One
Cherry

It starts with one simple word: ‘Hello.’
My name is Cherry and this is my story.

They were sending me to boarding-school. Helton Manor was on
the shores of Coniston Water in the picturesque, breath-taking
Lake District. The lake was always calm, even in bad weather,
disturbed occasionally by the odd boat and one of the pleasure
cruisers skimming along, and in the water, you could see a mirror
image of the beautiful, green-rolling hills as the sun sparkled on the
surface like stars. On the other hand, for all its extravagance, the
elaborate furniture, plush red carpets and expensive paintings, the
school was less impressive. Mum gave me the hard sell on it,
insisting it was one of the best and most exclusive establishments
in the country and had a reputation equal to Roedean and
Cheltenham Ladies’ College.

Tve never heard of either of them,’ I told her furiously. “Why do
I have to go to a bloody boarding-school? Why can’t I stay where I
am?’

‘Mind your language, potty mouth.” Mum sighed. “Your dad
thinks Helton Manor will give you a better chance of getting good
qualifications and going to university. His mother went there and
he’s eager to carry on the family tradition. It'll be hard work for
you sitting your final GCSE exams in a new school, but you’re
bright and I'm sure you’ll manage. Youll be starting the new
school year and there’ll probably be other new girls in the same
boat.’

I found out much later she wasn’t really happy sending me away
to school at all. If she’d said something, I might have had the
chance to win her round, change her mind. Not for one moment
was I fooled by Greg’s concern for my schooling.



‘He’s not my dad, he’s my bleedin’ stepdad,” I corrected her
sharply, ‘and he’s not thinking of my education, he’s itching to get
me out from under his feet.’

Greg was the only son of Lady Milborne and became Lord
Milborne on the death of his dad. His first wife had committed
suicide — no surprise — and he had a son of his own, Jeremy, away
at university. Mum had met Greg at Milborne Hall, where she’d
been appointed housekeeper and luckily, the job came with a small
cottage. We’d been unable to get our own place because of the
long housing waiting-list, so for years we’d had to share my
grandparents’ small bungalow, the four of us living on top of one
another in cramped and crowded conditions. Mum had lost her
cleaning job at the local library and one of the library assistants
suggested she check out the ads in The Lady magazine for live-in
work. It was the happiest I’d seen her in ages and my school was a
short bus ride away.

It was all good in the beginning and Mum was an instant hit at
the Hall, which had been built in the 1800s and had its own,
beautifully-kept grounds on the outskirts of our town, old on the
outside and dated on the inside, all wood panels, chandeliers and
flash furniture. The cottage was cosy and my room lovely. My
classmates were dead jealous and that skank Lacey Connor,
thinking she was the toughest girl in the school, tried to bully me,
saying Greg Milborne must’ve fancied Mum to give her the job.
According to Connor, he had a reputation in the town for sleeping
around.

‘Don’t judge other people by your own dirty standards, Connor!’
I advised, pushing her head down the toilet and earning us both a
visit to the headmaster’s office for interrogation and subsequent
detention. Despite me and my two best mates, Precious and Suze,
not being part of the hard crowd, we took no shit from Lacey
Connor. She gave us a wide berth after that, and she and her gang
of trolls left me alone. I told no one about the wedding, except
Precious and Suze, and that was weeks latet.

Fortunately, it was a quiet wedding; a few select guests were
invited and no announcement put in the paper. Nor was I required
to be a bridesmaid, going to school while they tied the knot. Greg’s
mother was also absent, turning her snotty nose up at the idea of
Mum becoming the next Lady Milborne.



Although he had Jeremy, Greg was no lover of kids. It was
obvious from the beginning that I was a nuisance, an added
responsibility to cast off, and he was adamant it was expected for
the stepdaughter of a lord to be sent away to school. He had sent
his seven-year-old son to Harrow and now it was my turn.

A younger edition of Greg, Jeremy Milborne came home from
university to play the role of best man. Both men were tall and
blond and had the same arrogant air and affected, upper class
accent. Jeremy threw his rucksack on the floor and collapsed on
the sofa.

‘Is this her, Pops?” he said to Greg, surveying Mum critically. She
went uncomfortably red. ‘Not bad compared to the dogs you've
dated in the past” He turned to me, licking his lips and winking.
‘The daughter’s not bad, either.’

Urgh, what a creep!

I wondered how much of what Lacey Connor had said was true;
it probably was of Jeremy Milborne. Both men were conscious of
this leggy, fully-developed sixteen-year-old girl, showing off her
slim legs in a short school skirt and a blouse not fastened to the
top, the general school trend. I caught them both checking me out
occasionally and that was the reason why I began to go round in
baggy jeans and sweatshirts. Thankfully, two days later, Jeremy
buggered off back to uni and I was safe.

Maybe boarding-school was a good idea if it got me away from
Greg and his lecherous son. It’d be a waste of breath telling Mum
she was marrying a perv and a paedo, she wouldn’t believe me and
anyway, she was besotted. He was promising her the world and it
was the least she deserved. I couldn’t deny her that by standing in
the way of her making a better life. She was welcome to it. For all
its comfort and opulence, Milborne Hall was a depressing place. 1
got the impression that if anyone at the Hall was unhappy Mum
was marrying Greg, they were unwilling to say anything and hurt
her feelings. Did they think she was too good for Greg? I certainly
did.

Servants weren’t a thing at the Hall, they were staff, and
everyone was on first-name terms: no one called Greg Sit’ or
“Your Lordship’, he was Greg and Mum was Cheryl. Tulip,
originally from Swansea in Wales and an art student at the local
university, distinctive by her short dark hair, ring in her nose and



tattoos on her arm, lived and worked part-time at the Hall to help
pay for her course and had been assigned to wait on me. Whatever
I needed, I called her, and in the few weeks I’d been at Milborne
we became really close.

I loathed the Helton Manor uniform: the green tartan skirt,
mauve blazer and hat, dark green sweater, white blouse and mauve
tie. Greg had bought it from an exclusive school outfitters in
London, no expense spared.

‘It’s really smart!” he commented during the fashion show I gave
him and Mum, smirking slightly at my size 36C boobs that caused
the buttons of the school blouse to gape a bit. I blushed, alarmed
by the heaving of my chest and the thrill of his gaze. Greg was a
sod, but he was a bloody sexy sod, tall, athletic, fit, a bit younger
than Mum at thirty-six (she was thirty-nine). Imagining him and
Mum doing it disgusted me; all the same, I struggled to get that
image out of my mind.

I took no chances, avoiding him at every opportunity, locking
my bedroom door at night and ensuring we weren’t alone in the
same room. Boarding-school guaranteed a safe distance between
us. I loved my mum and was also annoyed at her for taking the job,
for meeting him, and for him separating us.

On the Saturday I left for Helton Manor, a mild September
morning, I hugged Tulip goodbye and we promised to ring one
another regularly for a catch-up. My case was stashed in the boot
of Greg’s Mercedes, my trunk having already gone ahead by special
courier, and I climbed into the back seat; he was driving me and
Mum up to Cumbria. Having only seen photos of the school in the
prospectus and on the website virtual tour, Mum was keen to
inspect the place in person. I was dressed in the uniform, the
stupid school hat and blazer on the seat next to me. Greg was in
the driver’s seat, waiting for Mum to finish faffing around in the
kitchen, giving him the opportunity to gawp at me in the rear view
mirror. Embarrassed by this unwelcome attention, I decided to get
my own back by teasing him. I was wearing long black socks to my
thighs and I crossed my right leg over my left, rubbing my hand
over the top of my sock and letting my fingers roam up my skirt.
He panted heavily, forcing himself to calm down at the sound of
the passenger door opening and Mum getting in. He coughed and



turned away. Grinning, my hand left my thigh and went to my hair
to push it casually behind my ear.

‘Forgot the sandwiches,” Mum said, handing me the lunchbox.
‘It’s your favourite, love, ham and cheese.’

‘Cheers, Mum.’

Greg glanced at me again in the mirror and once Mum’s back
was turned I winked at him, and he hastily switched on the engine.

We had a break at the services on the M6 for lunch. Mum had
prepared enough sandwiches to feed the five thousand; Greg
preferred to order burger and fries from Burger King. Mum nipped
to the toilet and I stayed in the car to log on to Pictapost and
message Precious and Suze.

That morning, I’d posted a pic posing provocatively in my new
uniform, jazzing it up by opening the blouse to my cleavage and
revealing part of my lacy white bra, rolling over the waist of my
skirt to shorten it enough to reveal the legs of my white knickers.
My tie was wrapped round my neck, resembling a noose, giving the
impression I was being sent to the gallows, and my hat sat at a
jaunty angle. I had over nine hundred ‘friends’ and the post got
over two hundred Likes, mainly from men sending love heart
emoijis and kisses, telling me how beautiful I was. The direct
messages they sent me were blocked without hesitation. No-marks,
saddos and catfishers swamped Pictapost and I enjoyed having
power over them, drawing them in and letting them down. It was
more Pictapost being the ‘in’ app than the attention and everyone,
me and my mates included, used it. The direct messaging was free,
cheaper than texting and better than Whatsapp.

Precious and Suze were missing me already and I was missing
them. The last day at my old school had been full of emotion,
tears, hugs, presents, promises to stay in touch and good lucks
from teachers and pupils. I spent that evening in floods and
nothing Mum said or did was of any consolation. Precious and
Suze sent messages full of cry emoijis and hopes I got sent away
from Helton Manor. The problem was, if that happened, I'd end
up back at Milborne Hall.



I tapped my message, thinking I ought to have tried harder to
stand my ground against being sent away and insist I move back to
Gran and Granddad’s; they weren’t Greg’s greatest fans, either. At
least I'd be able to visit Mum and go to my old school. I did have
an uncle, Mum’s older brother Andy; unfortunately, he lived in
Germany. I also had a dad lurking somewhere on the planet and
had heard nothing from him since he’d walked out on us fourteen
years ago. I asked Mum what his name was and she’d said, ‘Don’t
mention That Man to me!’ and that’s what I called him: That Man.

Not that standing my ground was an option, Greg said I had to
go to boarding-school and that was that. Unless I got booted out,
and if that happened I’d pack my bags and move back to Gran and
Granddad’s.

For the rest of the journey, I ignored Mum and Greg and read
through my mates’ wild ideas of how to get kicked out, adding a
few of my own to lighten the mood. Murdering Miss Panesar, the
headmistress, was one, albeit rather extreme. Setting fire to the gym
was another over-the-top suggestion, whereas smoking in my room
was a bit tame and besides, I loathed the smell of fags. Smuggling
booze into class was a possibility and so was the danger of ending
up in hospital getting my stomach pumped if I drank too much of
it. Determined not to be put off, I geared up to get a reputation to
be a nuisance and a troublemaker and surely they’d get tired of me
and send me packing?

We arrived at our destination eatly in the evening, driving
through the small, pretty town of Helton from where the school
got its name. The shops and the solitary pub, The Jolly Miller, were
built out of grey stone; a cross in the centre of the square had a
poppy wreath resting against it and people were going in and
coming out of an open Tesco Express. The school was situated on
the edge of the town, past the train station. Its clock tower came
into view above the trees surrounding it, the clock showing nearly
ten-past seven. We were welcomed by large iron gates, our way
blocked by a barrier and a security guard checking the car
registration, my school ID badge and ticking my name off a sheet
of paper on a clipboard. The barrier was raised and we soon
reached the car park where eight cars were parked, presumably
belonging to the teaching staff. I scowled at the building, built



from similar grey stone to the shops in the town, wishing I was
elsewhere.

Greg pulled up outside the big red doors. He and Mum got out
of the car and I stayed in my seat, gripping my phone, a million
things passing through my brain: if they tried to get me out, I'd
scream, convince Mum that Greg had been looking at me in a
funny way, she’d tell him it was over and we’d catch the train
home, away from Helton Manor, away from Greg. They’d get a
divorce and I’d be free of him forever.

The back passenger door opened. Greg said, ‘Come on, Cherry,’
and I meekly unbuckled my seatbelt. He opened the boot to take
out my case.

Mum was approached by a young, smartly-dressed woman, her
blonde hair tied in a ponytail, wearing a tight-fitting grey skirt,
beige blouse and black stiletto shoes. She was in her early twenties
and offered her hand to Greg, who seemed reluctant to let go.
Politely and firmly, she released his grip.

Tm Joely, Miss Panesar’s secretary.” She turned to me and
smiled. ‘Cheralyn Hill”” I winced and nodded. I detested people
using my full name. “‘Welcome to Helton Manor. We’re glad to
have you. Miss Panesar is waiting to meet you and I'll take you to
her office shortly. Rowan is the building next to this one, where
you will be boarding.’

Five minutes later, we reached a smaller, more modern red-
bricked building. Inside, the walls were painted white, giving it a
more inviting and cheerful appearance.

‘Joely,” I said shyly, ‘do you mind calling me Cherry? OW!” Mum
nudged me warningly.

Joely laughed. ‘Cherry it is; however, youll find Miss Panesar
and the teaching staff will call you by your full name. Now, some
information: the juniors sleep in six bed dorms over in Willow,
that’s the building next to this one. You older girls have study
bedrooms here in Rowan, four to a room. Next year, in Year
Twelve, you'll move to Oak Sixth Form House, where you’ll share
two to a room. You'll get a proper tour of the school and grounds
tomorrow and we provide maps! Your roommates will buddy you
for the first month and help you settle in. Your trunk has arrived
and you can unpack later. Shall we take the lift? You’re on the
second floor.’



During the lift ride, Mum said, “Where are the other girls?” She
squeezed my hand tightly. The place was eerily quiet.

‘Supper finished ten minutes ago and most of them will be in the
common-room relaxing,” replied Joely. ‘A few have gone home to
visit their families for the weekend.’

The prospect of going home every weekend appealed to me
until I realised forlornly there’d be a cost to the train and coach
tickets. The chances of Greg coming up every week struggling
through Friday night traffic to pick me up were zero, and what if
he came alone?

‘Weekends are fairly free and easy here,” went on Joely, breaking
into my thoughts, ‘and there’s plenty to do; walks, the cinema,
games, dancing, the odd party, going into Helton — there’s a very
popular coffee shop the girls frequent called the Country Kitchen.
I'll also give you a list of clubs to join. Everyone has to be back in
school by six for supper and no gitl is allowed out of the grounds
in the evenings, unless accompanied by a prefect or member of
staff for a specific reason — ah, this is you, Cherry.’

At the sight of the white door and the brass number 5 fixed to it,
my stomach turned somersaults and Mum’s ham and cheese
sandwiches were in mortal danger of shooting up all over the floor.
Joely knocked first. No answer. She opened the door to an empty,
quite cosy room, where the bookshelves were cluttered full of
textbooks and novels. Stuffed toys and fancy cushions littered
three of the beds, one under the window and the others by the
walls. Each bed had a side set of four white drawers next to it. My
trunk was resting on the tidiest bed and Greg dumped my case
next to it. I admired the magenta duvet and magenta pillowcases,
and the window had a magenta blind pulled down halfway,
overlooking the car park and grounds beyond.

‘Suki, Rahma and Tasha are your roommates, Cherry,” said Joely.
“They’re probably in the common-room watching a film on Netflix.
You’ll meet them later.” Her mobile phone buzzed. ‘Ah, it’s a text
from Miss Panesar. Come on, we have to go back to the school
building to her office.’

On the inside, the main school building was how we
remembered it on the virtual tour and reminded me of Milborne
Hall. The high white ceiling in the hallway had two large
chandeliers, real crystal, probably; the fees they charged a term



were astronomical enough for them to afford such decorations.
The wall lights, already switched on in spite of the large windows
letting in the daylight, had brass fittings and ornamental glass
shades.

Miss Panesar’s office was an impressive room on the ground
floor, dominated by a large mahogany desk and lamp, paintings on
the walls and thick, white, rose-patterned curtains on the window. I
recognised her from her photo in the prospectus: tall, slim, brown
eyes and brown hair greying at the temples. She was a bit older
than Mum, probably in her forties, and dressed in a tracksuit.

‘Hello!” she said enthusiastically. ‘Forgive the informality; I'm off
to the gym for a game of squash shortly” We shook hands.
‘Welcome to Helton Manor, Cheralyn. I hope you’ll be very happy
here. Please,” she indicated the armchairs, ‘take a seat and I'll go
over a few things...’

I paid no attention, allowing my mind to wander and imagining
being a million miles away. At last, the interview was over and 1
was escorted back to Rowan House by Joely to unpack and meet
the other girls.

“Your parents can help you get your things organised, Cherry,’
she said. I liked her. She was nice and saw how uneasy I was being
away from home. She put her hand lightly on my arm. ‘Otherwise,
you may find it’s best to say goodbye now. It’s up to you.
Everyone here, including me, was new at first. On my first day, I
found it easier in the long run to get the goodbyes over sooner
rather than later, rip off the plaster. I can guarantee it’s the best
remedy and your homesickness will pass faster than you think.’

I decided to rip off the plaster. The longer I left it, the harder it
would be and Greg was nagging at Mum.

‘We have to get going, Cher.’

Yeah, bye, Greg, Il miss youn. Not.

Stepping out into the drive, I said in a wavering voice, “You get
off, Mum. I’ll be fine, honest.’

I acted more confident than I actually was. Three whole months
stuck in this dump! What a rotten swine Greg was!

‘Come here, you.” Mum collected me in a big hug and the tears
coursed down my cheeks. She kissed me and cupped my face in
her hands, trying hard to hold on to her own composure. Now
listen, if you’re not happy...’



‘Come on, Cher,” called Greg impatiently from the driver’s seat.
‘I need to fill the car with petrol and get home by midnight.”

Mum kissed me again.

“Bye, love,” she whispered, and I waved until the car was
completely out of sight.



