the window. ‘The rain appears to be off so this could be a good time to go along to the farm. Better get eggs when you are at it.

  Make it a dozen and a half and be sure to ask Mrs Roy for brown eggs.’




  Her mother was right about the weather, the rain had stopped but for how long was anyone’s guess. The black cloud just above looked threatening and Lois, to be on the safe side, collected

  her old navy-blue school trench-coat from a nag on the back of the cupboard door. The cupboard was a glory hole filled with old coats, mackintoshes and discarded footwear. At spring-cleaning time

  it was completely emptied and given a good clean out. What was considered too good to throw away found its way back. It had become a family joke just how much did find its way back.




  Lois didn’t trouble with a hat, getting her hair wet didn’t bother her since she was blessed with naturally curly hair which she wore short. Marie’s hair went dead straight

  with even a hint of dampness in the air and this she found a great trial. Every second week she visited the hairdresser’s for a Marcel wave and in between she washed her own hair and put in

  curlers.




  Lois had the basket over one arm and the jug in her other hand. A few women shoppers gossiping at the shop door greeted her and she smiled back making some remark about the weather. Greenacre

  was well served with quality shops and though the prices were higher than in town only a few grumbled and most of these were young mothers with children. The shop windows got barely a glance from

  Lois, then she was beyond them and level with the church. Close to it was the manse, a large dreary, draughty house that was home to the minister, his harassed wife and their four children all

  under school age. The only help came from a slow-witted girl who was willing but required everything explained to her several times. The Reverend Alexander Hutchison was a good man, a kind man who

  gave unstintingly of his time to his flock but was quite unaware that his wife was almost at breaking point. Others saw it but no one thought to interfere, it was a delicate matter after all.




  The main street petered out and became a rough stony lane known as the Farm Lane and there Lois had to dodge the many water-filled potholes before coming to the barns and outhouses and then the

  farmhouse which was part hidden by trees. It was a long low building of grey stone which had been added to with each new generation. The excited barking of dogs could be heard but the animals must

  have been indoors else they would have been rushing to greet whoever it was. A goose came fleetingly into view followed by another but Lois was wary of them. On one occasion she had discovered a

  piece of biscuit in her pocket and had held it out. The speed and the shock of having it snapped from her fingers had alarmed her sufficiently to keep her distance in future.




  Close to the farmhouse was the dairy and for much of the day that was where the farmer’s wife could be found. She was kept busy with a steady stream of customers who liked to buy their

  milk and eggs straight from the farm. Good money was to be made and Mrs Roy claimed this as her own, which she had every reason to do. She called it her egg money and watched with quiet

  satisfaction as her savings grew. Of course she knew as everyone did that there wasn’t even the remotest chance of her ever being left destitute, but she liked the thought of having her own

  nest egg. Independence was a fine thing and it meant not being totally dependent on her husband and if he departed this earth before her, on her family.




  Mrs Roy, her sleeves rolled up, was emptying the remainder of the milk from one churn into another. She waited until she had finished before looking up.




  ‘It’s you, Lois, that’s not the rain on again is it?’




  ‘A spot or two, I’m hoping it’ll keep off until I get home.’ A tabby cat brushed against her legs then with a look of disdain stalked out of the door on silent feet.




  ‘What can I get you, lass?’




  Mrs Roy was a cheerful, rosy-cheeked woman in her fifties. She was small and had kept her slim figure but delicate she was not. Moving heavy milk churns was child’s play to her and unless

  it was something exceptionally heavy she declared she wouldn’t see anyone in her way.




  ‘Three quarters filled please, Mrs Roy, and a dozen and a half of eggs. Mum said to ask for brown ones.’




  Mrs Roy shook her head and sighed. ‘Lois, I’m tired telling folks around here that there is absolutely no difference between brown eggs and white ones apart from the colour of the

  shell. I’ll let her have six brown but you be sure and tell your mother what I said.’




  ‘I’ll do that, Mrs Roy, but she won’t believe it, I know that.’




  Lois stood watching the eggs being packed in the basket then the milk ladled into the blue and white jug.




  ‘That should do you then, lass.’




  ‘Thanks.’ She got the money out of her purse and waited for her change.




  ‘Better tell you the news or maybe you know it already?’




  Lois shook her head.




  ‘I’ve just heard that Silverknowe is sold. That’s a fair while it has been on the market and it’ll be nice to see new folk there.’




  ‘I didn’t know and I’m sure Mum doesn’t or she would have said.’ Lois put the change into her purse.




  ‘You tell your mother that it is the Hammonds who have bought it. She’ll know who I mean her being a Dundee lass.’




  ‘I’ll remember to tell her.’




  Lois was only half listening as Mrs Roy went on at some length about the Hammonds. Only when the next customer arrived was she able to make her escape.




  ‘Mum, had you heard that Silverknowe was sold?’




  ‘No, though it was rumoured that someone was interested. Did Mrs Roy say who had bought it?’




  ‘A family called Hammond. She said you would know them.’




  Harriet shook her head. ‘The name doesn’t mean anything.’




  ‘The family belong to Dundee, something to do with jute.’




  ‘Oh, that Hammond. I don’t know them but I know of them. They own the Templeton Jute Mills. Did you remember to ask for brown eggs?’




  ‘Yes and Mrs Roy said I was to be sure to tell you that there is no difference at all between a brown egg and a white one, apart from the colour of the shell.’




  ‘She would say that – she wants to keep them for her friends. Did she give you any?’




  ‘Half a dozen.’




  ‘Not making herself short is she? What else had she to say about the Hammonds?’




  ‘Not very much. They won’t be taking up residence for quite a long time. I think Mrs Roy said they were coming home from India for good or maybe they are already here.’




  ‘But why come to live here?’ Harriet sounded puzzled as she examined each egg for cracks.




  ‘Why not? What’s wrong with Greenacre?’




  ‘Nothing, silly. It’s just that I recall the Hammonds having a large mansion house in Broughty Ferry which is more convenient for Dundee.’




  Lois searched her memory for what had been said. ‘Mrs Roy said the drawback to their other house was that they didn’t have enough ground to put up a tennis court and Silverknowe

  has.’




  ‘A tennis court,’ Harriet said disbelievingly. ‘How often would they get the use of that?’




  ‘We do get some good weather.’




  ‘Two months in the year if we are lucky.’




  ‘Seems they played a lot of tennis in India and want to keep up their standard.’




  ‘We have a perfectly good tennis club here but possibly not exclusive enough for them. In their place I suppose I would feel the same way. What about family? Any mention of

  that?’




  ‘Two sons.’ Lois was enjoying herself, it wasn’t often that she was the bearer of news.




  ‘What sort of age?’




  ‘I don’t know but one is in the army serving overseas and the other son is with his father in the mill.’




  ‘Married?’




  ‘Mum, I don’t know but I don’t think so. Mrs Roy made no mention of it.’




  Harriet was having a quiet smile to herself. ‘It’ll be nice having Silverknowe occupied again and particularly when there is a family. Maybe I’ll take a walk up to the farm

  myself next time. Mrs Roy always manages to be the first to hear anything and I’d rather hear it from her than secondhand. And Lois—’




  Lois closed the pantry door and turned round.




  ‘Don’t be peeling the potatoes, just give them a good scrub with the small brush. It appears we are losing the best of the potato which is next to the skin.’




  Harriet was humming to herself and doing a lot of thinking. Young men of good family were none too plentiful and it was so important that Marie made a good marriage. The boys she went out with

  were nice enough and came from respectable families but they fell far short of Harriet’s dreams for Marie. She was eighteen and probably at her loveliest. Harriet’s mind was rushing

  ahead.




  On her seventeenth birthday Lois was overjoyed to receive a wristwatch from her parents and a silver chain from Marie and Winnie. This was one of the happy times and, of

  course, there had been many of those. She wouldn’t deny that. She did try to forget about the bad times, but one particular occasion clung to her memory. At the time she had been seven, Marie

  a year older and Winnie a five-year-old just starting school. The day had begun so well and with such excitement. The sun shone out of a cloudless sky, it was delightfully warm and they were going

  to Monifieth to have a picnic on the sands. At the last minute Harriet had changed her mind about taking bathing costumes. The girls would just be paddling and they could tuck their dresses into

  their knickers.




  Years later Lois was to decide that that was the day when she finally gave up all hope of winning her mother’s affection. Even now, just thinking about it, she could feel the hurt and the

  awful sense of injustice. Closing her eyes, Lois remembered the feel of the warm sand between her toes and the heat of the sun on her skin. The years rolled away.




  Andrew wasn’t a picnic person but he had agreed readily enough to drive them to the beach or as near as he could get. He had helped to carry all the paraphernalia so necessary for a picnic

  and having the car meant that they could take so much more than would have been possible travelling by bus. The arrangement was that Andrew would see them settled before departing for the golf

  course and return later to drive them home.




  Winnie had plonked herself down on the sand and was sucking her thumb, a habit Harriet deplored but she had been told not to make a fuss about it and the child would stop all the sooner. Winnie

  had been looking at her father.




  ‘Daddy looks funny in those.’




  ‘I’ll have you know that these are plus-fours and I don’t see anything funny about them,’ Andrew said.




  ‘Your daddy suits plus-fours, Winnie, and he only wears them for golf.’ Harriet smiled. She was looking summery in a short-sleeved dress with a pattern of red and cream roses and was

  busy spreading out the travelling rug on the sand. On top of that went a tablecloth. The breeze from the sea refused to let it stay put and giving up the struggle Harriet called to the girls.




  ‘Go and get me some pebbles and hurry.’




  ‘What do you want them for, Mummy?’




  ‘To keep the tablecloth in place. One or two pebbles at each corner should do the trick.’




  The girls came back with handfuls and Harriet selected what she wanted.




  ‘When do we eat?’ Marie wanted to know.




  ‘Not for a while yet. Play with your bucket and spade or amuse yourself with the beach ball.’




  The lovely weather had brought a large number of day-trippers to the sands and there had been a run on the deckchairs. Harriet did manage to get one but by the time she had her purse out and

  paid for it she had let the man go before discovering she could have done with some assistance to put it up. Andrew had already departed. What was so infuriating was that it looked so easy and was

  proving to be anything but. By now she was totally exasperated and on the point of seeking assistance when miraculously, the strips of wood slotted into the correct grooves. Smiling with relief

  Harriet removed her white shoes and sat down with a magazine only to struggle up again to move the chair slightly so that the sun wouldn’t be in her eyes. Most of the women round about, young

  and old, were in their bare feet but Harriet kept on her stockings. The fine sand would get through them and make for discomfort but she would just have to put up with it. There was something

  terribly common about women displaying their feet, she thought, and her own were not a pretty sight. Perhaps that was the real reason for keeping her stockings on but Harriet wasn’t prepared

  to admit it even to herself.




  Comfortably settled or as near as one could be in a deckchair, Harriet read some of her magazine then looked with pride over to where the three little girls were happily making sand pies. How

  pretty they looked in their little cotton dresses and when they bent down there was a glimpse of matching knickers which looked a lot better than a show of white or navy. Goodness but that sun was

  strong and she would soon have to cover her arms. The same went for Marie and Winnie, they wouldn’t be happy about putting on cardigans but she would have to insist. Being so fair they burnt

  very easily.




  The breeze was pleasant but they could have done without it, Harriet thought, as they sat down to their picnic meal. She had been up early and taken a lot of trouble over the preparations.

  Harriet had wanted a lovely spread with everything displayed on plates but it wasn’t to be. Sand was already on the tablecloth and tiny grains in the cups. The sandwiches filled with meat

  paste were cut into dainty triangles and wrapped in greaseproof paper. She had baked a Victoria sponge, sandwiched it together with raspberry jam and sprinkled icing sugar over the top. Rather than

  cut it at home Harriet had brought a knife. A box held an assortment of biscuits but, she thought, it might be as well to keep them for later.




  The food had to be taken out of the basket when needed and the girls thought it great fun when they had to rescue the greaseproof paper and chase after paper bags that refused to be caught.

  Harriet laughed too and made the best of it. Finally the girls quenched their thirst with a drink of orange juice while their mother had tea from the flask.




  Some time later the children looked longingly at the sea where others were running in and out and screaming in delight.
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