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Babs had always suspected that industry and commerce were built around a wide margin of inefficiency but it wasn’t until she went to work for the Ministry of Labour in the early autumn of 1940 that she learned just how wide that margin could be and how damaging to a nation at war.

‘War,’ Mr Harding informed her on her first day at the office, ‘war is, by its very nature, the quintessence of insecurity. Our problem is how to strike a balance between security, which can easily bracket off into apathy or all-consuming self-interest, and insecurity, which leads to irritation, disunity and stress. Are you with me on that, Mrs Hallop?’

‘Yes, sir, I do believe I am.’

He gave her the eye, not the sort of eye Babs was used to receiving from men but a deep, dour sort of scrutiny so magnified by his inch-thick lenses that she felt as if he were peering right through her. Without his glasses, she thought, his eyes would probably vanish altogether, like those of a hedgehog or a vole. He was, at a guess, not a day over twenty-five.

‘Twenty-six per cent labour wastage in the third quarter of last year, according to government figures,’ Archie Harding went on. ‘My God, how the Germans must be laughing up their sleeves. My job, my role in this mighty conflict is to ensure that production quotients are increased by the simple expedient of redistributing the work force into areas where it will do most good. Only by winning the production war can we hope to stop Adolf in his tracks. And we’re just the lads to do it, are we not, Mrs Hallop?’

‘Absolutely,’ Babs, laddishly, agreed.

‘You’re a qualified typist, I take it?’

‘Secretary.’

‘Where were you previously employed?’

‘Manone’s.’

‘Manone’s!’

She couldn’t tell if he was dismayed or impressed by mention of the name. If he’d known even half of what had gone on in her brother-in-law’s warehouse before the war, however, the patriotic Mr Harding would surely have run her out of the office there and then. Dominic Manone was gone, of course. In the autumn of ’39 he had gathered up his ill-gotten gains, and his children, and escaped to America before the forces of law and order could muster a case against him for his part in a counterfeiting operation.

The fact that Dominic had left Polly, her sister, high and dry in Glasgow did not endear him to Babs. As far as she was concerned every Johnny Foreigner should be locked up. She kept the opinion to herself, though, for her sisters were outraged by the Government’s cavalier treatment of foreign nationals.

‘Yes,’ said Babs, exaggerating somewhat, ‘I was Mr Manone’s personal assistant before I got married.’

‘Ah, of course, you’re one of the marrieds, aren’t you?’

Babs held up her hand and displayed a tarnished wedding ring.

‘Sure am,’ she said.

‘Do you have children?’

‘Four.’

Mr Harding’s brows rose. ‘Four!’

‘Three girls,’ said Babs, ‘and a boy.’

‘Who’s looking after them?’

‘The wee one,’ Babs answered, ‘lives at home with me. The others are boarded out.’

‘Evacuated, you mean?’

‘Yes,’ said Babs. ‘Went off, came back, went off again.’

‘Are they far away?’

‘Not really. They’re on a farm at Blackstone.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Across the river, near Breslin.’

‘Very posh,’ said Mr Harding. ‘Staying with relatives, are they?’

‘With friends of my sister, actually,’ said Babs.

‘Well, they’re better out of the way, I suppose.’

Babs missed her children more than she cared to admit. She gave a haughty little toss of the head. ‘I take it you don’t have children, Mr Harding?’

‘Not I.’

‘Well then . . .’

‘I do not wish to imply that there’s no emotional distress involved in being parted from one’s offspring,’ said Archie Harding, hastily. ‘It’s simply that women can adjust better and put their shoulders to the wheel with more – erm – enthusiasm if they know their little ones are being well cared for.’

‘Of course,’ said Babs.

In fact May, June and Angus were thriving at Blackstone Farm, where they were cared for by Douglas Giffard and Miss Dawlish, Polly’s housekeeper; an odd arrangement that seemed to be working well.

‘Husband on active service?’ Mr Harding enquired.

‘He’s in the army, somewhere in Devon.’

‘You won’t see much of him then?’

‘Don’t see him at all,’ said Babs.

‘He’s safe, though,’ said Mr Harding, ‘in Devon.’

‘As safe as any of us these days,’ Babs said.

Jackie was a corporal in the Royal Army Ordnance Corps and repaired tanks and armoured cars on the manoeuvring grounds near Yelverton where he’d been stationed for the last ten months. Babs had a strong suspicion that he was having the time of his life but she couldn’t be sure, for his letters were few and far between. She fretted more about her brother-in-law Dennis, who had transferred into the air branch of the Royal Navy and was presently pitching about on an aircraft carrier somewhere in the North Atlantic.

Back in 1939, when the older children had first been evacuated, Babs had experienced a sense of freedom the like of which she hadn’t known since she’d been a girl growing up in the Gorbals.

Along with millions of others, she’d been lulled into a false sense of security by what they were now calling ‘the phoney war’, those weeks and months when nothing much seemed to be happening and air raids and gas attacks had failed to materialise. Then things had turned nasty, very nasty; British ships were being sunk ten-a-penny by German U-boats, the army had only just escaped from Dunkirk, London had been bombed, Italy had entered the fray, France had fallen and the war had spread into parts of the world that Babs had barely heard of.

‘Know what worries me?’ Archie Harding said.

‘No, what?’

‘The probability that when this war is over women will imagine they’re entitled to all these perks and benefits.’

‘What perks and benefits?’ Babs said.

‘Big pay envelopes, responsible posts, pensions. Parity, in a word,’ said Mr Harding. ‘Equality.’

‘I wouldn’t worry about it,’ Babs said.

‘Why not?’

‘The trade union machine will grind us up and spit us out again just as soon as peace is declared.’

‘Ah, but will women stand for it?’

‘Women always do,’ said Babs.

Archie Harding sniffed and gave her another dour, deep stare. He came round from behind the desk and perched on it, facing her. His office was hardly bigger than a closet and much smaller than the reception area at the front of the building where she, Babs, would work.

Cyprus Street Recruitment and Welfare Centre, a sub-branch of a branch of the Ministry of Labour, was situated in the middle of nowhere. Only one bus served the area and trams turned at the little depot behind St Jerome’s church at the head of the disused ferry ramp that sloped steeply into the river. Bleak wasn’t the word for Cyprus Street. All around were shipyards and graving docks; across the river, more of the same. A row of steel fencing, four long sandbagged warehouses and a brick wall separated the street from the oily brown waters of the Clyde along which ships of war and trade, identically daubed in Admiralty grey, slid past like the scenery in a puppet play.

The shops that hugged the corners at St Jerome’s Cross had boarded windows and were already selling unrationed goods only to regular customers. Babs was registered with her local Co-op miles away on the Holloway Road, near where she lived. Shopping, she realised, would be a major problem, not one that the loquacious Mr Harding would be likely to take into account when he required her to work late into the evening.

‘What,’ Babs said, ‘will I be expected to do here, Mr Harding?’

‘Bit of this, bit of that. Adaptability will be your watchword, as it is mine.’

‘Could you maybe be a wee tad more specific?’ Babs suggested.

‘Our job, boiled down, is to fit square pegs into round holes,’ Archie Harding told her. ‘Too many tool setters in one factory, not enough in another – we fix it. Twenty skilled artisans conscripted en bloc from a single plant – we replace them. You’ll soon become proficient in the ignoble art of filling in forms, and will, I don’t doubt, groan at the weight of paperwork required to satisfy government regulations. You’ll encounter tinpot tyrants from the Department of National Service and squander vital man-hours in pointless arguments with middle managers and personnel officers. But under my tutelage you’ll learn to weed out the slackers and shirkers who slouch through that door with the sole intention of sponging off the state.’

Babs hadn’t taken off her hat or overcoat, hadn’t yet revealed her figure in a tight black skirt and one of Jackie’s white shirts that she’d modified, on the make-do-and-mend principle, with several extra buttons. Even so, Mr Archie Harding was already breathing hard, his eyes reduced and multiplied in the curve of the lenses. It wasn’t the proximity of a buxom young woman that excited him, though, so much as the volume of his own rhetoric.

‘I tell you this, Mrs Hallop,’ he went on, ‘I can spot a slacker at a thousand paces and smell a shirker as soon as he steps off the tram. They are our enemies, our foes in the production war. Together we must stamp them out.’

‘We will, Mr Harding,’ said Babs staunchly. ‘I’m sure we will.’

‘Well, Mrs Hallop – Barbara – I reckon we’re going to get along famously and I’m sure you’ll find your work here rewarding.’ He placed a hand lightly near her shoulder. ‘Now, tell me, do you know how to make tea?’

‘Pardon?’

‘Tea,’ said Mr Harding. ‘Can you brew up a nice strong cuppa?’

‘Of course I can.’

‘Make me a fresh pot then, dear,’ Mr Harding said. ‘There’s a good girl.’

Then he slid behind his desk and flopped down in his chair while Babs, sighing, removed her hat and coat and went in search of the kettle upon which, she would soon learn, the efficiency of the department depended.

Babs was obliged to rise so early that it still seemed like the middle of the night on cold November mornings. Before the war a network of lights had illuminated the valley of the Clyde but now the city and its suburbs were submerged in darkness. She did her best to cheer the dawn patrol by focusing her attention on her three-year-old daughter, April, who was her dear, her darling and the light of her life.

The morning ritual of rising, washing, shivering, dressing, was followed by a hasty retreat into the kitchen with April in her arms. The kitchen door was shut tight, all four gas rings lit and purring away. April would sit quietly while Mum finished dressing, then she would perch on Mum’s knee and they would eat thin milky porridge sweetened with golden syrup while Babs wove a little story about the lion – ‘Out of the Strong Came Forth Sweetness’ – that was depicted on the syrup tin; no mean feat for an unimaginative young woman whose teachers had marked her down as a flighty wee trollop who would probably come to a bad end.

When the porridge and story were finished Babs would pour a spoonful of Scott’s Emulsion from the bottle with the fisherman on the label. April would make a face and swallow the nasty stuff and Babs would give her a fruit pastille to take away the taste, then, downing a last mouthful of tea, would open the kitchen door and admit chill air from the hallway.

Slippers, stockings, knickers – little accidents do happen – handkerchiefs, a clean facecloth and towel were stuffed into a small canvas satchel, the gas-mask container secured on its green cord and April, equipped like a soldier of the line, was ready for the road at last. Hat, overcoat, scarf, gloves. Fags and matches popped into the floppy shoulder bag that had replaced Babs’s neat little pre-war purse. Straighten stockings, cram on flat-heeled shoes. Switch off the fire. Turn off the gas and unlock the front door. Then, hand in hand, mother and daughter went down the steps to the pavement.

When the cold knuckled her nose and lips, April uttered her only words of complaint. ‘Dark, Mummy,’ she said dolefully, glancing up at the sky. ‘Cold.’

‘Yes, dear,’ Babs told her, ‘but it won’t be for long now.’

Babs knew it was selfish of her to keep April here, that the little girl would be safer and more comfortable boarded out at Blackstone with her sisters and brother. In September, soon after she’d started work, guilt had prompted her to leave the baby at the farm for a long weekend, but fond imaginings of wild nights on the town, of drinking cocktails and dancing until dawn had swiftly evaporated and she’d been back at Blackstone by Sunday lunch time and home again before sundown with April safe in her arms.

She loved all her children, of course, but not equally. There was something rather sinister about May and June, who had a feline habit of not being around when chores were being allotted or mischief uncovered. Dougie Giffard had their measure, however, and his subtle tactics had added a degree of uncertainty to the girls’ self-assurance, which, Babs thought, was no bad thing. She missed Angus more than she missed the girls, but her pining, such as it was, was tempered by the fact that being around Angus for any length of time exhausted both her patience and her energy.

She had to admit, though, that Blackstone and Angus were made for each other. The farm offered space, freedom and plenty of interesting things to do. Her son could still be as noisy as a cage full of monkeys, could trumpet like an elephant, or roar like a lion when something displeased him but he had also learned how to be quiet, like an Indian scout or a jungle explorer, and let the wonders of wood, moor and hillside soak into him, along with all the wonders of fringe warfare that buzzed about the country roads and the streets of Breslin, the posh little community where he and his sisters schooled.

Babs groped her way along Raines Drive into Holloway Road. She had tried using a shielded pocket torch but had found it so ineffectual that carrying the thing was more trouble than it was worth. Fortunately April was capable of navigating the route without bumping into hedges or lampposts and it was she, not Babs, who led them to the door of the Millses’ house.

The Hallops were usually last to arrive. Five or six children would already be ensconced in Mrs Mills’ front room, drinking piping hot cocoa and looking, rather sleepily, at the tinted photographs of Mount Fuji and Mount Etna that decorated the walls. On the piano top were a stuffed blowfish and a big conch shell. On the mantel above the gas fire were a row of Chinese figurines carved out of soapstone and a strange, spindly clock with a painted face that played waltz tunes when Mr Mills remembered to wind it.

Mr Mills was a retired ship’s engineer. He was bald now and his legs were so bowed that he needed two sticks to walk with. Mrs Mills, on the other hand, was a tall upright woman with a mane of silvery hair and a vigorous manner. The war had roused the couple from retirement and six days each week they looked after seven very young children whose mothers were on early shift.

Rain, hale or shine at eight bells precisely the little band would be herded out into Holloway Road, old Mr Mills chugging in front and stately Mrs Mills sailing behind, and off they would go to the nursery school in the church hall in Bonniewell Street. In the evening, light or dark, Mrs M. would collect those who needed collecting and keep them snug in her parlour, listening to the wireless or playing games, until their mums came to pick them up.

It was all very organised, all very civilised, but when a child fell ill – ‘Scarlet fever? Don’t tell me it’s scarlet fever?’ – or when, as happened, Mrs M. had one of her turns and was carted off to hospital, the pattern broke down. If there was one thing Babs feared more than bombs or gas attacks or, God help us, Jackie being run over by a tank, it was a breakdown in routine.

The double-decker tram that carried her on the first leg of her journey to the office was packed with shipwrights and factory hands. Strap hanging, she fumbled in her bag, fished out fags and matches, lit a cigarette and hung there, smoking, while the men listlessly ignored her.

She wondered if they ever wondered what she did, what she was. She hoped that the black skirt and swagger overcoat gave the impression that she was a woman of authority but if any of the men were taken in they gave no sign of it and huddled disconsolately in their boiler suits and greasy overcoats, smoking and scanning the early editions of the Daily Record for the latest football scores and news about the war.

Babs changed trams, waited, then boarded a little single-decker for the long haul down to St Jerome’s Cross. By the time the tram reached Aerodrome Road she was usually the only passenger left on board.

Grey daylight seeped through the cloud. The flat horizon bristled with isolated farmsteads and the cranes and derricks of the shipyards. She smoked another cigarette, picked lint from her skirt, and felt as desolate as the not-quite-rural landscape through which she travelled. Then with a shriek of brakes the tram shuddered to a halt and a solitary passenger climbed on to the platform from the roadside.

He fumbled with coins, frowned, asked the conductor a question, shook his head, paid his fare, moved inside and seated himself on the long bench as far away from Babs as possible. The tram started up and, gathering speed, rattled along the edge of the old aerodrome between the melancholy potato fields.

Babs glanced along the aisle and gave the stranger a tentative smile. He did not respond. He stared down at his shoes, not shoes but thick-soled rubberised half-boots laced up to the ankle. His trousers, corduroys, were tucked into the top of his boots. A folded newspaper was stuck down against his calf like a splint. He wore a heavy reefer jacket of navy-blue flannel and a thick roll-collar pepper-and-salt sweater, no cap or hat. He was short in stature, sallow, with a mop of curly black hair. Babs thought he looked vaguely Italian.

The tram didn’t stop again and the man didn’t look up until the tram reached St Jerome’s Cross.

‘End o’ the line, Jim,’ the conductor shouted.

The man leapt to his feet and got off.

Babs stepped down to the cobbles by the side of the tracks and glanced right and left. Something about the guy disturbed her, something odd, something alien. In spite of his haste to leave the tram, he seemed to be in no hurry now. He wandered to the pavement in front of the greengrocer’s and looked about him with an air of bewilderment.

Babs was tempted to go over and ask if he were lost but she was already five minutes late and didn’t want to give Archie a stick to beat her with.

She turned on her heel and set off for the corner of Cyprus Street.

When she glanced round again the man had gone.

It was an exceptionally busy spell in Cyprus Street and three days slid past before Babs had an opportunity to put the question to Archie Harding.

Changes to the schedule of reserve occupations had thrown several spanners into several works and Archie had been glued to the telephone all morning trying to placate an assistant labour supply officer from Clydebank, who had somehow got it into his head that the south shore of the river was lined with highly trained, able-bodied men that Archie was keeping to himself.

Shortly after two o’clock Babs heard the telephone slam down and the long, wolf-like cry that Archie emitted when he’d had enough of bureaucracy. A moment later he came trotting out of the office and went into the toilet.

Babs filled the kettle and put it on the gas ring. She unwrapped the sandwiches that Archie’s mother had made for his lunch, very genteel sandwiches with soft brown crusts. Archie’s Mama was proud of her one-and-only, for he was the first Harding ever to obtain a university degree. He had been two years into a teaching career at Paisley Grammar when war had broken out and because of his bad eyesight he had been conscripted into the civil service instead of the army.

Drying his hands on a damp towel, Archie appeared from the toilet, glasses hanging from one ear. He peered in her general direction, groped about his cheek, found his glasses, resettled them on the bridge of his nose, glowered at her and said, ‘Is there no tea?’

‘There will be in a minute,’ Babs said. ‘Go on, sit down. I’ll bring it in when it’s ready – and your sandwiches.’

‘Corned beef,’ Archie sighed. ‘Ah well, better than nothing, I suppose.’

He returned to the inner office but left the door ajar.

Babs made tea, placed the sandwiches on a plate and carried the lot into the office on a tin tray. Archie had taken the telephone off the hook and was sprawled in the chair with his hands behind his head. Babs slid the tray carefully on to the desk, poured tea into the cup.

Archie watched her warily.

‘What?’ he said.

‘Eat,’ Babs instructed him.

He lifted the teacup in both hands, blew on the surface of the liquid, steaming his glasses. He sipped, then said again, ‘What?’

‘May I ask you a question?’

He grunted. ‘I knew you’d something on your mind. You’ve been hovering all day just waiting to catch me unawares. Out with it.’

Babs seated herself on the interview chair and tugged her skirt over her knees. She watched him lift a sandwich, sniff it, bite into it.

‘Archie,’ she said, ‘do you believe in spies?’

‘Spies?’ He chewed reflectively then said, ‘Might as well ask if I believe in fairies. Spies, do I believe in spies?’

‘How about an answer?’ Babs said.

‘Yes certainly, assuredly, I do believe in spies. The enemy is everywhere. That Belfast woman who came in the other day, the one with the moustache, she was probably a spy. The old bloke with the limp and the glass eye – one of the Gestapo’s finest. And I’ll swear Hermann Goering was seated behind me on the bus this morning, peering over my shoulder at my Times Educational Supplement.’

‘Be serious.’

Archie filled his cheeks with bread and beef. ‘All right, it’s been a long morning and I could do with a good laugh. Tell me, dear, where did you run into this spy of yours?’

‘On the tram, on the Aerodrome Road.’

‘It isn’t called that now. It’s been renamed to confuse Jerry pilots.’

‘Damn it, Archie!’

‘Go on, go on.’

‘I’ve seen him every day this week,’ Babs said. ‘He gets on at a stop in the back of beyond and gets off at the Cross. He doesn’t appear to be doing anything. He rides the tram to the Cross then just sort of hangs around.’

‘Perhaps he’s starting a queue for bananas.’

‘Arch—’

‘What’s suspicious about him?’

‘I’m sure he isn’t British.’

‘Italian?’

‘Possible but hardly likely.’

‘He could be a Greek,’ Archie suggested.

‘I wouldn’t know what a Greek looks like,’ said Babs.

‘Well, lots of foreign seamen are hanging round the port these days,’ said Archie. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it.’

‘He has a camera.’

‘Ah!’ Archie sat up. ‘Now that’s different.’

‘I only noticed it this morning. He keeps it hidden under his jacket. It’s a tiny wee thing, the camera. Never seen one like it before.’

‘How small?’

Babs squared a postage stamp of air with her fingertips. ‘’Bout this size.’

‘God, that is small,’ said Archie.

‘Secret weapon?’ Babs said.

‘Could be,’ Archie admitted. ‘Could just be. When you noticed the camera – I mean, did he see you?’

‘Yep.’

‘How did he react?’

‘Sort of . . .’ Babs shrugged.

‘Furtively?’

‘That’s it – furtively,’ said Babs. ‘He stuck it up his jumper real quick. What could he possibly be photographing round here? There’s nothing round here but shipyards.’

‘And an aerodrome. And an ordnance factory. And the fuel dump.’

‘Fuel dump?’

‘In the warehouses over the wall.’

‘You’re kiddin’ me,’ said Babs.

‘Packed to the roof with emergency fuel. Didn’t you know?’

‘No.’

‘What did you think those big lorries were delivering – ginger beer?’

‘What if there’s a daylight raid and a bomb falls on—’

Archie cut her off. ‘Don’t be morbid.’

‘But if it happened, if it did, what would become of us?’

‘They’d be sweeping us up with a dustpan,’ Archie said. ‘However, just so long as your spy doesn’t have a detonator stuffed up his jumper at least he can’t do us much harm – if he’s a spy at all, that is.’

‘What should we do?’

‘Tell you what,’ Archie said, ‘tomorrow morning, you challenge him.’

‘Challenge?’ said Babs. ‘Like, “Halt, who goes there?”’

‘Not precisely the phrase I had in mind,’ said Archie. ‘More like “Fine morning, is it not, kind sir?”’

‘What if it’s raining?’

‘Barbara, please, do not be obtuse,’ said Archie. ‘What we need to ascertain is whether he is or is not a foreigner. When he answers, you should be able to tell, A: if he speakada English; B: if he has a sound grasp of colloquialisms.’

‘Of what?’

‘Never mind,’ said Archie. ‘Just tell me what he says, how he responds.’

‘Like – furtively?’

‘Precisely.’

‘An’ if he does?’

‘I’ll contact the proper authorities.’

‘Who are the proper authorities?’

Archie looked blank for a moment. ‘The cops, I suppose.’

‘My sister Rosie’s husband – he’s a copper. He’d know what to do.’

‘What beat’s he on?’

‘He isn’t on a beat. He’s with the CID.’

‘Really!’ Archie was impressed. ‘You never told me that.’

‘You never asked.’

‘Friends in high places,’ said Archie. ‘Well, well! Might come in handy if this chap on the tramcar does turn out to be a wrong ’un.’

‘So you don’t think I’m making a fuss over nothing?’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Archie.

As a rule Babs was untroubled by the sort of deep-seated anxieties that tormented her sister Rosie, but that Friday morning she was so nervous that it was all she could do not to snap at poor April during breakfast. She’d been awake half the night rehearsing how she would approach the stranger and lure him into revealing his intentions, and by the time she boarded the single-decker she’d smoked four cigarettes and her throat hurt.

The interior of the tramcar was dank, the windows dripping with condensation. The smell of stale smoke and unwashed bodies clung like sticky tendrils to the worn upholstery. The driver had a streaming head cold, the conductor a hacking cough. Fat lot of use they’d be, Babs thought, if she happened to need protection.

The tram hurtled towards Aerodrome Road. Familiar landmarks whizzed past – a derelict farmhouse, potato sheds, a wrecked and rusting tractor – then the tram began its grinding descent and finally jerked to a halt. Her handsome stranger, her spy, her Johnny Foreigner, neat and self-contained, hopped aboard and seated himself on the long bench.

The camera was well hidden. Babs could see nothing of it. He glanced down the aisle, gave her the ghost of a smile then fished in his jacket pocket and produced a packet of cigarettes, an odd-looking packet, all soft and crinkly. He flicked his wrist, knocked out a single cigarette, put the pack into his pocket and brought out a big metal lighter.

Babs found herself stumbling down the aisle.

He glanced up, the soft yellow flame of the lighter flickering under his nose, the tip of the cigarette dabbing about in space. His eyes were dark, not like Dominic Manone’s or Angus’s, but liquid black, like engine oil. The skin around his eyes crinkled a little as she lurched towards him and, shaken by the motion of the tram, toppled into his lap.

‘Hey, lady,’ he said, ‘take care now.’

Babs thrust herself away, legs wide apart, shoulders sliding against the window glass then, raw and breathless, cheeks scarlet, plonked herself down on the seat beside him and growled in unabashed Glaswegian, ‘’Scuse me. Huv youse gotta light?’

‘Pardon me?’

‘A light, a light, for God’s sake. Don’t you speak English?’

‘Sure I do’ he said. ‘Would you care for a cigarette too?’

‘I’ve got my own cigarettes,’ Babs said. ‘What are those anyway?’

He brought out the packet and held it up between finger and thumb. ‘Lucky Strike,’ he said. ‘I guess you don’t have them over here.’

‘American?’

‘Sure. American,’ he said. ‘Take one. Take a couple if you want.’

‘You’re an American.’

‘That I am.’

The Americans were our allies and an American wouldn’t lie; it didn’t cross Babs’s mind that he might be a German or an Italian pretending to be an American. Engulfed by a wave of relief, she snuggled closer.

‘My brother-in-law lives on Staten Island. Do you know where that is?’

He laughed. ‘Every New Yorker’s been to Staten Island.’

‘New York!’ said Babs. ‘I’ve always wanted to see New York.’

He tapped out a cigarette and offered it to her. She took it. He lit it, cautiously holding the big scarf-like flame of the lighter at a safe angle. She inhaled deeply, smothered a cough, and blew out smoke in a breathy cloud.

‘Maybe you know my brother-in-law. His name’s Dominic Manone.’

‘I don’t think I do.’

‘He took the kids away when the war started.’

‘Because he’s Italian?’

It dawned on Babs that perhaps she’d been a little too generous with the personal stuff and that mentioning Dominic’s name had not been a good idea.

She said, ‘Are you an Italian?’

‘You’re not the first person to ask that.’

‘You look Italian,’ said Babs, adding lamely, ‘or Greek.’

‘Believe it or not,’ the man said, ‘I’m almost as Scottish as you are. My old man was born in Greenock, my ma in Helensburgh. They emigrated soon after they got married.’

‘So where were you born?’

‘Milwaukee, me and my brother both.’

‘Before you moved to New York?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And,’ said Babs, as casually as possible, ‘how long ago was that?’

‘I’m thirty-five,’ he said. ‘You work it out.’

She was too caught up in the conversation to suspect that he might be trying to give her the brush-off. He had a little gold cap on one of his front teeth. She had never met anyone with a gold-capped tooth before. It seemed to fit with his liquid black eyes and curly hair and the faint, rich smell of American cigarettes that clung to his reefer jacket. It was the smile, though, particularly the smile about the eyes that really deceived her.

‘Huh!’ Babs said. ‘An’ I thought you were a spy.’

‘Really! What made you think that?’

‘The camera.’

‘Aw yeah, the camera.’

‘An’ because you got on where you did. What are you doing here? Are you a sailor?’

Before he could answer, the conductor lurched back from the platform and bawled, ‘End o’ the line. All off, all off,’ and coughed in staccato fashion, filling the damp air with germs.

Babs dropped her cigarette and made to rise. Her new-found friend offered his arm like one of the gentlemen at a ball in a Bette Davis film. Babs let him squire her on to the platform and down on to the cobbles.

Reluctantly she lifted her hand from his arm and stepped back. There were a dozen questions she hadn’t asked yet, a hundred things she wanted to know, but Archie would be standing in the office doorway, champing at the bit. He had a nine o’clock appointment with a Labour Supply Board investigator over at Ostler’s Engineering and required her to man the office. He would also, no doubt, be keen to learn if she had really unmasked a spy and if there would be glory in it for both of them.

‘I – I have to go,’ Babs said. ‘Thank you for the – the cigarette.’

‘My pleasure,’ the American said.

‘Tomorrow – maybe see you tomorrow.’

‘Sure.’

He didn’t turn away, didn’t head for the pavement.

The tram trundled on, the conductor walking ahead with a long iron key to change the points. Babs felt space behind her, the moist sky bearing down on cranes and scaffolding and half-built ships, felt too the tug of Cyprus Street and Archie’s impatience.

‘I really do have to go,’ she said.

‘Sure,’ he said again and, without moving, watched her leave.

She trotted across the cobbles to the corner of Cyprus Street before she checked and turned. She expected to find that he had vanished – but he hadn’t. He was squatting on his heels in the middle of the road, pointing the camera at her. Babs opened her mouth to protest, then, on impulse, flung up an arm, flared her fingers and gave him the long haughty over-the-shoulder look that Jackie said made her look like a tart.

The delicate cocking of the photographer’s middle finger was too discreet to be visible. He went on snapping, shot after shot, until Babs, suddenly and unexpectedly shy, dismantled her pose and darted round the corner out of sight.

Archie was hopping mad. He paused only long enough to enquire, ‘Well, what is he? Is he a Greek or Italian? What did he have to say for himself?’

‘He’s American.’

‘Oh, is he? What’s he doing over here then?’

‘Visiting relatives in Greenock,’ said Babs, ‘I think.’

‘Huh!’ Archie snorted. ‘Is that all?’ then grabbing his gas mask from the hook behind the front door, sprinted off to catch the tram.

It wasn’t the first time that Archie had left her in sole command and she was much more assured than she had been a couple of months ago. The telephone was already ringing in Archie’s office. Babs answered it. Shaken by her encounter with the American and puzzled as to why he had taken her photograph, she listened with only half an ear to the complaints that sizzled down the line, complaints about the inappropriateness of three young women whom Archie had sent over to the Riverside Bolt, Rivet & Nut Company yesterday, young women who didn’t fancy working on a packing line and wanted a job that wouldn’t damage their fingernails.

She remembered the girls vividly, three sisters, a bit like Polly, Rosie and she had been at eighteen, nineteen, unwilling to conform, unwilling to compromise and always on the look out for the easy option. There had been few easy options in the Gorbals, though, which was why Polly had given in to Dominic Manone and she had surrendered to Jackie Hallop.

She held the receiver away from her ear and let Riverside’s personnel officer rant on for a while before she informed him that Archie would be out all day but would attend to the matter as soon as possible tomorrow.

She hung up the telephone, which immediately began to ring again. Ignoring it, she went to unearth the files on the three girls from the tall metal cabinet in the outer office.

Her American friend was leaning in the doorway, camera in hand.

‘I shouldn’t have done that,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Done what?’ said Babs.

‘Photographed you without permission.’

‘Why did you then?’

‘You looked good,’ he said. ‘You looked right.’

‘Right for what?’ said Babs.

The phone was still ringing next door and she wished, sort of, that Archie hadn’t gone out and left her alone.

‘I’ll send you prints,’ he said.

‘How can you send me prints when you don’t know where I live?’

‘I’m hoping you’ll tell me,’ he said.

‘I’m not in the habit of giving my address to strangers.’

‘Isn’t this a welfare office?’

‘Yes, but what does that have to do with you?’

‘I’m looking for welfare,’ he said.

‘Welfare?’ said Babs. ‘What sort of welfare?’

‘A place to stay. Digs.’

‘For – for how long?’

‘Couple of months. Maybe three.’

Babs closed the door to Archie’s office, muffling the sound of the telephone. She seated herself at her desk, extracted a form from the drawer and uncapped a fountain pen. The form was an application for maternity leave, but the photographer didn’t know that.

‘Name?’

‘Is this necessary?’ he said.

‘Of course it’s necessary. We’re a government department. Name?’

‘Cameron. Christopher Ewan Cameron. Everyone calls me Christy.’

‘Date of birth.’

‘November tenth, nineteen-nought-five.’

‘Nature of current occupation?’

‘I’m a professional photographer,’ he said.

‘It isn’t just a hobby then?’

‘Nope, I’m in Scotland to cover the war for Brockway’s magazine. When my security clearance comes through I’ll be shipping out to do a series about the hazards of the North Atlantic crossing.’

‘Brockway’s magazine?’

‘You’ve heard of it?’

‘Yes,’ said Babs. ‘It’s not as good as the Picture Post.’

‘I’ve sold stuff to the Post too, and Life, and even Ce Soir.’

‘Really!’ said Babs. ‘Current address, please?’

‘I’m billeted with a unit of the Civil Defence in a concrete bunker with no running water and no cooking stove.’

‘Who dumped you there?’

‘Brockway’s London office. Their idea of a joke, I guess.’

‘What sort of accommodation are you looking for?’

‘A clean bed and a bathroom where the taps work.’

‘You’ll have to pay through the nose for a place like that.’

‘I’m sure I will.’

Babs scribbled away with the fountain pen, filling boxes at random on the useless form. When she glanced up she thought how forlorn he looked, how far from home. ‘Well, Mr Cameron,’ she heard herself say, ‘I’ve a spare room at the moment and I’m prepared to take in a lodger on a temporary basis. You can come home with me if you like.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Christy Cameron. ‘I definitely like.’

‘Five o’clock at the depot? Is that a problem?’

‘No problem, Miss . . .?’

‘Babs,’ Babs told him. ‘You’d better just call me Babs.’
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‘Well,’ Rosie said, ‘I think it’s a scandal and someone should put a stop to it.’

‘I hope you don’t mean me,’ Kenny said.

‘You?’ said Rosie. ‘Oh no, dear me no. You’re far too busy.’

‘For God’s sake, Rosie, there’s a—’

‘A war on – yes, I huh-have noticed.’

She had been deaf since childhood and had never mastered sign language. Her talent for lip-reading was almost uncanny, however. Her sisters, mother and stepfather, Bernard, had learned to shape their vowels without effort but Kenny still had to apply a degree of concentration that Rosie regarded as unnecessary and, in the worst of her moods, insulting.

It had been different in the early months of their marriage when his sister, Fiona, had shared the flat with them or, more correctly, they with her.

As soon as war was declared, however, Fiona had enlisted in the WAAF. She was currently attached to a Fighter Command sector station at Kenley and had manned the communications system during the worst of the German air attacks in August and September. Kenny had been sick with worry. He had said a prayer for her every night, a gesture that Rosie had regarded as pure superstition, bordering on the unhealthy.

Rosie leaned across the kitchen table, soup spoon dripping.

‘My sister is living with another man, a man who isn’t her husband and you’re not the slightest concerned.’

Kenny said, ‘She’s taken in a lodger, that’s all.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘You did,’ said Kenny, ‘not ten minutes ago.’

He was tired. He was perpetually tired these days. He was still several years short of forty but felt like an old man.

Frayed nerves, overwork and worry, magnified by her handicap, had changed Rosie too. She was no longer the girl he had fallen in love with, and in spite of the fact that he loved her still there were times when he wished he’d heeded Fiona’s advice and remained a bachelor.

‘Who told you about Babs and her lodger?’ he asked.

‘Polly.’

‘How did Polly find out?’

‘Babs couldn’t wait to run round to Manor Park Avenue to impart the news that she’d ditched Jackie and found another man.’

‘Whoa,’ said Kenny. ‘A lodger isn’t the same thing as another man.’

‘As good as.’ Rosie paddled her spoon in her soup. ‘You know what Babs is like. She’ll have this chap in her bed before he knows what’s hit him.’

‘Thousands of women are taking in lodgers,’ Kenny said.

‘Americans?’

‘If he’s American he probably won’t stay long.’

‘Just long enough to nin-knock her up.’

‘Oh, Rosie!’

‘I don’t know what Mammy will have to say about it.’

‘Doesn’t your mother know yet?’ said Kenny.

‘No, and I am not going to be the one to tell her.’

When war had broken out he had assumed that his clever little wife would continue to work in Shelby’s bookshop but within weeks she had gone out to find – to demand – her share of highly paid war work. Now this silly squabble, this storm in the family teacup had blown up and Rosie was off again, blaming him for her sister’s indiscretion just as she blamed him for everything else that displeased her.

A precious hour, that’s all the time they would have together this evening; Rosie seemed determined to squander it fretting about her sister’s moral welfare. He had dragged himself home after a twelve-hour shift and would have to go out soon to fire-watch; ten until two, perched, freezing, on the roof of the CID building in St Andrew’s Street. The canteen at police HQ would have supplied him with an unrationed supper and congenial company. He wished now that he hadn’t bothered coming home at all.

‘Where,’ he said, ‘did Babs meet this chap?’

‘At the Welfare Centre, I think.’

‘Not the Sweethearts Club?’

‘I don’t think she’s ever been to the Sweethearts Club.’

Rosie broke bread into her soup and mopped it up with her spoon. She looked deathly pale and there were panda-like circles around her eyes. Eleven hours a day assembling tiny components in an ill-lit cubicle in Merryweather’s electrical factory was ruining her health. Soon, Kenny thought sadly, Rosie would look as old as he felt.

‘Perhaps he’s an old chap, this lodger,’ Kenny heard himself say.

‘He is not an old chap,’ Rosie retorted. ‘He’s young. Take my word for it – Babs is doing the duh-dirty on poor Jackie.’

Kenny wondered where Rosie had heard such a coarse expression and, come to think of it, how she had heard it. Probably at Merryweather’s where the girls were more worldly-wise than his wife even though she’d been raised in one of Glasgow’s toughest neighbourhoods and had had a gangster for a father.

He pushed away his plate. ‘This American chap, what’s he doing here?’

‘Working for a newspaper, I think.’

‘What? Like a journalist?’

‘Photographer.’

‘Really!’ Kenny said.

‘I don’t know much about him,’ Rosie said, ‘only what Babs told Polly and Polly told me. I don’t think Polly was interested, to tell you the truth.’

‘I wonder,’ Kenny said, ‘why Babs told Polly in the first place.’

‘To impress her,’ Rosie said. ‘It’s always been Babs’s ambition to go one better than Polly.’

‘Taking in a lodger is hardly going one better.’

‘Nuh, but taking on a lover is.’

Rosie lifted away the soup plates and put them on the draining board beneath the blackout curtains at the sink. She opened the oven door and brought out two small meat pastries. On top of the stove was a pot, a pot that gave off no steam or smell. She opened the pot lid, spooned luke-warm peas on to the plate with the pastries and put it down before her husband.

Kenny studied his supper without comment.

‘What are you having?’ he asked, at length.

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘Did you have lunch?’

‘I bought something off the trolley.’

‘You should eat something, Rose,’ he said mildly.

‘I told you, I’m nuh-not hungry. This business with Babs has ruined my appetite.’

Kenny cut into one of the pastries, more onion than meat within.

‘What do you want me to do about it?’ he said.

‘Go see her,’ Rosie said.

‘I can’t just barge in out of the blue and ask Babs if she’s sleeping with her lodger.’

Rosie frowned, eyes darker than ever, the circles around them like huge blue bruises. ‘Tell her you’re checking his visa?’

‘Checking visas isn’t my department.’

‘If Dominic were still here, he’d take care of it. He’d sort Babs out.’

Kenny knew better than anyone that Dominic Manone had been fortunate to escape imprisonment for his crimes. He was stung by the unfair comparison with his brother-in-law. ‘Do you really want me to talk to Babs?’

‘Yuh, I really want you to.’

‘I can’t go tonight. I’m fire-watching in half an hour.’

Rosie’s frown deepened. ‘You’re not wriggling out of it?’

‘I’ll go tomorrow as soon as I finish my shift.’

‘Is that a promise, Kenneth?’

‘Yes, dearest,’ he said, ‘that’s a promise.’

Hallop’s Motoring Salon, once Jackie’s pride and joy, had been taken over by the Civil Defence. The plate-glass windows behind which a selection of desirable second-hand motorcars had once reposed were crisscrossed with sticky tape. A water supply tank had been erected in the forecourt and only the pumps and repair pit behind the main building remained functional, reserved, Kenny guessed, for servicing emergency vehicles.

It was here on the forecourt of the salon during an investigation into Manone’s shady dealings that he had first encountered Jackie Hallop and Babs and had become involved with Rosie and the rest of the Conway clan. If anyone had told him then that he would fall head over heels in love with the sister-in-law of a notorious Glasgow criminal and wind up married to her he would have called them crazy.

Kenny hadn’t clapped eyes on Babs since early summer. He had been far too busy. The Special Protection Unit was no longer the paltry wee sideshow it had been under the late Inspector Winstock.

Kenny had spent that afternoon with a liaison officer from Naval Intelligence at the old Greenock Prison, interrogating two so-called ‘businessmen’ who had been arrested for running shipments of British-made arms to neutral ports in Portugal in contravention of about three dozen laws, at least four of which might see them hanged. The liaison officer had invited him to dine at the Royal Greenock Yacht Club – now a naval establishment – but mindful of his promise to Rosie, he had politely declined.

Instead he had hitched a ride in an RN gharry as far as Paisley, had caught a tram from there to Holloway Road and trudged the last half-mile to Raines Drive. By right he should be back at HQ, or with Rosie in the flat in Cowcaddens. He had rigged up red light bulbs in the flat’s kitchen and bedroom and Mr McVicar, the local warden, had been instructed to press the button on the landing door the instant the siren sounded, for Rosie, being deaf, couldn’t hear the warnings of air attack and he emphatically didn’t want to have to rake among the rubble in search of his wife’s broken body, thank you very much.

He stood on the doorstep of Babs’s bungalow and listened to a wireless set playing dance music for a moment, then he rang the bell.

The door opened. Babs peered out at him.

‘If it’s the blackout again—’ she began.

‘No, it’s me,’ said Kenny.

‘Who?’

‘Kenny. Rosie’s husband.’

‘Blimey!’ said Babs. ‘What a surprise.’

‘May I come in?’

There was a faint sheen of light under the door of the living room but the hallway, sensibly, was in darkness. The sound of the radio orchestra was louder now and Kenny recognised the tune – ‘Only Make Believe’.

Babs frowned. ‘What is it? Is Rosie ill?’

‘Everyone’s fine. I just happened to be in the neighbourhood . . .’

She stood back and admitted him to the hallway. In the darkness he could smell her perfume, her warmth, and sense, he thought, her agitation.

‘I’m not disturbing you, am I?’

‘Course not. Come in.’

She stepped ahead of him into the cosy, lamp-lit living room. There was even a fire in the grate, though the room was hardly what you would call warm. The wireless set, one of several that Jackie had collected over the years, was on a stand by the window. Babs switched it off.

The chap in the armchair by the hearth wore a heavy pepper-and-salt sweater, thick corduroy trousers and a pair of well-darned woollen stockings. A newspaper was folded across his chest and Kenny guessed that he had been catching up on his shut-eye.

‘Where’s your daughter? Where’s April?’

‘In bed, fast asleep,’ Babs told him. ‘Drink? We have Scotch.’

‘No. No thanks,’ said Kenny.

He thrust his hands deep into his overcoat pockets and tipped his hat back, his blue eyes watchful and assessing, not hard.

The man in the armchair rose and offered his hand. ‘Hi,’ he said, ‘I’m Christy Cameron. I guess we haven’t met.’

Kenny shook the chap’s hand.

‘This is my sister Rosie’s husband,’ Babs said. ‘He’s a copper and I think he’s here to give you the once-over.’

Christy Cameron spread his hands. ‘Well, here I am, in all my glory. You sure you don’t want a drink, Mr . . .?’

‘MacGregor. Kenny.’

‘Inspector Kenny?’

‘Just Kenny will do.’

Babs brushed his shoulder as she passed out of the room into the hallway to check on the blackout curtain or to make sure that April was asleep.

‘Have you come to give me the once-over?’ Christy said.

‘More or less.’

Christy laughed and seated himself in the armchair again. He nodded towards the sofa that faced the fireplace. ‘Best make yourself comfortable if I’m gonna regale you with the story of my life.’

Obediently Kenny unbuttoned his overcoat, took off his hat and seated himself on the sofa.

‘I guess you’re wondering what I’m doing here?’

‘I assume you’re a lodger,’ Kenny said.

‘Yeah,’ Christy said. ‘It wasn’t my idea, but when Barbara offered me room and board – would you have turned it down?’

‘I imagine not,’ said Kenny.

‘You get sick of hotels in my game.’

‘What exactly is your game, Christy?’

‘Nobody told you? I’m a photographer.’

‘What do you photograph?’

‘Anything and everything.’

‘For instance?’ Kenny said.

‘If you wanna check my credentials call the London office of Brockway’s Illustrated Weekly.’

‘Where’s your head office? New York?’

‘Yeah, in Plaza Center,’ Christy said.

‘Are you on staff or do you work on contract?’

‘Boy, you sure do come to the point, don’t you?’

‘Usually,’ Kenny said.

‘I’m not . . .’ he glanced at the door again. ‘It’s not—’

‘Staff or contract?’ Kenny said.

The rhythm of the afternoon’s interrogation was still with him but quizzing an innocent civilian wasn’t part of his brief. What did it matter if Babs was having a fling? The Yank would be gone long before Jackie got out of uniform. The only danger, Kenny supposed, was that Jackie might arrive home unexpectedly on embarkation leave.

‘Contract. I work for other magazines as well.’

Babs returned with April in her arms. The little girl, wide-eyed and not at all sleepy, was dressed in pink flannelette pyjamas and a pair of fluffy white socks. A dressing gown was draped about her shoulders.

‘Hi, kid,’ Christy said, winking. ‘Too rowdy for you, are we?’

‘She wants a drink of milk.’ Babs put April down on Kenny’s lap. ‘Hold her for a minute, Ken, will you?’

Awkwardly he slid an arm about his niece’s waist. He was unused to small children for he had no younger brothers or sisters, only Fiona, and the idea of Fiona ever sitting on his lap was ludicrous. April leaned back and stared up at him for several seconds, then glanced at Christy Cameron, who said, ‘It’s okay, honey. He’s your uncle.’

The child nodded, and Kenny said, ‘Aunt Rosie’s my wife.’

‘Uh-huh,’ April said.

She squared herself on his lap, steadied herself with a hand on his arm and gave a comfortable little wriggle as if to say that she was prepared to let him amuse her and, if required, amuse him in turn.

Kenny sighed.

Uncle Kenny, not Inspector MacGregor.

Babs, he realised, had effectively spiked his guns.

After ten it seemed that the city really came to life. Pubs emptied, buses and trams were packed and the streets bustled with wardens and special constables. It was ten thirty before Kenny reached Cowcaddens. Mr McVicar was already patrolling the pavement outside the tenement and a group of four or five elderly gentlemen from the neighbourhood, only two of them completely sober, were gathered in the close mouth, endeavouring to assemble a stirrup pump by the light of a hand torch. There had also been a delivery of sand that afternoon and two young women and a boy, armed with coal shovels, were filling fire buckets at the entrance to the backcourt.

‘Have you seen Rosie?’ Kenny asked the warden.

‘She’s fine,’ Mr McVicar replied. ‘Been home all evening.’

‘I don’t care for the weather. It’s too clear for my liking.’

‘Aye, one of these nights we’ll be in for a pasting.’

‘No doubt about it,’ Kenny said, and wearily climbed the darkened stairs and let himself into the flat with his latchkey.

To his surprise Rosie hadn’t waited up for him.

A 40-watt bulb burned wanly above the kitchen table, spotlighting his supper: three slices of Spam, some diced carrots and two cold potatoes dribbled over with salad cream. He felt uncharacteristic annoyance then, but reminded himself that Rosie had also had a long day of it, patiently took off his coat, washed his hands, sat down at the table and, in a matter of minutes, finished his meagre supper. He took the plate to the sink and rinsed it under the tap, then, with a cup of Bantam coffee and a cigarette, seated himself at the table again and bleakly contemplated the blackout curtains.

‘Aren’t you guh-going out tonight?’

He hadn’t heard her enter the kitchen. She was so thin these days that she seemed to waft about the flat like a ghost. In lieu of a dressing gown she wore an old trench coat, pyjama legs flapping beneath the hem, and a pair of his old socks. Her hair was unwashed and she wore no make-up.

He turned to face her. ‘No, I have to be up early tomorrow.’ She didn’t ask why he had to be up early. He lifted his cup. ‘Want some coffee?’

‘Nuh.’ He glimpsed her breasts beneath the pyjama top before she tugged the lapels of the overcoat across her chest. ‘You didn’t go to Babs’s, did you?’

‘Matter of fact,’ he said, ‘I did.’

She hauled out a chair and seated herself at the table, facing him. ‘What happened?’ she said loudly. ‘Tell me.’

‘There isn’t much to tell,’ said Kenny.

‘Did you meet him?

‘Yes. He is what he says he is, a photographer from New York.’

‘Name, what is his name?’

‘Cameron.’

‘Is she sleeping with him?’

‘I doubt it,’ Kenny said. ‘In fact, no.’ He repeated the word, shaping it emphatically. ‘No, he is not sleeping with her.’

Rosie threw herself back. ‘Nuh-not yet.’

She folded her arms and seemed to be sulking. He longed to touch her but knew that she would only rebuff him.

‘Nice chap. Christy. His first name’s Christy.’

She frowned, and experimented. ‘Cuh . . . Cus . . .’

‘Kuh-riss-tee.’

‘Christy?’

‘That’s it.’

‘How old?’

‘Thirty-five, thirty-six.’

‘He spoke to you?’

‘Yes, we had a long chat. Told me a lot about his job. He was in Spain covering the Civil War, Finland during the Russian invasion and in Warsaw throughout the siege.’

‘If he is such a bloody great photographer what’s he doing here?’

‘Roosevelt wants to send more aid to Britain so the owners of national magazines have been asked to send chaps over here to take inspiring pictures to persuade the American public that we’re worth helping.’

‘Prop-a-ganda.’

‘Yes.’

‘Why did Babs take him in?’

‘Because she felt sorry for him, I imagine.’

‘Sorry for an American! They are all stinking rich, aren’t they?’

‘Only some of them,’ said Kenny.

‘Is he paying her for the room?’

‘I expect so.’

‘How much?’

‘I didn’t ask.’

Rosie’s eyes were distant, focused on Kenny knew not what.

He had taken to the American, had found him honest and straightforward, but there was something sad about him too, a certain vulnerability. Kenny didn’t really want to talk about Babs or the American any more and was bored by the gossip on which Rosie seemed to thrive. He wanted to tell her that he had lunched with Sir Charles Huserall, one of Naval Intelligence’s chief liaison officers, and that Sir Charles had told him he was ‘doing a grand job’ and had congratulated him on the SPU’s arrest record – but he knew that Rosie wouldn’t be impressed.

‘You must be tired,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘Tired, you must be—’

‘I heard you the first time.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I think someone should write to Jackie. Tell him what’s going on.’

‘Tell him what? That Babs is helping the war effort?’

‘She is making a fortune in the process.’

‘You’re not doing too badly yourself, Rosie.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re earning good money at Merryweather’s.’

‘Don’t you think I deserve it?’

Kenny sighed. ‘Of course you deserve it.’

‘It is not a job any Tom, Dick or Harry can do. I was picked, vetted and specially trained.’

‘Of course, of course you were.’

He reached across the table and tapped his forefinger against her wrist.

‘Let’s go to bed.’

She glanced at him scornfully. He felt a spurt of temper at the realisation that she was more interested in Babs’s affairs than his needs, and wondered if the sex side of things was about to be swallowed up by anxiety too. He rubbed his forefinger against her wrist then up under the sleeve of the overcoat to stroke the soft flesh of her forearm.

‘I’m not tired,’ Rosie said.

‘Good,’ Kenny said. ‘I’m not tired either.’

She slid her arm away.

‘I thought you had an early start tomorrow.’

‘I do,’ Kenny said. ‘I have to be up at six.’

‘There you are then,’ Rosie said.

Pushing herself from the table, she scooped up his coffee cup and carried it to the sink. In the shabby trench coat and goblin socks, she reminded him of one of the ragamuffins that roamed the streets of the Gorbals. If he hadn’t known better, he might have suspected that Rosie was reverting to type. He was no longer inclined to make love to her. What he really wanted to do was put his arms about her, kiss her and tell her that she had nothing to worry about, that he would take care of her and that everything would be all right – but he wasn’t that much of a hypocrite. He stepped to one side so that she could read his lips.

‘Good night, Rosie,’ he said. ‘Don’t sit up too late.’

‘I won’t,’ she said, addressing the blackout curtain.

And Kenny, hiding his disappointment, took himself off to bed.

Back in the good old days when he’d been coining money from selling stolen motorcars Jackie had brought her the pale peach housecoat.

Jackie was forever buying her things – jewellery, clothes, perfume, daft little ornaments for her dressing table. He was nothing if not spendthrift, her Jackie. All that had stopped when Dominic Manone had overreached himself, and the coppers, Rosie’s husband among them, had come snapping at his heels. Jackie had never been mixed up in the big-money rackets, however, and whatever deal Dominic had done with the forces of law and order, Jackie and his brothers had escaped without a stain on their characters. Lucky? Oh yes, Babs thought, very lucky. Bad enough having a husband away in the army, far worse having him banged up in Barlinne Prison; explaining that to the children would have been no fun at all.

As it was, she was doing all right – well, moderately all right. She received a slice of Jackie’s army pay every week and civil service wages weren’t bad, even for a woman. She paid a shilling a day for April’s nursery school. Polly had volunteered to meet the cost of keeping the other three at Blackstone. Babs had accepted her sister’s offer with alacrity for, war or no war, Polly, being Polly, was doing more than all right for herself.

She knew bloody well that Polly had told Rosie about the lodger, though, and Rosie had nagged poor Kenny into ‘dropping in’ to see what was what, and that the whole damned lot of them disapproved of her taking a stranger into her house. And, she thought, what about the soldier boys out there in the great unknown? What the heck do you think they’re doing, half of them? Sitting about the NAAFI every night sipping tea and playing ping pong? I’ll bloody bet they’re not. Besides, she told herself, as she parked herself on the toilet seat to shave her legs, this is nothing, a cheap thrill, if you like, that won’t get out of hand.

‘Hi,’ Babs said.

‘Hi yourself.’

He was over by the wireless at the window, twiddling the knobs, a glass of whisky – Scotch, she must learn to call it Scotch – in one hand, a cigarette dangling from the corner of his lips. The wireless whined and whistled and then, responding to Christy’s delicate manipulations, released a voice jabbering in a foreign language, a voice that almost instantly melted into Monte Rey crooning ‘South of the Border’.

‘I thought you’d gone to your room,’ Christy said.

He was wearing the cable-knit sweater; so far she hadn’t seen him in anything else. He had rolled up the woollen sleeves, though, and she noted how muscular his forearms were, and how hairy.

‘Not without my nightcap,’ she heard herself say.

The bottle on the coffee table was half empty. Christy had a puffy heaviness about the eyelids that suggested he’d been tippling steadily since she’d left the living room a half-hour ago. It was late now, coming up for eleven. After Monte wandered off down Mexico way there would be a news bulletin and that curious beeping that signalled the end of broadcasting for the night.

‘We could both use a snort, I guess?’ Christy said.

‘Pardon?’

‘Neat, or with ginger ale?’

‘Oh – eh – neat.’

He poured a shot of whisky into a chunky glass and carried it across the living room. He walked with a rolling gait, like a seaman, toes turned in. She wondered what it would be like to dance with him. He gave her the glass, took the ciggie from his lips and held out his glass for a toast.

‘Here’s to family,’ he said. ‘Here’s to Kenny.’

‘What d’ you mean?’ said Babs.

‘You didn’t expect him tonight, did you?’

‘Well, no, I didn’t,’ Babs admitted.

Glasses touched, clinking. He lingered close for a moment, looking directly into her eyes and not down the neck of the housecoat, which is what most men would have done under the circumstances.

Babs drew in a deep breath and, retreating, seated herself in one of the armchairs that flanked the fireplace. She sat back, crossed her bare legs, and modestly adjusted the folds of the housecoat.

‘Nice guy,’ Christy said.

‘For a copper, you mean.’

‘I’ve nothing against coppers.’

‘I told my sister about you,’ Babs said. ‘That was a mistake.’

‘Which sister would that be?’ Christy asked. ‘Polly, or Rosie?’

‘Polly.’

‘Manone’s wife?’

‘You’ve a good memory, haven’t you?’ Babs said.

‘Pays off in my business.’

‘Kenny’s married to Rosie. She’s the deaf one.’

‘Children?’

‘Not yet.’

He nodded, approached the armchair, looked down at her. She waited for him to brush her hair with his fingertips or tip up her chin and kiss her with all the courteous aplomb of a William Powell or a George Sanders. He took the cigarette from his mouth, coughed into his fist, and backed off.

Babs sat up. ‘You okay?’

‘Fine. Frog in my throat, is all.’

The whisky seeped warmly into Babs’s chest. She had bathed in four inches of water, sponged herself down using the last bar of scented soap from her store. She could smell the fragrance rising from her body, the tang of Jackie’s shaving soap too, and realised that even in the cooling air of the living room, she was beginning to perspire.

‘How come she married a cop?’ Christy said.

‘Why shouldn’t she marry a cop?’ Babs said.

‘It must’ve been awkward if Polly was already married to somebody from the other side of the street.’

‘Did I tell you that?’

‘Guess you did.’

‘I don’t remember telling you that. Still, you’re right. It fair put the cat among the pigeons, our Rosie falling for a police officer. He was on Dom’s case, you see, that’s how he met Rosie. It’s a long, boring story.’

‘I like long boring stories.’

‘I don’t,’ said Babs, ‘not at this time of night, anyway.’

‘You don’t much care for your sisters, do you?’

Babs hesitated. ‘How did you figure that out?’

He shrugged. ‘Shot in the dark.’

Babs had never discussed what the family meant to her, had never told anyone that she longed to turn back the years and share again the closeness of the slum tenement when Polly had been her chum, not her rival.

‘We were dragged up the hard way,’ she said. ‘My old man bailed out when we were really young. My mammy worked her fingers to the bone to keep us fed and clothed. There was more to it, a lot more, but – yeah, you’re right; Polly an’ I don’t see eye to eye. Since her husband took the children off to New York, she’s changed a lot.’

‘Changed? How?’

‘You can’t really talk to her any more. It’s the war. It’s always the war, isn’t it? Anyway, that’s my excuse for falling out with Polly.’

‘You still see her, though?’

‘We go over the river to visit Mammy whenever we can find time. We pretend everything’s all right for Mammy’s sake.’

‘This farm where your kids stay, isn’t that Polly’s property?’

‘Dominic signed it over to someone else.’

‘Why did he do that?’

‘I can’t imagine.’

‘Polly looks after it, though?’ he asked.

‘Polly looks after a lot of things,’ Babs answered, ‘mainly herself.’

He waited, watching her from the side of his eyes, then after a moment or two got up and uncapped the bottle. ‘More?’

Babs shook her head.

She finished the whisky in her glass and got to her feet.

‘Time I was off.’

‘Stay,’ Christy said. ‘Talk some more.’

‘I need my beauty sleep,’ Babs said.

‘No you don’t.’

‘Thanks for the compliment,’ Babs said. ‘But I really can’t burn the candle like you can. Don’t let me rush you, though. Stay up as long as you like.’

He put down the bottle and glass and waited.

Babs crossed the room and offered her cheek.

‘’Night, Mr Cameron,’ she said.

He kissed her, his lips dry against her moist cheek. She leaned into him for a moment, pressing her breasts against his arm. He did not draw back but what she detected in his eyes was not desire.

‘’Night, Babs,’ he said, and returned to fiddling with the wireless set, seeking, so Babs imagined, not the soothing strains of a late-night orchestra but the voice that filtered through the static, ranting in a foreign tongue.
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Polly could see nothing of Fin Hughes except his legs and feet. The legs were clad in immaculately pressed lightweight worsted trousers, the feet in hand-lasted brown brogans. His stockings were a pale brown colour, so fine that they seemed more like skin than lambswool. The right trouser leg had ridden up, however, and she could make out the clip of his suspenders and a section of white calf bulging above it, muscular enough but already stippled with the faint blue veins of middle age.

‘Do you have a spanner there, Polly?’

She had several spanners, a whole battery of spanners. Fin had personally selected them from the rack in the garage, brought them into the kitchen and arranged them on a newspaper on the draining board above the sink.

For all his meticulous preparations Fin was no handyman and Polly took a certain malicious satisfaction in putting him into situations that exposed his lack of competence. She was, she knew, being entirely unfair, but in a society when a man’s ability to use his hands effectively counted for more than his ability to use his brain, it was easy enough to make Fin feel small.

Small he was not, not in any way at all. He was tall, elegant, polished, and a good deal less effete with his clothes off than with his clothes on.

‘Which one do you want?’ Polly said. ‘Tell me the gauge number.’

‘Gauge num— Ah, the second smallest.’

His voice echoed from the hollow stone chamber beneath the sink. He had a fine courtroom voice, a rich, tawny drawl, and it was unusual for him to ‘ah’ or ‘erm’. Fin, of course, knew no more about gauge numbers than she did but he was too vain to admit it.

She took a spanner from the row and passed it down to him. He groped for the tool with a long lean-fingered hand. His shirt cuff was stained and there was dirt under his fingernails, and Carfin Hughes, scion of the legal profession, certainly didn’t like getting his hands dirty.

Polly smiled to herself and yielded up the spanner.

‘Can’t you fix it, darling?’ she asked.

‘Of course I can fix it. It’s the flange nut on the stopcock.’

‘Is it really?’

‘I’ll have pressure restored very shortly, I assure you.’

‘Jolly good!’ said Polly.

There was nothing seriously wrong with the plumbing. Falling water pressure was general throughout Manor Park, for an inexperienced crew from the Auxiliary Fire Service had ruptured a main pipe. A chap in a damp blue uniform had called round a couple of days ago to inform householders that full pressure would be restored as soon as possible which, these days, meant next month or the month after, or possibly not at all. Somehow, though, Polly had neglected to inform Fin of the fireman’s visit.

‘God, but it’s stiff.’ Metal scraped on metal. ‘Damn and blast it!’

‘If you can’t manage—’

‘I can manage. I can manage. Whoever installed this antiquated system should be shot, though. Why hasn’t the stopcock been greased? Didn’t your husband ever do it?’

‘He had a man come in to do it for him.’

‘Are you being sarcastic?’

‘Of course not,’ said Polly.

She watched the trouser leg lift in a spasm of effort, saw his hips twist and jerk on the carpet of newspaper that he had spread beneath the sink.

The useful little dribble of water from the tap dried up completely.

Panting, Fin said, ‘How’s that?’

‘Not good.’

‘Christ!’

‘Oh, do come out,’ Polly said. ‘You’ll only lose your temper.’

He had lost his temper before now, once with the lawn mower and twice with the cistern in the upstairs bathroom. His legs straightened and relaxed. Polly guessed that he would be staring up at the knot of lead and copper piping on the underside of the sink and plotting some face-saving excuse.

‘Is anything happening, anything at all?’

‘It’s stopped,’ said Polly.

‘Oh!’

‘Might I suggest you turn the flange of the wing nut on the stopcock in a clockwise direction.’

He said nothing. The long leg in the worsted trousers bent again and, a moment or so later, the cold water tap released a gush that settled into a weak barley-sugar-shaped coil.

‘Is that better?’

‘Somewhat better,’ Polly said. ‘Awfully clever of you. Do come out now.’

He emerged cautiously, piece by piece. She relieved him of the spanner and offered her hand. He pulled himself to his feet, brushed his trouser legs and scowled at the cold-water tap.

‘That is better, isn’t it?’

‘A little bit,’ Polly conceded.

‘Well, it’s the best I can do without proper tools.’

He washed his hands with a thoroughness that would have put a surgeon to shame and dried them on a towel that Polly gave him.

She didn’t thank him for his efforts with a kiss. Except in the bedroom upstairs or more rarely in Fin’s flat, they never kissed. She did not love Carfin Hughes and he did not love her. He did, however, appreciate her and that, in the midst of a miserly war, was quite enough for Polly.

He took the newspapers from under the sink and the collection of spanners and went out through the back door. She heard the rattle of the garage door and the clang of the bin lid and felt dank air from the garden seep into the kitchen. She shivered. She was cold. She was seldom anything but cold these days for the house in Manor Park Avenue was far too large now that Dominic and the children were gone, and in an unusual fit of altruism she had persuaded Margaret Dawlish, her housekeeper, to move to Blackstone Farm.

Fin returned. He washed his hands again, dried them carefully, ran a comb through his thinning hair, took his jacket from the back of a kitchen chair, slipped into it and glanced at his wristwatch.

‘Art thou ready, my Polly?’ he said.

It was precisely one o’clock. It was always precisely some time as far as Fin was concerned. He lived his life by the clock, which Polly assumed was a lawyer’s habit and not something for which he could be blamed. She shared office space with him on the fifth floor of the Baltic Chambers in Glasgow and had witnessed first-hand the volume of business that flowed through the practice.

‘We should really be moving,’ Fin said.

‘Yes, yes, I heard you.’

‘Don’t forget the eggs.’

She’d made up a small packet of shell eggs, precious as gold these days, that she had bought from Dougie Giffard to give to her mother. She carried the packet out into the hallway and placed it on a chair by the door while she put on her coat, hat and scarf and unhooked her gas mask from the hallstand.

The dark, cloud-ridden day made the house seem even more empty than usual. She would be glad to be out even if it was just to visit Mammy and Bernard for a couple of hours. Fin would pick her up again round the corner from the Peabodys’ terraced cottage at half-past four. By then he would have made his weekly pilgrimage to check on his elderly parents and before they went their separate ways he would take Polly to tea in a tiny café tucked into a side street off Byres Road.

Polly enjoyed the hour they spent together in the café, sipping weak tea and eating toast. Many Italians had returned to Italy to fight for the Fascists or had been interned. Some had been shipped to the Isle of Man, others to Canada to sit out the war. She wondered what would have become of her last lover, Tony Lombard, if he’d stayed in Britain; what would have become of Dominic too; what might become of them yet if America entered the war.
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