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PART ONE


Her Mother’s Image




1


Hester sat on the edge of her seat staring out the window at the uninviting, grey expanse beyond. She was appalled.


Her lower lip trembled and the inside of her throat tightened at the thought that she would be living here, that this was now her home. She hadn’t quite known what to expect of Glasgow. Her mother had rarely spoken about it. But whatever it was she’d vaguely imagined, it certainly wasn’t this.


The train juddered to a halt in the centre of a bridge over what she knew must be the River Clyde. A filthy river, black and ominous, that flowed coldly and silently on its way.


The carriage shuddered suddenly under her, while ahead the engine gave a long piercing wail. It started to rain, full-bodied drops that fell splashing in a million soft explosions.


‘Typical Glasgow weather,’ a woman further along the carriage commented.


Her companion, another middle-aged woman, nodded vigorously so that her huge bosoms bounced up and down despite the obvious corset she was wearing.. ‘Aye. Wouldn’t you know it,’ she replied.


The train started moving again, very slowly running into the station that lay beyond the bridge.


There was a sooty smell about the station, and the overall impression was one of dirt and grime. Just like the squalid tenements Hester had glimpsed a few minutes previously and which had so appalled her.


The train stopped and the carriage quickly emptied. The woman with the bosoms paused in the doorway to give Hester a friendly smile.


‘Are you all right, hen?’ she asked.


Hester returned the smile, trying to look confident, which she wasn’t at all. ‘I’m being met by my aunt and uncle,’ she replied.


The woman nodded. ‘That’s fine then,’ and stepped down onto the platform to join her travelling companion. Arm in arm they disappeared into the throng.


Although she was tall for fourteen, Hester still had to climb up on the seat to reach her small case on the rack above. She nearly lost her balance as it came tumbling down but a quick jiggling of her feet saved her from falling over.


Clutching her case she stepped down onto the platform, and stood there waiting in accordance with the instructions in her uncle’s letter.


The crowds had thinned now as she glanced about. She felt dreadfully conspicuous and not just a little lost. There were butterflies in her stomach and the insides of her thighs were trembling ever so slightly.


So this is Scotland, she thought to herself. So far she didn’t think much of it.


‘Miss Hester Dark?’


She turned to find herself staring at a young man of average height wearing a grey chauffeur’s uniform. His hat was in his hand and there was a polite smile on his face. His hair was a sharp red colour, his eyes a piercing blue.


‘I’m she,’ Hester replied.


The young man took her case. ‘Is the rest of your luggage in the guard’s van?’ he asked.


‘Yes.’


‘I think the best thing would be for me to put you in the car and then I’ll collect them. I presume they’ve all got your name on them?’


Hester nodded.


‘I thought my aunt and uncle were coming to meet me?’ she said, as they started for the car.


‘The Colonel’s at work and Mrs Oliphant is busy preparing for your arrival,’ the young man replied, reassuring her with a smile.


Hester cast her mind back over her uncle’s letter. Now that she came to think of it, what he’d said was that she would be met. Not that he and Aunt Sybil would be doing the meeting. She’d just assumed that.


The young man ushered her into the car and, after making sure she was comfortable and having inquired how many cases there were and what they looked like, hurried back toward the train.


It was a beautiful car Hester thought, by far the grandest she’d ever been in. She’d known her Uncle Will was rich, though not how rich. Curiously, her father had sometimes spoken of his brother-in-law’s wealth, but her mother had never said a word.


Her musings were interrupted by the return of the young man with her two large cases. He stowed them in the car’s boot and, that done to his satisfaction, took his place behind the wheel.


Hester blinked as they emerged from the bowels of the gloomy station into the fragile daylight. It’s a grey city, she thought to herself as the car sped on its way. The sky overhead was grey, as were the pavements beneath them, the buildings and the streets. Even the thin, pinched faces of the majority of people they passed were tinged with that colour.


A sour feeling chased the butterflies from her stomach. For the first time since starting out, she felt dreadfully homesick and would have given anything to be back in her beloved Bristol.


Despite trying to hold them back, the tears rushed into her eyes. She lowered her head and dabbed at them with the scrap of handkerchief she’d tucked up her sleeve.


‘Are you all right, Miss Dark?’ the driver inquired gently.


She looked up to discover him staring at her through the rear-view mirror. He was plainly concerned.


‘Yes, thank you,’ she replied huskily.


‘Would you like me to stop?’


‘How long till we reach my uncle’s house?’


‘Ten minutes.’


That would give her time to recover herself, she thought. ‘Just go on,’ she finally answered. And, blowing her nose in her hanky, sat further back in the plush, leather seat.


They drove for a few minutes in silence, and then the chauffeur said, ‘By the way, my name’s Tam Ritchie. I was engaged earlier this year by your uncle. I’m daft on cars. Always have been.’


He was obviously trying to cheer her up, and she appreciated it. His reflection in the mirror bore a genial, homely grin.


‘I’m pleased to meet you, Tam,’ she smiled back, wondering immediately if she was being too familiar with a servant. She didn’t really know. They hadn’t had servants at home, or anything at all grand. How she wished she were safe in her mother’s kitchen, setting the table for their simple tea.


‘Did you have a nice trip up from England?’ he asked politely.


Brushing away a few stray tears, Hester decided she might feel better talking. And so she did. She told him all about the long and arduous journey from Bristol, the funny conductor who had never stopped singing, and the beautiful countryside they’d come through.


Tam turned the car into an impressive street of tall, stately houses. Like the rest of the city, or all that she’d seen so far, they were built from grey stone.


‘Here we are,’ said Tam drawing the car up to the kerb. Switching the engine off, he hurriedly got out to come round and open the door for her. He assisted her out by holding her elbow.


So this was her new home, this grand and imposing house with its polished knocker, its many windows and unwelcoming entrance.


They climbed a dozen flagged steps, bounded on either side by intricately worked wrought iron railings. Tam pulled the bell which echoed within the rambling depths of the house.


‘I’ll take the car round the back and bring your luggage in from there,’ Tam said. He flashed her a last brief smile and then was hurrying back down the steps to the vehicle he so obviously cherished.


Hester was sorry to see him go. He’d been the first friendly face in what was to her the great unknown. As she heard footsteps hurrying towards the door, she prayed it wouldn’t be the last friendly face.


The door was opened by a shy-looking maid about her own age.


‘I’m Hester Dark. I’m expected,’ Hester blurted out.


The girl made a small curtsey. ‘Please come in, Miss.’


The hall Hester entered had a forbidding air about it. It was immaculate, high ceilinged and cold. The smell of wax polish assailed her nostrils.


‘If you’ll follow me,’ said the girl.


Hester shivered. It was as bitter in the house as out, and grey in its feeling if not in its colour. Her shoes made clacking sounds on the highly polished floor.


Oh Ma, she cried inside herself, oh Ma. For a second, the image of her beloved mother’s face floated before her eyes as though about to lean forward and kiss her.


Hester followed the girl up the carpeted staircase with growing fear. On the second floor, the maid stopped before a heavy wooden door and knocked.


‘Come in!’ a female voice called out.


Hester knew that the voice must belong to her Aunt Sybil whom, like her uncle and the rest of their family, she’d never met. She put her best smile on and took a deep breath as she entered the room.


Aunt Sybil was a tallish, thin, plain woman with a beaky nose. Her eyes were like a bird’s, beady and fierce.


Rising from in front of the fire where she’d been sitting, she stared at Hester with curiosity but not real interest. Her gaze devoured Hester from head to foot.


‘So,’ Aunt Sybil breathed, ‘you’re Mary’s lass.’


Hester had been expecting a clasp to the bosom or a kiss on the cheek, or both. She was obviously going to get neither.


‘I’m pleased to meet you, Aunt,’ she stammered.


‘I’ve already rung for tea and sandwiches,’ Aunt Sybil replied, ignoring her niece’s unease. ‘After which I’ll have you shown to your room where I’m sure you’ll want to rest for a while. You can join us at dinner which is at eight o’clock. We dress, of course.’


Hester’s reply was a nod. She wanted to cry again, but this time managed to stifle the tears. She felt so lost, so alone. So unloved. But she wouldn’t let this woman see her weep.


They sat. Aunt Sybil regarded Hester thoughtfully. ‘A terrible business about your parents,’ she said at last, watching Hester closely.


‘Yes,’ Hester replied in a quiet voice.


‘Especially your mother.’


Hester stared at the carpet.


‘An orphan at fourteen. A tragedy,’ clucked Aunt Sybil.


Hester bit her lip. Her father had been dead for two years now. She’d come to terms with that, and to live with it. But it was only a fortnight since her ma had. . . had. . . .


‘Pills wasn’t it?’ Aunt Sybil said in what was almost a hiss.


‘Yes.’


‘Poor Mary,’ cooed Aunt Sybil, with what passed in her for sympathy. ‘I suppose it was your father being killed that turned her mind?’


Somehow, she forced her voice to answer. ‘She was never the same after Da died. She just sort of went to pieces.’


‘She was quite mad then at the end I take it?’ Aunt Sybil’s voice almost seemed to smile.


Hester cringed. Was her aunt being deliberately horrible to her? Or was she being oversensitive?


The truth was, she found it terribly difficult to discuss her mother’s death. Her entire insides became a great raw wound whenever the subject was broached.


She kept her eyes averted from her aunt’s. She didn’t want her to see how totally devastated she was. The last thing she wanted was pity. Especially from this woman with her fine clothes and finer airs.


‘Well?’ Aunt Sybil urged.


Hester gulped and then cleared her throat. ‘Deranged, the doctor said,’ she whispered hoarsely.


Aunt Sybil sat back in her chair and made a pyramid with her hands. Her face was a stone mask from which her eyes shone like two black gems. She seemed satisfied about something.


‘Do you know much about us?’ Aunt Sybil changed the subject.


‘Not a lot. I know I have two cousins, both older than I. And that Uncle Will owns a newspaper. Apart from that very little.’


‘Billy is sixteen and Christine fifteen. They’re both at school now, but will be back late afternoon. They’ve been looking forward to your arrival.’


Finally, the tea appeared. The sandwiches were dainty cucumber ones. Hester was ravenous and ate most of them. Outside the rain increased, hitting the tall windows like pebbles.


She wondered what Billy and Christine were like. Would they be like their mother? She hoped they were nice. Life was going to be awfully difficult if they weren’t.


And what sort of man was Uncle Will? A lot like her mother, she hoped and prayed. As she’d been hoping and praying ever since the letter had arrived to say she was to travel north to stay with the Oliphants.


‘I believe a neighbour looked after you until now.’


‘Mrs Egbert who lived next door. She and Ma were great friends. It was Mrs Egbert who arranged the funeral and everything.’


Aunt Sybil gave a thin smile. ‘Mrs Egbert may have arranged it, but it was your Uncle Will who paid for it. I hope you appreciate that?’


‘Yes, Aunt Sybil.’


Aunt Sybil nodded, then delicately sipped her tea. ‘Was there a Mr Egbert?’ she asked suddenly.


‘Yes.’


‘And what did he do?’


‘He worked on the docks like my Da.’


Aunt Sybil looked vaguely disapproving, as though someone had walked on the carpet in muddy boots.


‘He was a nice man and she a nice woman,’ Hester said defiantly. If she’d had her way she’d have stayed with the Egberts rather than come to live with her aunt and uncle. She’d pleaded with the Egberts to keep her, but it was impossible. Much as they would have liked to take her in, with eight children of their own to feed and clothe their money was already stretched. One more mouth was just beyond them. Anyway, Mrs Egbert had argued, it was only right and proper that Hester went to the Oliphants. They were blood relatives, after all. Her uncle was her mother’s brother, it was what her mother would have wanted.


Aunt Sybil poured more tea. ‘You’ll no doubt miss Bristol to begin with, of course. But I think you’ll come to find that Glasgow has a great deal to offer,’ she said.


Hester smiled, but didn’t reply.


They chatted about this and that for a little while longer, then Aunt Sybil took her upstairs and showed Hester her bedroom where her clothes had already been unpacked and put away.


The room surprised Hester. For some reason she’d been expecting something dreary and tucked out of the way, but this room, though out of the way, was anything but dreary.


She thought it delightful. There was a double bed and bright paper on the walls. There was a fireplace in which a large fire now roared and, covering most of the floor, a thick, fluffy carpet.


Hester sat at the dressing table and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. She was drawn and pale, not at all as she had been only a few weeks ago. Her eyes were strained-looking and ringed with dark circles.


She rose from the dressing table to touch the back of a comfy club chair close to the fire.


‘Well?’ Aunt Sybil asked.


Hester gave her aunt a grateful smile, wondering if she hadn’t misjudged her. ‘It’s lovely,’ she sighed.


A middle-aged maid with an Irish accent appeared at the door and announced that the young miss’s bath was now ready.


‘I thought you’d like one,’ Aunt Sybil explained.


‘Oh, yes please!’ Hester exclaimed.


Aunt Sybil gave her directions to the bathroom and then said she would leave her alone now. She expected Hester to be downstairs dressed at seven-forty-five. She would arrange for her to have a call at six.


After her aunt had gone Hester closed the door and leaned against it. Her eyes swept over the room, taking everything in.


The room had a calming, soothing effect on her. How grand it was! Nothing at all like she’d been used to back in Bristol where home had been a terraced two up and two down. Her room had been barely quarter the size of this one and nowhere near as luxurious.


She crossed to the bed and sat on it, exclaiming with delight as she literally sank into its deep, soft mattress.


What a curious mixture she told herself. Her aunt cold and somewhat distant and the rest of the house chilly and gloomy. And then the sheer heaven of this room, which was so warm, friendly and comforting.


Rising from the bed she took off her travelling clothes and put on her dressing gown. Outside in the hall she followed her aunt’s directions and had no trouble finding the bathroom.


The tub was enormous with steam lazily rising from the scented water within. She saw that bath crystals had been added to the water which had turned it deep green. A thick towel lay on a wooden chair nearby.


She sighed with pleasure as she slid into the water. She stared up at the magnolia painted ceiling high overhead.


‘Glasgow,’ she mused aloud. An ugly name for an ugly city. For a long time, she lay half sleeping wondering what it had in store for her.


‘Come in!’ Hester called out in reply to the knock on her bedroom door. It was a few minutes to six and she was just completing dressing.


She turned round when she saw it wasn’t a maid who entered. There was no mistaking who the girl must be. Slightly shorter than Hester, she was skinny as a stick and had her mother’s plain face and sharp nose.


Hester smiled. ‘You must be Christine.’


‘Mother said you would still be in your bed.’


‘I couldn’t sleep. It’s all the excitement, I suppose.’


Christine nodded and advanced into the room a little further, studying Hester carefully. ‘You’re very pretty,’ she pronounced almost grudgingly.


Hester flushed. ‘Thank you.’


Hester held out her hand towards her cousin which, after a moment’s hesitation, was taken. Solemnly they shook. Hester, who had had fantasies about Christine being the sister she had never had, wanted to clasp Christine to her, but the other girl’s manner forbade that.


‘You’ll be coming to my school,’ Christine announced in her abrupt way.


‘Oh, that’s nice,’ mumbled Hester, not knowing what else to say.


‘It’s called May bank. I think you’ll like it. It’s the most expensive girl’s school in Glasgow.’


‘The school I went to before was just an ordinary one. I hope I’ll fit in.’


Christine raised an eyebrow. ‘You’ll just have to. Father would never allow you to attend a common school now that you’re living with us. It would reflect badly on him, you see.’


‘Yes,’ Hester said slowly, ‘I guess I do.’


‘You’ll have to get a uniform first, mind you. Grey and red it is. Rather pretty, in a subdued way,’ Christine said, looking at her cousin with disapproval.


The doubts she’d had earlier came flooding back. ‘I hope you don’t mind me coming to stay here?’ she said, the hint of a tremor in her voice. How she’d hoped Christine would like her! ‘I had nowhere else to go.’


Christine looked through her as though she hadn’t spoken. ‘Your father was an American, Mother said?’


Hester nodded. ‘Yes. He came from Boston.’


‘And wasn’t he a seaman?’


‘Until he met my mother and they went to live in Bristol. There he worked on the docks.’


‘You don’t mean as a common labourer?’ Christine was clearly shocked.


Hester’s mouth pursed on hearing the scorn in her cousin’s voice. ‘He started off as one. But after a while they made him a foreman,’ she said defensively.


Christine was unimpressed. ‘Your parents were very poor, Mother said?’


‘We never went without,’ Hester replied quickly.


‘I just hope you don’t let me down at school, that’s all,’ Christine said suddenly. ‘I’ll hate you if the girls laugh at me because of you.’


What could she reply to that? Her cousin’s words made her dread the thought of going to Maybank. ‘I’d rather hoped we were going to be friends,’ she answered bravely after a short pause.


Christine’s small, incessantly watchful eyes bored into Hester’s. ‘Perhaps. Perhaps not,’ she said archly, and turning on her heel swept from the room.


Hester sat in the club chair and gazed into the remains of the fire, shaking and feeling sick.


In the glowing embers she saw first her father’s face and then her mother’s. ‘Oh Da! Oh Ma!’ she whispered to their ghosts. New tears sprang into her eyes, and the old pain burned in her heart.


She remembered the countless Sundays her Da had taken her along the banks of the Avon, or out into the country. The many games they’d played together. The marvellous times they’d had. The great love she’d had for him and he for her.


Then there was Ma. Ma whom she’d idolized, who was not just her mother but her best friend. Ma who’d never been the same after Da had been killed.


It had started with Ma not doing the housework as much, or as well, as she always had. A little after that Ma’s appearance had begun to deteriorate, and she’d forget what she was doing or even saying.


Hester could still remember the first night she’d woken to hear her mother sobbing her heart out in the bedroom. From then on it was a rare night that passed when Ma didn’t cry.


Hester wiped her own tears away and gulped in a deep breath to try and steady herself. Glancing at the clock, she realized she’d been lost in her dreams longer than she’d thought.


Using the jug and basin in the corner to wash away all signs of her tears, she walked to the door as though she was going to her execution.


‘I’m Billy and it’s marvellous to meet you and have you stay with us.’


Billy wasn’t at all like Aunt Sybil or Christine. Not only was he friendly but charming as well.


A great deal of Hester’s depression lifted from her when he kissed her on the cheek and squeezed her tightly. This was more like it. This was as it was meant to be.


‘It’s marvellous to meet you too,’ she replied with real feeling.


Billy, eyes twinkling, held her at arms’ length and studied her. ‘I must say I never expected you to be such a cracker,’ he said admiringly.


‘Billy!’ Aunt Sybil snapped.


‘Well she is, Mother.’


Christine sniffed and glowered.


‘It’s very kind of you to say so,’ Hester said.


‘Beauty is only skin deep,’ Christine hissed, but not quietly enough for her brother not to catch it.


Billy burst out laughing which infuriated Christine and made her turn away blushing.


‘Your father’s late,’ said Aunt Sybil as the ornate Grandfather clock in the corner chimed eight.


‘How unlike him,’ commented Christine.


‘It is, indeed. Something very important must have come up to detain him at the office.’ Aunt Sybil called the maid and gave instructions that dinner was to be held for half an hour.


‘Cook will love that,’ Billy grinned mischieviously.


‘Cook’s likes and dislikes hardly enter into it,’ his mother sniffed waspishly.


Billy was a good looking young man who, at sixteen, was starting to fill out in the chest and shoulders.


Hester and Billy drew apart, chatting together animatedly. She told him about Bristol, and he told her about Glasgow. She liked the easy, friendly, manner he had about him. At last she’d found an ally.


All conversation in the room suddenly stopped when the door burst open. The man who entered was exceptionally tall for a Glaswegian. He was well built, with a great, leonine head, topped by a shock of dark auburn hair which he wore swept straight back from the forehead. The eyes were green and filled with the mystery of Celtic mists. She guessed him to be about forty.


Hester stood and unconsciously smoothed down the front of her dress, deciding it best not to speak until spoken to.


‘Good evening dear,’ said Aunt Sybil. Going to her husband’s side, she pecked him on the cheek, immediately recoiling. ‘You’ve been drinking,’ she accused.


‘Just a few drams,’ he replied. His voice was rougher, less cultured than those of the rest of his family, but it was a good voice; strong, firm and resonant.


Aunt Sybil’s eyes went from his to Hester. For one fleeting moment Hester thought she saw the slightest hint of malice in that levelled gaze – but she couldn’t be sure.


‘Your niece, Hester,’ Aunt Sybil said.


Uncle Will stared at Hester long and hard, as though lost in a world of his own.


‘Dearest?’ Aunt Sybil prompted.


Slowly, Uncle Will crossed the room to stand in front of Hester. There was a trace of perspiration on his forehead and his breathing was heavy and strained.


‘The spit of your mother,’ he said slowly, like a man coming out of a trance. He reached out to touch Hester’s hair, which was the same coal black her mother’s had been. He nodded to himself. Remembering.


‘People have always said we were very alike,’ Hester replied shyly.


Uncle Will grunted.


Aunt Sybil’s now veiled eyes went from him to Hester and then back again.


‘We’ll talk about your mother later,’ he said abruptly, his words just noticeably thick with emotion. Then added, ‘In the meantime, welcome to our home, lass. It’s good to have you with us. I only wish the circumstances had been different.’ He then stooped to give Hester a fatherly kiss on the forehead and cheek.


‘Thank you for taking me in, Uncle,’ Hester whispered.


‘Was there trouble at the office, dear?’ Aunt Sybil inquired.


‘Not really.’


‘But you’re late?’


‘That’s because I stopped off at a pub on the way home.’


Aunt Sybil’s smile thinned instantly, and again her gaze swung to Hester and away again.


‘Get me a dram, Billy,’ Uncle Will said. Tearing his gaze from Hester, he made his way to the fire where he briskly rubbed his hands. ‘It’s still teeming out,’ he said to no one in particular.


Hester watched the amber liquid vanish down her uncle’s throat. He was a powerful man and she felt naturally drawn to him, like iron to a magnet. And yet there was something about him which made her uneasy. Scared her even. But she didn’t know what it could be.


‘How was your day?’ Aunt Sybil inquired.


‘Fine. A few problems late in the afternoon, but I got them sorted out before I left.’


At a sign from his father Billy took the glass and refilled it. Uncle Will carried it with him when they all trooped through to the dining room.


During the meal Hester was aware of her uncle glancing surreptitiously at her from time to time. Nor was this attention lost on Sybil, who watched her husband’s face continually.


It was a strange home-coming meal, Hester thought. Instead of being happy and excited it was overhung with a black, oppressive atmosphere. Uncle Will seemed morose and lost in himself, his face a dirty white colour and the perspiration that had dotted his forehead when he arrived was even more pronounced.


Christine was sullen and only spoke when directly addressed. Billy, on the other hand, the one exception, chattered nineteen to the dozen. He managed to squeeze a number of smiles, and even a laugh, out of Hester before the meal was over.


Back in the drawing room Uncle Will went directly to the whisky decanter and poured himself a triple. Indicating that they should all sit, he took a chair in front of the fire that gave him a clear view of Hester.


‘Now,’ he said slowly, addressing her. ‘Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me exactly what happened to Robert Dark. Your mother wrote at the time to say he’d died, but didn’t give us any details.’


There was something here. An undercurrent of some sort. She’d felt it ever since her uncle’s arrival home. But she didn’t know what it was. Unless . . . there had been disapproval in her uncle’s voice when he’d spoken her father’s name.


‘Didn’t you get on with my father?’ she asked bluntly, in what Robert Dark himself would have said was a good, forthright, New England manner.


Uncle Will regarded her from behind hooded eyes. He tipped his glass and the whisky vanished. ‘Your father and I. . . . well . . . let’s just say we had our differences. But I respected him. He was always a good husband to your mother.’


She lowered her head to stare at the carpet. Her voice trembled when she at last spoke. ‘Two years ago, nineteen-seventeen,’ she said. Her chest seemed to be on fire. ‘It was a Tuesday. I remember that quite clearly. He saw me off to school as he always did, waving to me at the crossroads where he turned right and I went left into the school. He used always to walk a little way along that road and then turn and wave and I would wave back. Then . . . that afternoon . . . Mrs Egbert was waiting for me in the kitchen. There’s been an accident, she said. Your Da. Word came an hour ago. Your Ma’s gone to the hospital and says you’ve to wait here till she gets back. But I didn’t understand. I thought he would be all right. . . .


‘Mrs Egbert made me some tea and then I did my homework. It was nearly six when Ma got back. I knew the moment I saw her face. It was all red and swollen from crying. But it was more than that. There was just something there that told me. He’s dead, I said. And Ma just nodded and sat beside me at the table.’ Hester stared at the floor, her eyes bright with unshed tears.


‘I couldn’t believe it. It was all so unreal. Mrs Egbert made a pot of tea for Ma, but she couldn’t drink it. It stuck in her throat she said. I asked her how Da had died, but all she said was that it was an accident. She wouldn’t tell me more.’


Hester wrung her hands together, the memory of that day and what had happened since making her feel all tight and empty inside.


‘Did you never find out?’ asked Aunt Sybil.


‘Yes,’ Hester gasped. ‘One of the lads at school told me a few months later. He’d heard his parents talking about it and that was how he knew. Da had been inspecting a faulty winch when someone had accidentally turned it on. There was a chain on the winch which wrapped itself round my Da’s arm. It tore it right out by the roots. He was dead long before they got him to the hospital.’


‘My God!’ said Aunt Sybil softly.


Christine sat staring at Hester, her eyes bulging and an expression of horror on her face.


Billy’s mouth hung open.


Uncle Will rose and poured himself more whisky. At the decanter he said over his shoulder, ‘Robert Dark certainly didn’t deserve that. That’s a terrible way to die.’


‘Yes,’ Hester agreed quietly, feeling as though she had just lived through it all again.


Uncle Will sat again, and his mood became even more intense. ‘Now tell me about Mary,’ he said.


Hester ran a hand through her hair, wanting to go on, and not wanting to. ‘After Da was killed, Ma just went to pieces. When I was at school she’d sit at home staring out of the window for hours on end. And it was more or less the same when I got home. Sometimes she’d make a meal but more often than not she wouldn’t. She lost complete interest in everything. It was as though she just gave up.’


Hester stopped suddenly, not daring to meet their eyes. She felt numb all over.


‘Did she ever say anything about all this?’ Uncle Will asked.


‘Sometimes, when she was really beside herself, she’d rave on that it was all her fault. That my Da had paid for what she’d done. It was the grief, Mrs Egbert said. She blamed herself. She loved him so.’


Uncle Will’s eyes were filled with pain. ‘Your mother never did anything to be ashamed of,’ he replied huskily.


Gathering all her young strength, Hester went on. ‘She’d been seeing the doctor for some time and he gave her some pills and powders to quieten her down . . .’


‘Was it these pills. . .?’ He left the question incomplete, the words he did utter coming reluctantly.


Hester nodded sadly. ‘She must have saved them up for weeks.’


Minutes went by and the only sounds to break the silence were the steady ticking of the Grandfather clock in the corner and the crackle and occasional hiss of the fire.


Hester glanced up and was shocked to see the effect her words had had on her uncle. He seemed to have shrunk to half his normal size and his face looked at least twenty years older.


‘Poor Hester,’ murmured Billy.


‘Mrs Egbert and I thought you might have come to the funeral,’ Hester said to her uncle.


Uncle Will roused himself to stare at Hester through tortured eyes. ‘Naturally I considered going,’ he said in a cracked voice. ‘But when it came down to it I couldn’t. Mary and I were very close you see. I just couldn’t bear the thought of watching her being buried.’


He was obviously sincere, and yet his words surprised Hester. She’d had no idea he and her mother were particularly close. Her Ma had rarely mentioned her brother, and corresponded with him even less. Most of the little she did know about the Oliphants came from her father.


‘Were there many at the funeral?’ Uncle Will asked.


‘About a dozen neighbours from round about. Plus a few friends of my Da’s from the docks. And me of course.’ She added that last bit almost as an afterthought.


‘I think you’ve been very brave,’ said Billy.


Hester flashed him a grateful smile. Already she’d become extremely fond of him.


Uncle Will rose and stalked across to the whisky decanter which, after pouring himself yet another, he brought back with him to his chair, setting it down between him and the fire.


‘I think you should get along upstairs now children,’ Aunt Sybil said. It was not a suggestion.


Christine pulled a face and Billy groaned.


‘Now then, no arguments. You’ve both got school in the morning. Get along with you and I’ll be up later to say goodnight.’


Christine and Billy rose, as did Hester.


‘There’s no need for you to go yet, lass,’ said Uncle Will. ‘Sit and talk with us a wee while longer.’


‘I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon then. When I get back from school,’ Billy said to Hester.


‘I’ll look forward to that,’ she replied truthfully.


Hester turned her attention back to Uncle Will to find him staring at her. A stare that seemed to penetrate to the very depths of her being. She shivered.


‘Are you cold?’ asked Aunt Sybil.


‘No. Just . . . well I suppose it’s been a long day. And an eventful one.’


‘Perhaps you should. . . .’


‘No, no.’ I’ll enjoy staying up for a little while yet. It gives me a chance to get to know you both better.’


‘And we you,’ Uncle Will said softly.


Producing a silver case from which he took a long, thick cigar, he made a ritual out of trimming and then lighting it.


‘Your mother used to like the occasional cigar,’ he said suddenly, almost as though talking to himself.


Hester blinked.


‘Small ones of course. Not big fellows like these. I used to buy them in especially for her. She never smoked them in company, not wanting to shock people. But on nights like this, when we were alone before a good fire, she’d indulge herself.’


Hester couldn’t imagine her mother smoking a cigar.


Aunt Sybil had positioned herself roughly halfway between Hester and Uncle Will. She was further away from the fire than they and formed the apex of a triangle. As each spoke her gaze went from one to the other, like an umpire in a tennis match.


‘She never smoked at all in Bristol,’ Hester said.


‘I’m not surprised. Robert Dark was always a very righteous man. No smoking, drinking, gambling or any other vice.’ And having said that his mouth twisted slightly up at the corners, as though he was laughing at some secret joke.


‘What were the differences between you and my father?’ Hester asked.


Uncle Will took a long pull at his glass, then clamped his teeth round the end of his cigar. When he finally spoke it was without removing it.


‘I didn’t agree with Mary marrying him.’


‘Because he was poor?’


‘No.’


‘Then why?’


‘I suppose I took an instant dislike to him. It broke my heart when he took Mary down to Bristol.


‘They were extremely happy together,’ Hester stated.


‘So I heard.’ After a moment’s pause, he went on. ‘When they married I offered them a substantial amount of money, your mother had none of her own you see, but Robert Dark turned it down. He said he didn’t need any money to support his wife. That was another thing I disagreed with. Noble sentiments no doubt, but your mother was used to finer things in life. She shouldn’t have had to go without.’


Hester lifted her chin and sat up straighter. ‘Ma always said things weren’t everything. That there was a great deal more to life than mere material possessions.’


Uncle Will quickly finished his drink arid refilled his glass again. Since returning from dinner, he’d done considerable damage to the contents of the decanter. His face was very flushed and his speech decidedly slurred.


Aunt Sybil said, ‘I don’t think this is the sort of conversation the child should be subjected to on her first evening here.’


‘Why not?’ he growled.


‘If you don’t know then there’s little point in my trying to explain it to you.’


He glared at her with something between fear and hatred.


‘Why do you always call my father Robert Dark?’ Hester asked.


‘That was his name wasn’t it?’


‘Yes. But you never just call him Robert.’


‘From the day I first met him I’ve called him Robert Dark. I don’t really know why.’ He glanced across at his wife. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘I loved him,’ Hester said simply.


An expression of contriteness immediately came across Uncle Will’s face. ‘Of course you did, lass. And it’s only right that you did. I’m not trying to come between you and the memory of your dad. Nor am I speaking bad of him in any way. He was an honourable and upright man. No one could ever question that. We were just a bit like oil and water I suppose.’


‘A conflict of interests you might say,’ Aunt Sybil interrupted with a tight smile.


For the first time, Hester realized that the atmosphere between her aunt and uncle had become electric. If the air between had crackled she wouldn’t have been surprised.


Wanting desperately to be on her own, Hester said that if they didn’t mind she thought she really should go to bed now. Aunt Sybil immediately agreed, saying she would accompany Hester up the stairs.


Hester stood up. ‘Goodnight, Uncle Will.’


He regarded her for a long moment. ‘Just you understand, you’re most welcome here lass. From today on this is your home. You’re one of us.’


‘Thank you.’


‘The spit of your mother,’ he said shaking his head in disbelief. ‘Her absolute image.’


As she closed the door behind her and Aunt Sybil, she saw that he was staring after her. Even at that distance she could see the terrible, tortured look in his eyes.


Once in her room she sat on the edge of her bed to think about her new home. She didn’t know what to make of her uncle. She knew she liked him, but it seemed impossible that he hadn’t got on with her Da. Everyone had got on with her Da. Everyone except Uncle Will, it would seem.


She undressed slowly, slipped on her nightdress and, having first turned off the unfamiliar electric light – they’d had gas at home – got into bed where she lay watching the flickering shadows cast by the fire on the walls.


The next thing she knew she’d come to with a start and realized she must have dozed off. A glance at the fire, which had now died down and collapsed in on itself, told her she’d been asleep for a couple of hours at least.


What had wakened her? She hadn’t had a nightmare – she hadn’t even been dreaming.


She was about to turn over and snuggle down, when she heard the measured tread of feet walking away from her door. There was no question that the footsteps belonged to a man. Billy? Uncle Will? It had to be Uncle Will. Probably just checking that everything was all right with her.


That thought gave her comfort and brought a smile to her face. Within seconds she was asleep again.


‘Time to get up, Miss,’ said the middle-aged maid, gently shaking Hester’s shoulder.


Hester yawned and sat up. ‘What time is it?’ she asked.


‘Seven o’clock, Miss.’


Hester swung her legs out of bed, exclaiming with the cold.


‘Would you like me to help you dress, Miss?’ the maid asked.


‘No, thank you. I’m quite used to doing it by myself.’


‘Anything you want, Miss, just ring and I’ll come,’ she said, indicating the brass bell pull near the bed.


‘What’s your name?’ Hester asked.


‘Kathleen.’


‘Then I’ll do that should I need you, Kathleen.’


Kathleen’s reply to that was a brief curtsey.


On arriving at the breakfast table, Hester discovered that Uncle Will and Billy had already gone. She was informed that it was their custom to take breakfast during the week earlier than the women, since they both had considerable distances to go.


‘Ritchie, the chauffeur, drops off your uncle first and then takes Billy on,’ Aunt Sybil explained as Hester tucked into delicious scrambled egg. ‘He then comes back for Christine. Only today, I’ve decided, he’ll be picking up the three of us as I intend seeing the headmistress about your enrolment. We’ll also be going to my dressmaker’s.’


‘You’re having some new clothes made?’ Hester inquired politely.


‘No. you are.’


‘But I already have. . . .’ Looking down at her old, faded dress.


‘Quite unsuitable,’ interrupted Aunt Sybil. ‘You’re to have a complete new wardrobe. Your uncle says so.’


‘That’s very kind of you both.’


‘Well, we can’t have you walking around looking like the proverbial country cousin, now can we?’ Aunt Sybil replied a trifle acidly.


Hester gnawed her lip. Ma had made most of her clothes including the dress she was now wearing. She’d thought she looked very smart in them before she came to Glasgow.


‘We’ll also have to buy you a school uniform, which we’ll get in Paisley’s. Best shop for that sort of thing,’ her aunt went on. Adding, in almost a winsome tone, ‘We must have you looking your best. You’re such a pretty thing, really.’


Christine’s mouth became tight and she glared at Hester. It seemed most unfair to her that her cousin should be so attractive when she was so plain.


The fact that she was unattractive had always rankled with Christine. When she was young she’d told herself that she’d change when she grew up; that she’d be the ugly duckling who turned into a swan. But now she’d come to accept the fact that that was seeming less and less likely. Plain she’d been born and plain she’d stay – barring miracles.


Acceptance of that had been hard enough, but now here was Hester in her own home as a constant reminder of what she would never be. For Hester was already a swan. A swan who was obviously going to grow more and more beautiful as time went by.


Jealousy of her cousin had been born in Christine on meeting her. That jealousy now began to deepen and intensify.


The car was waiting for them out front. Hester was pleased to see Tam’s friendly face again. When neither Aunt Sybil nor Christine was looking, he gave her a conspiratorial wink.


Maybank was only a short drive away. It was a large, Gothic building which looked rather like a middle-European castle. Inevitably, it, too, was made of grey stone.


Tam parked the car outside the front gates and they all got out.


‘You run along now, dear,’ said Aunt Sybil to Christine, giving her a swift peck on the cheek.


Christine hurried on to join up with some of her friends heading for one of the building’s many entrances.


‘You’ll like it here,’ Aunt Sybil said, with finality. Steering Hester in the direction of the main entrance, she continued, ‘Very high standard. And, of course, only girls from the best families attend.’


What girls she’d seen so far looked a right snotty bunch, Hester thought. And as for the place itself, it was not only cheerless inside, but the cream tiling that was everywhere reminded her of a public toilet. She had to stifle a giggle at the thought. She turned her head away when her aunt shot her a reproving look.


‘How pleasant it is to see you,’ the grim-faced headmistress said when Mrs Oliphant and Hester entered her office.


‘And it’s good to see you, Miss McSween,’ Aunt Sybil replied, in her most gracious manner.


Miss McSween gestured to a chair in front of her desk where Aunt Sybil now sat. Then, completely ignoring Hester, Miss McSween walked round behind the desk and sat herself facing the older woman. Hester was left standing with a half smile on her face that was rapidly turning into a grimace.


Miss McSween had white hair, tied back in a tight bun. Her eyes were flint-hard and a pale blue in colour. Her skin was thick and leathery. There was something mannish about her which was strange to Hester, who had known only her Ma’s softness and femininity.


‘Is there some problem at home with Christine?’ Miss McSween asked.


‘No, no, everything’s fine with her. As it is at school I trust?’


Miss McSween gave an icy smile that was ever so slightly patronizing. ‘Of course,’ she replied, as though it was absurd anyone could think otherwise.


Aunt Sybil nodded. ‘Why I’ve come to see you is about this young lady here. My husband’s niece, newly arrived from Bristol. We wish to enrol her at Maybank.’


‘Ah!’ exclaimed Miss McSween softly, turning her attention to Hester for the first time.


‘Her mother has just died leaving her an orphan. She’ll be staying with us from now on in.’


‘An orphan? How sad,’ Miss McSween said slowly, as though Aunt Sybil had said that Hester had a cold.


Hester dropped her gaze to the floor. She was cringing inside from embarrassment and an unreasonable sense of shame.


‘Look up, girl.’


Reluctantly, Hester raised her eyes to meet Miss McSween’s.


‘Of what did the mother die?’


The question caught Aunt Sybil off guard. ‘She, eh . . . eh . . .’


Hester bit her lip, and the pain helped steady her. Her embarrassment and shame had become even more acute. She wished herself anywhere but in that office.


‘Hester’s mother committed suicide,’ Aunt Sybil said in a nervous rush.


One of Miss McSween’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Dear, dear,’ she murmured.


‘It was all very unfortunate.’


‘I’m sure.’


‘She was mentally ill, poor thing.’


‘And the father?’


‘Killed at his place of employment two years ago.’ Hester saw that Aunt Sybil had begun to sweat, and knew she was dreading being asked what her Da’s job had been. ‘Her name’s Hester Dark,’ Aunt Sybil added hurriedly.


‘Dark? Is that an English name?’


‘Actually, Robert Dark was American.’


‘An American!’ Miss McSween nodded as if that explained a great deal if not everything.


‘I would like her to start on Monday, if that’s possible. The quicker she’s settled in the better, I think,’ Aunt Sybil said.


‘Quite,’ agreed Miss McSween. She gestured Hester to come closer to her desk. ‘Now child what sort of school were you in at Bristol?’


Miss McSween made several notes in a black folder while Hester answered her many questions. ‘We’ll start her in the second year and see how she does,’ she said to Sybil Oliphant when she was done. ‘She may need extra tuition. After being at a council school she’s hardly likely to be up to the Maybank mark.’ She smiled thinly. ‘But we’ll see.’


‘That’s settled then,’ said Aunt Sybil with obvious relief, rising to her feet. ‘We’re on our way now to see about a uniform.’


‘Excellent.’


Hester was glad to escape Miss McSween’s office and the headmistress’s stern presence. She hadn’t taken to the woman at all. There was something about Miss McSween that made her flesh crawl.


Miss McSween’s parting words to Aunt Sybil had been for her to give Miss McSween’s regards to the Colonel. That was the second time Hester had heard her uncle referred to by that title.


‘Was Uncle Will in the war?’ she asked as the car sped on its way into the centre of Glasgow.


‘Indeed he was,’ Aunt Sybil replied proudly.


‘My Da wasn’t,’ said Hester. ‘He was in what’s called a reserved occupation.’


‘Yes, he would have been.’


‘What did Uncle Will do in the war?’ Hester prompted.


Aunt Sybil’s eyes took on a far away, almost dreamy look. ‘He went in as a captain and ended up as a lieutenant colonel in charge of his own regiment., The King’s Own Scottish Lowlanders. If the war had gone on any longer he would’ve ended up a full colonel in charge of a battalion.’


‘Did he win any medals?’


‘Oh, yes. When he was a captain he won the Military Cross. Only the Victoria Cross is higher than that.’


Her uncle must be an extremely brave man, Hester thought. ‘What did he do to win the Military Cross?’


Pride and love bathed Aunt Sybil’s face. ‘He refuses to talk about it. But I winkled it out of one of his army friends,’ she confided.


Somehow, the love shining from Aunt Sybil’s face like a beacon momentarily transformed it. The plainness of her features softened and were almost attractive; her eyes were large and luminous.


Aunt Sybil went on. ‘He led four attacks on the same morning. He was the only officer to return alive each time. After the fourth he went back into No Man’s Land to rescue his CO whom he thought was wounded. As it turned out the CO was dead from a bayonet wound. Will was about to return to his trenches when he was jumped by three German soldiers. He killed all three of them in hand-to-hand combat. After that he rescued an English soldier who’d got entangled in the wire. When he reached the trenches he was carrying the boy draped over his shoulder. He was promoted to major that afternoon.’


Hester listened to all this in awe.


‘There’s not a day goes by that I don’t thank God for sending him home alive and all in one piece,’ Aunt Sybil added in a whisper. ‘So many fell. So many, many.’


They were silent after, that, each lost in her own thoughts, till the car reached Jamaica Street where the outfitter’s was.


It didn’t take Hester long to be kitted out, and after they drove to Aunt Sybil’s dressmaker who had a small shop just off the Trongate.


Their business there took a great deal longer than at Paisley’s. Mrs Rosenbloom, the plump proprietress, took endless pains over measuring Hester from head to toe. After that, cloths and materials had to be chosen, and styles discussed.


At the end of it, Hester was exhausted. Aunt Sybil suggested that Hester go out and sit in the car to recover herself while she stayed behind to sort out final details with Mrs Rosenbloom.


Tam opened the car door for her and she slid inside. ‘Will she be much longer?’ he asked.


‘Five or ten minutes. But it could be more.’


Tam grunted and climbed back into the driver’s seat. Reaching behind him he slid open the glass communicating panel.


‘Terrible looking place that Maybank. I’m sure the French Bastille, where they kept all yon prisoners, must look just like it,’ he said.


Hester laughed. ‘It does give that sort of impression,’ she agreed. ‘You should see the headmistress.’


‘When do you start?’


‘Monday.’


‘I’ll be driving you and Christine together then.’


How incredibly posh, going to school by car every day. She would feel quite the lady.


‘Do you live in the house as well?’ she asked.


‘Oh, aye. Below stairs with the rest of the servants. I’m on call twenty-four hours a day you see.’


‘Surely Uncle Will doesn’t get you out of bed once you’re in it?’ she asked, genuinely shocked at the thought.


‘Not very often. In fact only twice so far. But it’s part of my duties to get up if called.’


‘Where would Uncle want to go at that time of night, or the morning?’ she asked.


‘The paper, Miss. Occasionally things happen which need the Colonel’s personal attention.’


‘What’s his paper called?’ she asked.


‘The Glaswegian. Haven’t you seen a copy of it yet?’


‘There was one on the breakfast table,’ she remembered. ‘But I didn’t realize it was Uncle’s.’


‘It’s a fine paper, Miss. I read it every day without fail.’


‘Because it’s my uncle’s?’


Tam chuckled. ‘No, no. Because I like the paper for itself. If I didn’t I’d buy one of the others.’


‘You said yesterday that you were daft on cars?’ she said.


‘Aye, I am that. Always have been. Couldn’t wait to get my licence.’


‘You’ll be happy being a chauffeur for the rest of your life then?’ she asked curiously.


‘Now I didn’t say that. My biggest dream is . . . well, to have my own garage. Tinkering with cars from morning to night. That would be my idea of heaven right enough.’


‘Do you think you’ll ever get this garage?’


‘I don’t see why not. I’ve always believed that if you want something hard enough the chances are high that you’ll get it in the end. And I want my own garage more than anything.’


‘What does Mrs Ritchie think about it?’


Tam laughed. ‘I’m not married, Miss. I haven’t even got a lassie.’


‘Have you had?’ she asked, curiosity overcoming her natural shyness.


‘Och, I’ve been out with a few. But none of them really took my fancy. Nice girls, mind. But none of them were for me.’


‘I hope your dream comes true for you,’ Hester said with a soft smile, suddenly wishing that she had a similar dream.


‘Thank you, Miss.’ There was a pause and then he said boldly, ‘You’re very easy to talk to. Not like Miss Christine. I can’t remember the last time she spoke to me other than to give instructions. No offence meant to her, of course. It’s just nice to have a chat sometimes.’


Hester decided to be honest. The servants would no doubt soon work it out for themselves if they hadn’t already.


‘I’m not used to chauffeurs and maids,’ she confided. ‘We didn’t have any where I came from. My father was just an ordinary man you see.’


‘But your mother was the Colonel’s sister?’


‘That’s right.’


‘So she married below herself like?’


‘Some people might say that. I certainly wouldn’t. Nor would you if you’d ever met my Da. He was one of the best. But what I meant was that I’m not used to having servants. I just talk to you like I would anyone else. Is that bad?’


Tam caught her eye in the overhead mirror and winked. ‘I wouldn’t say so, Miss. You keep on like that and you’ll be popular below stairs, I can assure you that.’


‘The car’s beautifully polished,’ she said. ‘I noticed that this morning as we were getting in to go to Maybank.’


‘It’s done every day without fail,’ Tam replied, not without a certain proprietorial pride.


‘And where do you do it?’


‘There’s a lock-up-cum-workshop behind the house. That’s where this beauty is kept and where I look after her. Drop by any time and I’ll show you all the tools I have for her. If you’re at all interested in things mechanical, that is.’


‘I might just do that.’ Hester smiled. She was finally beginning to relax. But the next second Tam was jumping out of the car and holding the passenger door for Aunt Sybil who had appeared.


‘Home now, Ritchie,’ Aunt Sybil commanded once he was seated, and snapped the glass panel shut.


Hester sat back in her seat and stared out of the window. Aunt Sybil was being a lot nicer to her today than she’d been on her arrival, but there was no way of knowing if that would continue.


The car sped through a slum area which both fascinated and shocked Hester. Their home in Bristol had been in a working-class neighbourhood but it had been nothing like this; nothing so bleak, so gloomy and so foul-smelling.


A long line of children, ranging from toddlers to adolescents, suddenly appeared on the pavement ahead of them. Most of them were barefoot. A few wore wooden clogs which banged as they walked; fewer shoes. The clothes they wore looked like they’d been fished out of dustbins.


As the car passed them, Hester saw that they were being led by a middle-aged man who appeared to be someone in authority. ‘Who are those children?’ she asked, turning to her aunt with wide eyes.


Aunt Sybil turned to stare at the receding line and grunted. ‘The ragged school,’ she said.


‘Ragged school?’


‘They’re the orphans who are looked after by the city.’


Hester felt her heart grow cold. ‘You mean there’s no one else to take care of them? No friends or relatives?’


‘That’s right.’


Hester twisted right round in her seat. The children were only just visible in the distance. Then the car turned another corner and they were lost to view.


‘Lucky for you you had us to take you in,’ said Aunt Sybil, echoing Hester’s own thoughts, ‘Or you might have ended up like that.’




2


Hester sat on the toilet with her head bent forward. She was between classes and had a few minutes before English Lit.


The first indication she had that there was something going on was a smothered giggle from above. Glancing up she saw four faces staring down at her over the top of the dividing partition. A hand belonging to Elspeth Simpson-Ogilvie was just disappearing back over the partition and Hester was sure it had been clutching something.


‘What are you lot up to?’ Hester demanded.


In reply Elspeth grinned, Violet Cochrane sniggered, Patti Forbes leered, and Moyra NcNaughton gave a secretive smile.


These four girls formed the clique which dominated the second year at Maybank. They’d been making Hester’s life a misery ever since she’d started at the school.


‘Go away!’ Hester said crossly.


‘We prefer to watch,’ replied Violet.


Hester had no intention of standing and pulling her knickers up while this foursome ogled her.


‘A big bum don’t you think?’ said Moyra NcNaughton.


Hester flushed. ‘You’re all hateful!’ she shouted back.


‘We don’t think much of you either,’ Patti replied. ‘And, yes, it is a big bum.’


‘Absolutely ginormous!’ said Violet, raising a laugh from her three friends.


Hester reached round and scratched a sudden itching on her back. The foursome looked at one another and snickered in unison.


The bell announcing the beginning of the class rang through the building. With a laugh and several whoops, the foursome ran from their cubicle while Hester tugged up her pants.


She arrived in class only seconds late, but still received a black look from the teacher.


‘You’ll have to smarten up, Dark,’ Miss Hunter admonished.


Hester glanced across at the foursome who sat looking as innocent as angels. Frauds, she thought.


Miss Hunter started the lesson. Hester listened with only half an ear. She was desperately unhappy since starting Maybank. Not only the four who had taunted her in the toilet, but the rest of the year, following their lead, had completely rejected her.


So far, thank God, they hadn’t found out about her background. They knew she was an orphan and came from Bristol, but that was all. She dreaded to think what they’d call her if they ever discovered that her father had been a dockie.


She was thoroughly miserable and wished she could run away. But there was nowhere to go. She was still far too young to be on her own. It would be two years at least before she left Maybank. Maybe even three or four. Just the thought made her groan.


Things wouldn’t have been quite so bad if she and Christine had become friends, but Christine, realizing the way the wind was blowing, had almost completely disowned her.
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