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    To my father who we all loved and miss so much.

    



    Thank you for being you, Dad.
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    PART ONE

  


  
    ONE


    Mam, Mam, just wait until you see this. Excitement sparkled in Hetties dark eyes as she thrust the open page of the Liverpool Post underneath her mothers nose. Theyre advertising for a young lady to sing to people during afternoon tea at the Adelphi hotel in Liverpool. It says you have to write to this address here. Oh, Mam, Im so excited. It would be the perfect job for me. Just imagine  I could sing every day and get paid for it!


    Ellie Walker looked at the advertisement her step-daughter had shoved in front of her, her face clouding slightly. Oh Hettie, love. Ellie said uncertainly. I dont think


    Immediately Hetties excitement gave way to anxiety. But Mam, you know how much I love to sing and everyone said how good I was when I sang in The Mikado. Miss Brown said I had the best voice of any girl she had ever taught.


    Ellie sighed. Yes, Hettie I know that, but singing in a small private theatre to help raise money for charity is a very different thing to singing in public and, she hesitated, and for money.


    Ellie hated to see the excitement dying in Hetties eyes and being replaced by mutinous disappointment. But Ellie was very protective of all her children and even though Hettie was eighteen, she was still a child in so many ways. In so many ways, but not in all. Ellie glanced discreetly at her step-daughters body. Although slim and delicately boned, Hettie nevertheless had a very well-developed bosom. And then, of course, there was her unusual, sultry beauty  that mingling of the delicate bone structure Hettie had inherited from her Japanese mother together with some features from the Englishman who had been her father and Ellies first husband.


    Ellie had waited until she had felt Hettie was old enough to understand properly before explaining to her step-daughter the troubled circumstances surrounding her own birth and her parents deaths.


    Hettie had never known her father, having been born after he had left Japan to return to Liverpool. Her Japanese mother, as Ellie had explained to her, had pined so much for the English lover who had sworn undying love to her, and promised he would return to her, that she had set sail for Liverpool with her baby to find him. To arrive there and discover that her beloved Henry-san had taken his own life had broken her heart, Ellie had told Hettie gently, adding that two such sensitive people as her parents had suffered dreadfully because of the separation imposed on them.


    But my father was married to you, Hettie had pointed out unhappily.


    Indeed, Hettie, Ellie had concurred. Unfortunately, as sometimes happens within families, both your father and I were pushed into marriage with one another even though our hearts lay with other people. Naturally, as Henrys widow, I felt responsible for your mother and for you


    You were kind to us, Hettie had interrupted her, remembering the comforting warmth of Ellies voice and arms.


    Your poor mother had no wish to live with your father gone. She went out one cold winter night and accidentally fell into the dock and drowned there, poor lady.


    And then you married Gideon and he adopted me and I had a new mother and father, Hettie had stated matter of factly.


    Indeed you did, Ellie had agreed tenderly. And you must never forget how much we love you, Hettie.


    And Ellie did love Hettie, even though she sometimes feared for her a little, as all mothers must for a pretty, sometimes wilful daughter. With those flashing, faintly almond-shaped eyes, the rosebud fullness of her mouth, the thick poker-straightness of her long black hair in striking contrast to her pale, almost sweetly doll-like round face, it was no wonder the people of Preston turned their heads to look at her beloved Hettie.


    Stubbornness now flashed in Hetties eyes, causing Ellies maternal heart to suffer fresh misgivings. She could well remember the turbulence of the early years of her own young womanhood, and the pain they could bring. The love of her own life at Ellies age had been her beloved Gideon, now her husband, but at that time he was the young man her mother had forbidden her to see.


    But I want to do it so much. I have to do it. I need to sing. Tears glistened in Hetties eyes. Its all I want to do, she continued passionately to Ellie. Its all Ive ever wanted to do, you know that.


    Ellie sighed. Hettie was such a fiercely intense girl, her emotions like quicksilver, changing from laughter one minute to tears the next. Ellie couldnt help but worry for her. She seemed to feel things so much more than other people, especially when it came to music, and her singing. Ellie had seen her reduced to anguished tears when listening to a particularly sad song and then the next minute dancing around happily when she heard a more gay one.


    Hettie, I do understand.


    How can you say that? You dont understand. Red spots of emotion burned in her pale face. Even when Hettie was angry she still looked so very pretty, Ellie acknowledged; coupled with her beautiful voice, it was little surprise that those who had bought tickets for the little show put on by Miss Brown, Prestons foremost music and singing teacher, had given her a standing ovation.


    To you singing is justjust aa pretty accomplishment, something to pass a few pleasant hours, she told Ellie almost scornfully. But to me it is so much more than that. To me it is everything, and if I cannot sing as I want to sing then I think a part of me will die! she finished dramatically before rushing out of the room.

    



    Why couldnt Ellie understand how she felt? Hettie wondered miserably half an hour later as she stood in front of her bedroom window, the view of Prestons fashionable Winckley Square, which lay beyond it, blurred by the tears filling her eyes.


    She loved her step-mother, of course she did. Ellie and Gideon were in reality the only parents and the only family she had ever known. And Ellie loved her, she knew that too, even if certain members of Ellies family  like Ellies starchy aunt, Amelia Barclay, who lived almost opposite them on the other side of the square  had made it plain that they did not approve of Ellie having brought up Hettie, the illegitimate child of her first husbands Japanese mistress, as her own daughter.


    Hettie could actually remember overhearing Amelia say to Ellie that Hetties birth was a scandal that could give the whole family a bad name. But Ellie had replied firmly and calmly that her aunt was mistaken and that, in Hetties mothers land, it was perfectly respectable for a man to take a pillow friend and for this lady to be treated with respect and included within the family, along with her children, and that only the ignorant and narrow minded would not be aware of this.


    It had seemed to Hettie that, after this exchange, Amelia Barclay had ceased to make references to Hetties parentage and background.


    But even though Ellie had treated her just as she did her own children, Hettie knew she was different to them. And not just because she looked different.


    Music and singing were important to her in a way that was not shared by the rest of her adopted family. Not even Ellies younger sister, Connie, who was so much fun and who loved nothing better than a music hall show.


    Hettie loved being asked to stand up and sing for people. It gave her such a wonderful rush of exhilaration and happiness and for as long as she could remember it had been her dream to become a singer. She could recall how much she had loved it as a young girl when Ellies younger brother, John, had called to see them, and Ellie had urged him to accompany her on the piano whilst she sang. There had been a special rapport between her and John in those days, but he no longer visited them as frequently, mainly because he was busy with the flying school he and two friends had set up. John, she knew, felt as passionately about his flying machines as she did about her singing.


    John had been her best and most special friend for what seemed like for ever. She had always felt she could talk to him about anything and everything, and had spent many happy hours as a child strolling with John along Prestons fine walks and the banks of the River Ribble whilst he photographed the countryside and taught her to appreciate its beauty. John had teased her and protected her. And she in turn had given him her heart and her trust.

    



    What do you think, Gideon? Ellie asked her husband later that evening when they were alone in the comfort of their bedroom. They had been married for fourteen years now and, thanks to his inheritance from his mother, and his own hard work, Gideon had risen from being a mere drover  living virtually hand to mouth and nowhere near good enough to marry Ellie, the daughter of the butcher whose brother he had once worked for  to being a person respected and admired within the town. Ellie knew how much this meant to him, especially after his struggles; and she too, if she was honest, welcomed the manner in which she and her family were treated, especially when she remembered the hardship and poverty of the years following her own mothers death when she and her siblings were separated and life seemed something to be endured not enjoyed.


    No respectable family would allow their daughter to go on the stage, she continued without waiting for him to answer her, and I can just imagine what my Aunt Amelia would have to say about it.


    Aye, shed blame what she chooses to call Hetties bad blood, no doubt, Gideon agreed.


    Ellie shook her head. Hettie is so spirited, Gideon, and so very, very pretty. She looks so


    Beautiful? Gideon supplied.


    Vulnerable, I was going to say, Ellie told him.


    Silently they looked at one another.


    I worry for her, Gideon. She is reaching that age where a young girls thoughts and feelings can so easily lead her astray. Perhaps if her own mother had lived Ellie sighed, remembering the tragic circumstances surrounding the death of Hetties real mother. I love Hettie so much but sometimes I fear she may feel that she is less loved than our own two boys, even though, if anything, I tend to favour her above our Richard and David.


    Ellie, my dearest love. Gideon took hold of his wifes hands and looked at her tenderly. I know you are only concerned for Hettie, and you want to protect her. But you and I know that, much as we love Hettie, we must be careful that in protecting we are not trying to re-create her as we wish her to be rather than as she actually is. Hettie is very gifted, we both know that, and her singing teacher has told us herself how very special Hetties voice is  that, after all, is why we agreed that she could have these extra lessons with her. Who knows what trouble we might cause by not allowing her to use that gift?


    What are you trying to say to me, Gideon?


    I think that first of all we should check with Miss Brown to see what she thinks, and then, if and only if she thinks it right, we should allow Hettie to apply for this position she has seen advertised  the Adelphi hotel is, after all, a highly respectable establishment. Hettie would only be singing during the afternoon and, I dare say, in front of a mainly female audience, for I cannot imagine that many men, never mind the unsavoury sort you fear her being exposed to, would be taking tea at the Adelphi hotel in the middle of the afternoon. Apart from anything else, such types would not be allowed in.


    Gideon watched as Ellie struggled to accept what he had said. He hated the thought of anything upsetting or hurting her  especially now  and he knew how much she loved and worried about Hettie. Ellie, neither of us would want to see Hettie take the same path as Connie, he added quietly.


    No, Ellie agreed, although Connie is very happy and settled now with Harry and their children.


    Yes indeed. But both she and you had to suffer a great deal of pain before she found that happiness. Remember how she got herself involved with some awful types and we didnt hear hide nor hair from her for years when she took off like that? Hettie, like Connie, possesses a certain stubbornness and a very strong will.


    She can be the sweetest girl, though, Gideon.


    You need not defend her to me, he assured her. I love her as much as you do, and it is because I love her that I am saying these things to you, Ellie. She is very young. Who knows, she may very well find that she does not like singing and the stage as much as she now believes she does. And if that is the case, I know we would both want her to know that she will always have a home here with us.


    Yes, you are right. I suppose I am being selfish in wanting to keep her here by me. They are all growing up so quickly, though, Gideon. Richard is already talking about wanting to learn to fly, even though he is still at school, and She placed a protective hand over her stomach.


    Have you told Iris yet? he asked her, concerned.


    Iris, in addition to being one of Ellies closest friends, was also a qualified doctor.


    Ellie shook her head. It is too soon, and after all it is not as though I have not had a child before, she reminded him with a small smile.


    In the early days of their marriage they had both hoped there would be the proverbial quiverful of children, but there had only been the two, so to discover now that she had conceived again so many years later had been rather a shock.


    Gideon, please dont look like that. I want you to be happy about this new baby we are to have, she told him when she saw the anxiety he couldnt hide. I know why you are worrying.


    I am worrying because I think you worry too much about everyone else. Gideon stopped her with false heartiness, but both of them knew the real reason behind his anxiety.


    Ellie had been just sixteen when her own mother had died in childbed, having been warned not to have any more children. Gideon knew how dreadfully the little family she had left behind her had suffered. But he was not Ellies father, and she was not her own mother. Ellie had not been warned, as her mother had, that she must not conceive more children because of the risk to her health. But the length of time since the birth of their last child had, Gideon admitted, brought home to him how relieved he had been to think there would not be any more, and that Ellie therefore wasnt going to be exposed to even the slightest risk. He had said as much to Ellie only weeks before they had discovered that there was, after all, to be another child.

    



    You really mean it. You really mean that I can audition? Oh Mam, thank you, thank you, thank you. Oh, I love you so much.


    Giddy with excitement and happiness, Hettie ran to her step-mother, hugging her fiercely and kissing her, before turning to dance round the sitting room, singing as she did so.


    Hettie, dearest, do calm down a little and listen to me, Ellie protested lovingly.


    Gideon told her a little more firmly, Hettie, that is enough. Come and sit down, please.


    Hettie sat down next to Ellie, taking a tight hold of her hand, her whole body almost quivering with excited impatience as Gideon explained: I have spoken with Miss Brown and she has assured me that she knows of no reason why we should feel concern. She knows the pianist at the Adelphi, and his wife, who are both fellow music teachers. Miss Brown has asked us to warn you, though, that even if the Adelphi Hotel does grant you an audition, such a position is bound to attract many applicants.


    Gideon glanced at Ellie, well aware that she was half hoping Hettie would not be accepted and would remain at home with them in Preston where Ellie could keep her under her motherly eye.


    Oh yes, I know that. Hettie was all impatience and excitement. But did Miss Brown say whether or not she thought I might get the job?


    She said you are an accomplished pupil, but that you have a tendency to consider  what were her exact words?  little acorns to be fully grown trees. Gideon answered her with restraint, mindful of the music teachers additional comment to him that Hettie was extremely talented but not wishing his adopted daughter to spoil herself by becoming swollen headed. But Miss Brown has suggested she should write in response to the advertisement, recommending you as a possible candidate, he continued, unable at last to conceal his pride.


    Hettie glowed with fresh excitement. You mean that Miss Brown is willing to recommend me? Immediately she was off again, springing up from the sofa, trying to drag Ellie with her and, when Ellie resisted, whirling into a dizzy polka, her cheeks flushed with happiness.


    My goodness, whats this?


    John! Hettie exclaimed in delight at the sight of her old partner-in-crime, laughing herself as she heard the amusement in his voice and saw the teasing look in his eyes, and abandoning her impromptu dance to run to his side.


    Where have you been? she demanded. It seems an age since we last saw you. I suppose youve been too busy taking photographs from your flying machine and teaching other young men to be as besotted with them as you are to think about coming to see us.


    Oh, besotted is it? Well, thats rich coming from you. John grinned. Does she still terrify the neighbours practising her scales before cockcrow, Ellie?


    Ellies heart warmed at the sight of John and Hettie slipping instantly into their old banter and routine, and she acknowledged that her younger brother and her adopted daughter, with no blood tie and only a mere eleven years between them, were the closest thing she had even witnessed to a true friendship between the opposite sexes.


    Right from the start John and Hettie had formed a close bond. There had never been a time when Hettie had not been able to wind John around her little finger, but Ellie knew that Hettie was equally fond of John and would do anything for him.


    Pouting flirtatiously and tossing her head, Hettie informed him pertly, Well, for your information, soon I shall be singing a lot more than just scales!


    Oh? John cocked an enquiring eyebrow in Ellies direction. Is Miss Brown to put on another charity piece? I was  ahem  disappointed to have missed the last one.


    No, you werent, Hettie told him forthrightly. Why dont you admit it, John? You have no ear for music, unless its the horrid whine of your flying machine engines.


    Ill have you know that requires a very finely tuned ear indeed. In fact, a flyers good ear for the healthy sound of his engine can make the difference between life and death.


    Oh John, I wish you wouldnt remind me of just how dangerously you live, Ellie protested.


    Flying is not dangerous at all if you obey the rules, Ellie.


    Behind Ellies back Hettie shot John a look of pure enchanting mischief and challenge. You are such a fibber, John, she accused him. I havent forgotten you telling me that the reason you love flying is because it is so thrilling and exciting.


    John shook his head. Indeed it is, but that doesnt mean its dangerous.


    So, what brings you to Winckley Square, Gideon asked him cheerfully, desperate to change the subject and stop Ellie worrying even more about her impetuous younger brother.


    John gave him a sheepish look. I have a favour to ask you, Gideon.


    Gideon frowned slightly. Of all of Ellies family, John was his favourite, and he had happy memories of the friendship John had shown him years before when he had been Ellies poor and, in her mothers eyes at least, unwanted suitor.


    If youre going to try to persuade me to take on another of your lame dogs, John, let me tell you that the last ruffian you persuaded me to hire turned up for work so drunk that it took three days for him to sober up.


    The whole family knew that John had a soft heart and was inclined to take up the cause of anyone he thought was hard done to.


    A faint tinge of guilty colour crept over Johns handsome face. Like his father, John was an extremely handsome man, tall and broad shouldered with bright blue eyes, strong white teeth, and thick dark curly hair.


    Well, she is neither a ruffian, nor lame John began awkwardly.


    She? Gideon and Ellie demanded in unison.


    A big grin split Johns face. Yes she, he replied. Just wait until you see her. Ive left her in the kitchen with Mrs Jennings. Gideon, she is just the prettiest thing and so affectionate, you will have her eating out of your hand in no time at all. Shes only young, not fully grown, and with no bad habits. Id keep her with me but Im away such a lot that it just doesnt seem fair. I confess I had no intention of having her, but when I saw the way she was being abused. The poor little thing was cowering and shaking


    Ellie was looking unhappier with every word her brother uttered, but Gideon had begun to relax. It was Hettie, though, who burst out laughing and exclaimed, Mam, dont look so worried. John is talking about a dog, arent you, John?


    What? Oh yes, of course. She is the prettiest little collie bitch, Gideon, and the chap I bought her off was treating her dreadfully.


    Oh John! Ellie scolded him, shaking her head.


    I must leave soon, John told them. I have some new pupils to collect from the station and take back to the airfield.


    How is business? Gideon asked him.


    We are not yet making a profit, and I doubt I shall ever be able to match your success. John smiled. But we are just about managing to make ends meet, thanks to you. Without your help Id never have been able to set up the school in the first place.


    Think nothing of it, Gideon assured him clapping him on the shoulder. I suspect Ellie thinks Ive done you more of a bad turn than a good one by helping you. She worries that living in a wretchedly ill-equipped and damp farm workers cottage will ruin your health.


    John laughed. The cottage may not be Winckley Square but it suits me.


    It was now three years since, with Gideons help, he had bought the large area of flat farmland with its workers cottage. The flatness of the land meant it was perfect as an airfield, and, whilst neither the cottage nor the barracks-like building which housed the pupils could be described as anything other than extremely basic, John had lavished as much money as he could spare on the hangars for his two aeroplanes.


    So, minx, John teased Hettie expansively. What charity is Miss Brown supporting this time? I dare say I shall have to buy tickets for it, even if I dont get to come along and hear you caterwauling.


    It isnt for charity and it isnt for Miss Brown, Hettie answered him indignantly. Its a proper singing job, and in public, so there!


    Singing in public? What do you mean?


    The good humour vanished from Johns expression. Sensing her brothers disapproval, and seeing Hettie begin to pout, Ellie was about to explain but Hettie spoke first.


    I shall sing for the ladies of Liverpool whilst they take tea, and they will love me and I shall become famous, Hettie trilled giddily, oblivious to the shadow that had crossed Johns face.


    What Hettie means, John, Gideon explained hurriedly, is that Miss Brown is recommending her for a recently advertised position as a soloist to be accompanied by the pianist at the Adelphi Hotel.


    Oh John, just imagine. Hettie clasped her hands together and stood in front of him, her whole face alive with happiness, her eyes full of dreams. It will be just as though I were on a stage. Only, of course, I shall not be because it is only a hotel, but who knows what it may lead to?


    I cant see that any good will come of it, Hettie, other than filling your head with even more nonsense, John told her so sharply that her face flushed.


    What are you saying? she demanded hotly, but Ellie hurriedly intervened before John could answer her.


    Hettie, love, I was looking at your blue dress this morning and I thought we might re-trim it.

    



    Thanks for agreeing to home this little lass for me, Gideon, John said gruffly a few moments later, bending to rub the collie bitchs ears. They had moved down to the kitchen so that John could introduce Gideon to his new charge before leaving, Ellie and Hettie having remained upstairs.


    Im sure both Philip and Richard will enjoy keeping her company when theyre at home, Gideon replied with a chuckle.


    John smiled. Philip was the youngest of the Pride children, the baby whose birth had resulted in his mothers death, and who Gideon had firmly insisted Ellies aunt hand over into Ellies care to be brought up alongside their own children.


    Gideon, are you sure its wise for Hettie to go to this audition? John asked abruptly. After all, shes still so very young. Hardly more than a child.


    Gideon shook his head. You may not be aware that she has become a young woman, John, but I can assure you that she believes she has, and so too do the young men who hang around after church on Sunday hoping to be introduced to her. Shes eighteen now, you know.


    Even so, she has led a very sheltered life, and for all that she claims to want to sing on the stage, I believe she has no real idea of what such a life entails.


    Maybe not, but I would far rather she discovers that in the safe environment of the Adelphi hotel, where she has Connie close at hand should she need her, than risk having her do as Connie herself did and run away from home.


    Connie left our aunts because she was ill-treated there, and fancied herself in love, John protested.


    Well, whilst I hope Hettie will never feel that she has been ill-treated, she too is passionately in love, you know.


    What? She might fancy herself in love with some lad, but shes too young even to know what love is.


    Johns voice was grim. What I meant was that she feels very passionately about her music, just as you do about your flying machines. Besides, it may be that she is not called to audition for the post. Miss Brown, her singing teacher, believes there will be many applicants.

    



    Gideon was wrong in thinking he was not aware of how much Hettie had grown up, John reflected sombrely as he left the house. He was only too aware of it, and had been for some time. But it had been most obvious to him that, whilst his feelings for her had undergone a change, the old companionable affection he had always felt for her replaced by a mans longing and love, Hetties feelings for him had remained as they always were. And nothing could have proved that more than her behaviour today, he admitted bleakly.

  


  
    TWO


    The much longed for and awaited letter from the Adelphi hotel had finally arrived, and as she watched Gideon opening it Hettie hardly dared to breathe, her breakfast left untouched as she waited in almost unbearable anxiety.


    Whilst Gideon silently and slowly read the letter, Hettie looked appealingly at Ellie.


    Loath as she was to lose Hettie’s company, Ellie couldn’t help but feel for her. ‘Gideon, please tell us what it says,’ she begged her husband.


    ‘It says,’ Gideon answered her, ‘that Miss Henrietta Walker is to present herself at the rooms of Mrs May Buchanan on Thursday of this week in order that Mrs Buchanan may assess her suitability to sing for the Adelphi’s guests.’


    ‘Oh!’ Such was the intensity of her emotions that Hettie was completely unable to speak. Instead tears poured from her eyes and, with a small choked sob, she got up from her chair and ran to Ellie’s side to bury her head against her shoulder, her whole body shaking.


    ‘I still can’t believe that I am actually to be auditioned,’ she confided to Miss Brown two hours later, having begged Ellie’s permission to visit her teacher to give her the good news. ‘And it is all down to you,’ Hettie told her teacher earnestly. ‘Mrs Buchanan must have taken note of your recommendation.’


    ‘I wrote no less than the truth, Hettie,’ Miss Brown assured her. ‘Nature has granted you a very special gift and given you a truly excellent voice.’


    ‘But it is because of you that I have learned how to use it,’ Hettie replied earnestly.


    ‘When is your audition?’ Miss Brown asked her excitedly.


    ‘It is this Thursday. I’m already feeling nervous. My mother has a sister who lives in Liverpool and so we are to take the train Wednesday to be there in plenty of time and stay with my Aunt Connie. What do you think Mrs Buchanan will ask me to sing?’


    ‘I am sure that she will expect you to have a piece ready prepared,’ Miss Brown answered her. ‘So we must choose something that both shows off the range of your voice and which will fall pleasantly on the ears of ladies taking afternoon tea. This is not a situation where I would recommend the singing of a complicated aria.’ Miss Brown pursed her lips thoughtfully and then said shrewdly, ‘Perhaps something pretty and sentimental would be best.


    ‘Oh, and I would advise you to wear something smart but loose, so that your voice is not constricted in any way. You will be apprehensive, of course, and anxious, that is to be expected. It is Monday already so we must decide quickly what you will sing so that you can practise it. What about “Auf Wiedersehen?”’ she suggested. ‘After all, Vivienne Segal was just your age when it made her a star.’


    Hettie nodded in agreement. She was far too excited to be able to speak. She could hardly believe that in three days time she would be singing at the Adelphi!

    



    The bus had set them down at the corner of the road, and Hettie moved closer to Ellie’s side as her apprehension grew. She had felt more and more nauseous and fearful with every minute that had passed since leaving her Aunt Connie’s.


    The rooms where Hettie was to have her audition were in a street off Lime Street, not very far from the Adelphi. The house itself was halfway down the street, and like all its neighbours it had a clean if somewhat austere appearance, its front step donkey-stoned and the doorknocker well polished.


    ‘Oh, Mam…’ Hettie whispered shakily.


    ‘What is it, Hettie?’ Ellie asked her gently. ‘Have you changed your mind?’


    Immediately Hettie shook her head, missing the faint sigh Ellie gave and the look of anxiety in her eyes.


    A small, neatly dressed maid in a crisply immaculate apron and cap opened the front door to them and directed them to a dark back parlour, its furniture heavily festooned in dark brown material. Ellie and Hettie perched awkwardly on a bulging sofa.


    The faintly worn areas in the turkey carpet made Hettie wonder just how many anxious feet had paced across it whilst their owners waited in the room’s sombre silence. Thick net curtains obscured what light could have entered the room, making it seem even more gloomily oppressive.


    She reached out and placed her hand in Ellie’s. She wanted this more than she had ever wanted anything in the whole of her life, more than she would ever want anything ever again. She wanted it so much that it physically hurt, she told herself dramatically.


    The door opened, making Hettie jump. The parlour maid announced, ‘You’re both to go in now, if you please.’


    ‘Good luck, my love,’ Ellie whispered to her as they both got up, kissing her lovingly whilst Hettie gripped her hand.


    Hettie had never felt so clumsy, nor so awkward. Her face was burning, and her throat had gone so dry she was afraid she would not be able to sing at all.


    The maid escorted them to the door of the front parlour and then whispered, ‘Knock on the door and then wait until she says to go in.’


    When her step-mother’s knock went unacknowledged, Hettie cast her an anguished look. ‘Perhaps she didn’t hear,’ she began and then stopped as a firm contralto voice from the other side of the door called out commandingly.


    ‘Come.’


    With Ellie pushing her firmly ahead, Hettie stepped in to the room. Here there was no overstuffed sofa but instead a row of uncomfortable looking hard-backed chairs. But it was the piano and, more dramatically, the woman seated at it, that commanded Hettie’s attention.


    Mrs May Buchanan was almost the complete opposite of Miss Brown, being tall and stately where Miss Brown was small and thin; and her jet-black hair, unlike Miss Brown’s untidy grey bun, was drawn back into a formidably elegant chignon. Miss Brown’s manner was fussy yet gentle, whilst Hettie could tell, even on this first meeting, that Mrs Buchanan was chillingly distant.


    Hettie could feel herself tremble as Mrs Buchanan’s merciless gaze focused sharply on her.


    ‘Your teacher has some very complimentary things to say about you, Miss Walker. She seems to think that you have a soprano voice of surpassing excellence.’


    Hettie looked towards Ellie for reassurance, not sure how she was meant to respond.


    ‘Do you have the same high opinion of your voice as your teacher, Miss Walker?’


    ‘I know that I love to sing,’ was all Hettie could find to say. Mrs Buchanan was making her feel very small and unimportant; she was even beginning to wish that she had not put herself forward for her criticism.


    ‘Very well then. Please stand up.’


    Obediently Hettie got to her feet. She felt sick with nervousness, and she just knew that she was going to do everything wrong.


    As she sang the opening bars of the song, she could hear the uncertainty affecting her voice and her heart sank with distress and panic. The song was so familiar to her that she knew it by heart, and yet in her agitation she almost missed a note. But then, as always when she got into the song itself, the music began to take her over and she became lost in its enchantment and the role it had cast for her.


    As she sang the last few notes she saw the emotional tears in Ellie’s eyes, and her spirits soared upwards in triumph and pleasure. But she was brought quickly back to earth when Mrs Buchanan commented coldly, ‘You were off key in the first bar.’


    ‘I was nervous.’


    ‘If you are nervous about singing in front of me then how do you think you will be able to sing in front of an audience of a hundred?’


    Hettie did not dare look at her mother. She knew if she did she would burst into tears of shame and disappointment.

  




End of sample
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OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Hettie '
HﬂﬂP Qtwnpt






OEBPS/Images/cover.png
Hettie of Hope Street

du
[=]

P
3
G
55}
a
3
S
g
g
ks
s}

Annie Groves






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
]
]

HarperCollinsPublishers





