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1


Picking Up the Pieces


Two tiny silver buckles held the straps of the caliper brace in place. They jingled as Kirsty unfastened them but neither she nor her son paid any attention to the cheerful little noise. Clinging tightly to her breast Bobby watched his mother separate the straps and ease the iron splint from his calf. Fingers kneaded the material of her dress, knees dug into her stomach but he uttered no murmur of pain or protest as Kirsty drew the device away and pushed it under the chair out of sight.


‘There now,’ she said. ‘All gone until tomorrow.’


Bobby leaned his weight against her, cocked his head, rested his chin on her shoulder and, saying not a word, stared bleakly at the wall.


At first Kirsty had tried to make a game of the daily fitting and removal of the splint. Bobby would have none of it. He sensed that the brace signified weakness, something necessary but detestable. Its associations could not be disguised by baby talk any more than its hard metal frame could be softened by kidskin sleeves. It was her son’s silences that Kirsty found difficult to bear. His determination not to cry seemed far too precocious for a child of not quite three. It was as if the paralysis had robbed him of his innocence and brought too soon to the fore the Nicholson traits of obstinacy and pride.


‘It doesn’t still hurt, does it?’ Gordon said.


Kirsty glanced up at her brother-in-law who leaned against the kitchen sink by the window.


‘Ask him yourself,’ she said.


‘He’s not speakin’ to me these days,’ Gordon said. ‘I don’t know what I’ve done wrong.’


‘He’s not speakin’ to any of us,’ Kirsty said.


‘Maybe he needs fresh air,’ Gordon said. ‘You should take him to the park tomorrow.’


‘In this weather?’


‘The weather’s not so bad,’ Gordon said. ‘You can’t wrap him up in cotton wool forever, Kirsty.’


At twenty, Gordon was four years younger than his brother Craig. In the past few months he’d shed much of his boyishness. He was no longer light-hearted and frivolous and made no attempt to coax Kirsty from her dark moods. He was, she knew, the ambassador for Craig’s estranged family and would carry news of Bobby’s health and welfare back to his mother and sister in the big terraced mansion on the hill.


‘When do you go to see Dr Anderson again?’ Gordon asked.


‘Not until March.’


‘I suppose we’ll just have to wait until then to see how much damage has been done to the muscles and nerves.’


‘What do you know about infantile paralysis?’ Kirsty said.


‘Not much,’ Gordon admitted. ‘But I spoke to a doctor the other day an’ he said – ’


‘Doctors! After what happened to poor Jen Taylor I’ve no great faith in the medical profession.’


‘It was Kelly who neglected Jen, not Dr Anderson.’


‘I don’t care who it was. They’re all the same,’ Kirsty said. ‘I keep wonderin’ what would have happened if Bobby had contracted the disease first. He’d be dead now, wouldn’t he?’


Night after night Gordon would stand edgily by the sink, arms folded, unable to relax with her, with Bobby.


‘Why was Jen taken an’ Bobby spared?’ Kirsty said. ‘Can you tell me that?’


‘Course I can’t.’


‘At least you’re not trying to palm me off with some sanctimonious rubbish,’ Kirsty said. ‘But I can’t understand why it had to happen to Greta. I mean, she had nothin’ to call her own except her wee girl. And look at me. I’ve got everythin’ a woman could want – a nice house, a decent husband, my own business an’ money in the bank.’


‘Ach, Kirsty, you shouldn’t torment yourself with such morbid thoughts,’ Gordon said.


‘Somebody’s got to think about these things,’ Kirsty said. ‘Everybody else just seems to want to sweep Greta under the carpet, to forget she ever existed. Good riddance to bad rubbish.’


‘That’s not true.’


‘But I’m – I’m stuck with it.’


Gordon shook his head but seemed at a loss for words, as if he too had lost the knack of caring.


For the past half year Gordon had been employed by Carruth’s Brewery Company which was managed by his prospective father-in-law, James Randolph Adair. In June Gordon would step to the altar with young Amanda and fulfil the terms of their formal engagement; then he too would be gone from Kirsty’s ken to reside in Adair’s grand villa on the city’s western outskirts.


The rise in Gordon’s fortunes had been engineered by his stepfather, Breezy, oldest of the Adairs and chieftain of the sprawling clan. Breezy had dragged his brothers and sisters out of the black mud of a smallholding and by trading, dealing and manipulating had raised them all up in the world. It seemed as natural as breathing for Breezy to do the same sort of thing for his stepchildren. He would willingly have embroiled Kirsty’s husband, Craig, in schemes for advancement if Craig had not resisted and remained loyal to his position as a constable with Greenfield burgh police.


Kirsty tugged Bobby from her shoulder and sat him square on her lap. ‘Bring me the basin, please, Gordon. An’ make sure the water’s not too hot.’


She had no reason to be sharp with her brother-in-law. He had always been her ally and confidante. But she could not help herself.


Gordon sighed. ‘Blood heat, right?’


‘Test it with your elbow.’


‘Oh. Sorry. I forgot.’


She began to undress her son.


It was nine weeks since Bobby had been struck down. Christmas had come and gone uncelebrated and the New Year of 1900 had crept unheralded into the house. Canada Road had echoed with the skirl of bagpipes, the braying of bugles, toasts and songs and drunken revelry. But the neighbours in No. 154 had restrained their enthusiasm for the advent of the twentieth century out of consideration for the sick child on the top landing. There was also anxiety that Bobby Nicholson’s disease might spread, that their sons too would be crippled by the mysterious miasma or their daughters die of it like the poor bairn round in Benedict Street. By mid-January, however, community attitudes had changed. Superstitious wives put the particularity of the outbreak down to Divine retribution, punishment on Greta Taylor for her adulterous past and on the Nicholsons for their pride and presumption.


Kirsty remained unaware of the malicious stairhead gossip. Since Bobby had been released from the quarantine ward in Glasgow’s Hospital for Sick Children she had remained locked in the house with him. She could not bear to have him out of her sight for more than a few minutes at a time. She would leave him in Craig’s care only when necessity drove her out to buy provisions at the Buttercup Dairy or Mr Kydd’s corner grocery. In spite of Craig’s grumbling protests she’d even insisted on taking Bobby into her bed in the kitchen. There she would lie awake, not daring to move for fear that she’d hurt him, lying rigidly alert for a moan or whimper that might signify the onset of another calamity, waiting in fear for Bobby to be taken from her as roughly as Jen had been snatched from Greta Taylor.


Gordon filled the big brown baking bowl with warm water from the tap of the gas heater by the sink, brought it to the hearth and set it down carefully by the side of Kirsty’s armchair. Next he fetched soap and sponge and an egg cup full of a soothing oil that Dr Anderson had provided for Kirsty to massage into Bobby’s muscles. Gordon, Kirsty realised, had become almost as familiar with the evening ritual as she was herself. She watched him place the egg cup on the hob and then hold out the big towel towards the grate to warm too. She slipped Bobby, naked now, between her knees and supported his weakened right side with her forearm while she rolled up her sleeves and arranged the canvas apron as a splash guard over her knees and feet. Sullen but unresisting Bobby allowed her to sponge him down.


‘I do believe he’s put on a pound or two,’ Gordon said. ‘His appetite must be comin’ back at last.’


‘He’s still too fussy for my likin’,’ Kirsty said.


‘Semolina puddin’,’ Gordon nodded. ‘Aye, whatever ailed us when we were young we were always stuffed full o’ mutton broth an’ semolina puddin’. How about it, son? Fancy some semolina an’ a big dollop o’ raspberry jam, hm?’


Bobby stared at his uncle, mute as marble.


Gordon said, ‘I reckon his tongue’s still paralysed.’


‘Don’t say that,’ Kirsty snapped.


‘Sorry. Sorry.’


Gordon backed from her, the towel held out like a flag of truce. It was on the tip of Kirsty’s tongue to apologise for her rudeness but she stubbornly kept her mouth shut and expended her ire by scrubbing Bobby’s tail with the soapy sponge.


Gordon was no dandy, not like his sister Lorna’s young man. Nonetheless he was smartly dressed in chequered suit, stand-up collar and fashionable string tie. Kirsty supposed that as a representative of the management side of Carruth’s it was incumbent upon him to impress the landlords and licensees with whom he did business.


She sniffed. ‘What’s that smell?’


‘Have a guess,’ Gordon said.


Proximity to the fire had brought from his clothing the faint but unmistakable odour of beer.


Kirsty said, ‘I thought you sold the stuff, not paddled in it.’


‘I don’t even sell it, not really.’


‘What do you do for Carruth’s then?’


‘I collect the takin’s from some of the city pubs,’ Gordon answered. ‘Check stock tallies, inspect lavatories an’ cast an eye over the pumps – ’


‘What for?’


‘To make sure the management’s honest,’ Gordon said. ‘I spend a lot of time crawlin’ about in cellars awash with suds.’


‘If you don’t like it, Gordon, why do you stick it?’


He shrugged. ‘It’s only temporary, a rung on the ladder. Anyway, I don’t have much choice.’


Kirsty dried Bobby with the warm, white towel then lifted him on to her knee. Perhaps he had put on weight. He had certainly grown taller, as if nature were hastening him towards boyhood to compensate for the ravages of the infection. She took up the egg cup and dipped her fingers into the warm oil. She hated the smell of it for it reminded her of the stench of the hospital ward where Bobby had been kept in isolation. She gripped Bobby’s ankle and stretched his leg until she felt resistance. Her manipulations were practised and precise. She was sure that she caused Bobby no pain, that it was humiliation that made him to turn against her, and bump his head into her chin while she examined the lower limb.


Tibia and fibula: Dr Anderson had told her the names of the bones and had shown her how muscles and tendons were connected to them. He had also instructed her in basic massage and had given her a little pamphlet, with diagrams, for further study. She stroked away with a firm caressing motion, noted that the calf muscles remained flaccid and had lost bulk. She did not flinch when Bobby bored his head into her breast again.


Gordon lit a cigarette and stared from the tall window into the cold January sky. He could not bear to watch this part of a ritual which still seemed to him cruel. Strange that Craig found this procedure fascinating, would sit and watch her work without a qualm.


Kirsty said, ‘Have you heard any word from Greta yet?’


‘Nothing.’ Gordon kept his back to her. ‘In fact, Breezy’s about to put her house on the market. I told him I’d shell out the rent for the next half year but he wouldn’t stand for that. Got quite shirty at the very idea.’


‘Surely it’s no skin off his nose who pays the rent?’


‘I think he wants me to get on with my life as if nothin’ had happened. Mam, Lorna – they all do.’ He paused. ‘Perhaps they’re right.’


‘You can’t blame Greta for leavin’ Glasgow.’


‘No, I’m not blamin’ her.’ Gordon blew a little plume of tobacco smoke against the pane and watched it disperse. ‘The only thing that held Greta here was the bairn. It certainly wasn’t that miserable job at the Irish Market or her connection with our lot. With Jen dead, though, it must have seemed – ’ He shrugged. ‘I miss her, Kirsty. Right or wrong, I miss her.’


‘We all do,’ Kirsty said.


‘So,’ Gordon turned, ‘since there’s nothin’ I can do to change things, I’ve decided to accept them. How about you?’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘When are you going to re-open the shop?’


‘I’m not.’


‘What? Not ever?’


‘No.’


‘Now that’s daft, plain daft.’


‘It’s my shop, my decision.’


‘But business was boomin’. An’ you’re still loaded with stock. I mean – ’


‘I don’t want to discuss it.’


‘Suit yourself,’ Gordon said.


‘For once,’ Kirsty said, ‘I intend to.’


Twelve months ago she had inherited two hundred pounds from her friend Nessie Frew. At Gordon’s urging, she’d wagered a portion of the money on a racehorse owned by Dolphus Adair and trained by his cousin Russell Smith. Gordon had hinted that the race had been fixed in advance and it was no real surprise when the filly brought home the bacon. With Gordon as a sleeping partner Kirsty had invested her capital in a general goods shop in Gascoigne Street and, in remarkably short order, had built up a profitable business.


Acquisitiveness and a desire for independence had not been Kirsty’s only motives in taking on the shop, however. Craig had had a brief affair with Greta Taylor and it was to exact revenge on her husband that Kirsty had first persuaded Greta to come and work as her assistant in Gascoigne Street. Later they had become fast friends. Now Jen was dead, Greta vanished and a companionable sense of achievement that Kirsty had discovered in shopkeeping had been wiped away by the tragedy.


‘I’ll see that you get your money back, Gordon.’


‘I’m not worried about the money,’ Gordon said. ‘I’m worried about you. You can’t spend the rest of your life cooped up in this kitchen like the bloody Prisoner of Zenda.’


‘I can’t – I won’t leave Bobby.’


‘Take him with you, like you always did.’


‘It won’t be the same,’ Kirsty said. ‘Besides, he can’t walk.’


‘’Course he can walk,’ Gordon said. ‘When you’re not there to carry him he hobbles about on that brace thing well enough.’


‘I’m always there to carry him.’


‘Aye, well, when he’s twelve or thirteen years old it’s goin’ to look damned funny, that’s all I can say.’


Kirsty bit her lip. ‘Did Craig put you up to this?’


‘Put me up to what?’


‘Persuadin’ me to go back to work.’


‘Hell, no! If you ask me it would suit Craig nicely if you stayed right here and played at bein’ a nice, dutiful wee housewife for evermore,’ Gordon told her. ‘It’s me that thinks you should get back into harness.’


‘It’s none o’ your business.’


‘Damn it, Kirsty, it is my business. Once upon a time I came near to fallin’ in love wi’ you.’


‘Aye, when you were just a silly wee laddie.’


‘I’m no silly laddie now, Kirsty.’ He pushed himself away from the sink and flicked his cigarette end into the fire. ‘There are times when I wish none of us had ever set foot in Glasgow.’


‘If your mother hadn’t brought you to Glasgow then you wouldn’t have met Amanda,’ Kirsty said. ‘Think of that.’


‘I am thinkin’ of that.’


‘I was under the impression that you loved Amanda.’


‘I do,’ Gordon said. ‘I suppose.’


For an instant she felt a surge of affectionate concern but stifled it. Gordon’s prospects were unchanged by Jen Taylor’s death and by Bobby’s illness and Kirsty was in no mood to share guilt with anyone, least of all her brother-in-law.


‘You’ve made Amanda a promise, Gordon,’ Kirsty said. ‘If you had doubts about marriage you should have spoken up before now.’


‘Jeeze, you’re beginnin’ to sound just like my mother.’


‘I’m not flattered,’ Kirsty said.


‘You’ve also managed to change the subject,’ Gordon said. ‘What about the shop, Kirst? Do you really intend to give it up?’


‘I can’t run it on my own.’


‘I’ll buy it from you – as a goin’ concern.’


‘What’ll you do with it?’


‘Make money,’ Gordon said.


‘How will you find time to – ’


‘I’ll put in a manager.’


‘A stranger?’


‘Oh, yes,’ Gordon said. ‘It’s safer with strangers. You know where you are with strangers.’


‘You just want to hang on to the shop in case Greta comes back, isn’t that it?’


‘Greta isn’t comin’ back,’ Gordon said. ‘You’re right; nobody wants her. She’s served her purpose an’ now she’s just an embarrassment to all concerned.’


Bobby, who had fallen asleep in her arms, wakened and whimpered. She hugged her arms tightly about his naked body, hugged him as if he could defend her against unpalatable truths.


‘Gordon, what do you want from me?’


‘I want you to pick up the pieces, that’s all.’


‘I can’t.’


‘Damn it, you can.’


‘How?’


‘Go back to Gascoigne Street, take down the shutters.’


‘Dust the cash register?’


‘Aye, why not?’ Gordon said. ‘There’s nothin’ sinful about makin’ money.’


‘I – I can’t,’ Kirsty said again.


Gordon plucked hat and scarf from the dresser top. ‘I’ll have to go. I’m late for supper as it is.’ He coiled the scarf under his collar and tucked away the ends. ‘Think about it, Kirsty. If you mean what you say, if you really don’t want to go back to Gascoigne Street, I’ll buy the business from you at a fair price.’


‘Do you actually want it, Gordon?’


‘Not particularly. I just can’t stand to see a valuable asset go to waste.’


‘I’ll – I’ll let you know.’


‘When?’


‘Soon,’ she said and let him find his own way out.


After he’d gone, Kirsty sat motionless by the fire, Bobby asleep in her arms. She thought not about Craig or Gordon or even Greta but about David Lockhart, whom she had loved once and who had left her to return to his father’s Christian mission in China. David might have been able to explain why she felt so responsible for Jen Taylor’s death, why she was afraid of going out to face the world again – but David was far, far away. The night express to Inverness trailed a long ribbon of sound along the Greenfield embankments and gently rattled the tenements to make sure that folk were still awake to mark its passing.


Kirsty listened, wistfully at first then with a sudden breaking in her heart. She lifted Bobby up a little, slid the soft cotton nightshirt over his head and settled him again in her lap. She blinked, listening still to the train’s faint, far off echo, and then, for the first time in weeks, let the tears flow freely, not for Bobby, not for Greta, but for herself.


 


Constable Archie Flynn, big, amiable and none-too-bright, had grown weary of living in police barracks in Edward Road. He was envious of men like Craig Nicholson, men who had sweet and gentle wives to go home to after a shift. Archie had a terrible notion to find a wife for himself. He didn’t want to wind up like Sergeant Drummond with nothing to call his own but three briar pipes, two pairs of boots and a cold bed in a boarding house. Archie made it known to all and sundry that he was scouting for a bride and, in consequence, deserved all that he got.


‘How about her then?’ Peter Stewart would say and point out wee Norah Barnaby, three feet dot and forty-five years old, as she shuffled down Riverside Road.


‘Well – ’ Archie would say, dubiously.


‘Hey, Norah,’ Peter would shout. ‘Hey, here’s a fella fancies you, Norah.’


Norah had nothing against coppers but, by God, she had plenty against men. She would yell out in a voice rough enough to scour barnacles off a dredger. ‘Him, is it?’


‘Aye, this fine, well set-up young fella here.’


‘God, I wouldnae huv him in a bloody gift.’


Archie, the fool, would indignantly enquire what was wrong with him. And Norah would tell the world at the top of her voice just what she thought of promiscuous youths who wanted nothing from a girl but a fleeting amour round the back of the wash-houses and what said promiscuous youths could do with themselves.


Peter, when he’d caught up with Archie, would pat his pal’s shoulder and say, consolingly, ‘Well, I doubt she’s not the one for you, Archibald. Pity that. You’d have made a lovely couple at the altar.’


Craig had too much on his mind to join in the ribbing of Big Archie. He had been given a fortnight’s leave when his son was critically ill and had returned to the roster so haggard that Lieutenant Strang had assigned him to permanent back shift. On back shift Craig was so busy that he had precious little time to brood about Bobby’s health or the state of his marriage. At the end of the working day, however, he usually managed to find time to collect Sammy Reynolds from the door of the People’s Mission, where he worked as caretaker’s assistant, and walk him home to the Claremont Model lodging-house in Scutter Street.


Daft Sammy had been the ‘pet’ of the officers and men of Ottawa Street station ever since Craig and David Lockhart had rescued him from the poorhouse and, between them, had found him work and a place to stay.


This past few months Sammy had sprouted into a great shaggy hulk, not tall but broad-beamed and bulky. His moon face, which had previously been a picture of bucolic innocence, was crossed by street slyness when he didn’t get things his own way. He had recently been introduced to the joys of tobacco and would puff away in the lavatory with lads from the Boys’ Brigade or Senior Bible Class and shamelessly cadge ciggies from anyone if he thought he could get away with it. Also, Sammy had acquired a gun; not a real gun, of course, but a wooden replica of the sort used by the Greenfield Volunteers on their street parades. The company were parading a lot these days, preparatory to shipping out for the Transvaal to fight the Boers. Sammy could mimic a soldier’s strutting march to perfection, rifle sloped, broad bottom waggling.


‘Aaaeeez RIGHT,’ Sam would bawl and snap a salute at Rab McKechnie who squatted drunk as a lord in the doorway of Slattery’s pub or at Mrs Scott’s greasy big mongrel which sprawled on the threshold of the Buttercup Dairy. ‘Aaaeeez FRONT.’


Sammy’s wasn’t the only head turned by word of the war against the Boers. Many a small boy dreamed of little else but kilt and bayonet and finding glory on the veldt. Grown men too were possessed by patriotic fervour and a diabolical hatred of Kruger and his gang.


Craig kept abreast of the news from abroad but did not share the general air of jingoistic excitement. He did not quite approve of the wooden rifle that Sammy brandished with such glee or the way the boy would snipe indiscriminately at pigeons on the roof or pedestrians on the pavement and yell, ‘Gotcha! Lie doon. Ye’re deid.’


Craig could not help but contrast Sam’s pointless energy with Bobby’s weakness, the knowledge that his son would never be a soldier now, would never walk straight and manly in any sort of uniform, and to feel resentful.


Perhaps it was guilt that drove Craig to the corner stall at Banff Street that particular night to stand Sam a black pudding supper before he returned the boy to his lodgings. Perhaps it was a lingering hope that he might glimpse a light again in Greta’s house in Benedict Street. Craig too missed the little black-haired street woman more than he dared admit. He had gone, with Gordon, to Jen’s funeral in Wolfe Road cemetery. There had been no preliminary service in a kirk or the chapel adjacent to the hospital. The child’s body had been boxed in some darkened basement below West Graham Street and transported directly to Wolfe Road from there.


Only Gordon had accompanied the coffin, had ridden in the hearse, for nobody had been able to find Greta to ask her what she wished done. Greta had been at the gates, though, standing back from the graveside in that new, raw burial ground which offered no comfort or catharsis for the pain of the loss of a child so young. He could not forget his last sight of Greta, in neat black coat and neat black hat, small as a child herself, loitering all alone in Wolfe Road while the tiny coffin was lowered into the ground.


When it was over, when Craig had turned from the graveside and looked towards the gates Greta was gone, and none of them had seen or heard from her since.


‘Ten SHUN. Aaaeeez RIGHT.’


‘Sammy, for God’s sake!’


‘Squaw-hod SAAL-OOT.’


‘Sammy, will you shut your face. Do you want t’wake the whole bloody neighbourhood?’


‘See but, there’s Mr Flynn.’


The last half inch of the Gold Flake that Craig had given him had popped from Sam’s mouth into the gutter and the boy stooped and scrambled in search of the damp butt while Craig watched Archie Flynn, clearly harassed, hurry towards them from the tail of Benedict Street.


‘Craig, thank God it’s you.’


‘What’s up, Archie.’


‘Somebody’s in there, in number thirteen.’


‘Is it Greta? Has she come back?’


‘God knows!’ said Archie. ‘The door’s locked fast an’ I can’t get in. But somebody’s inside, I’m sure, somebody lyin’ doggo.’


‘Ah wouldnae mind a doggie.’ Sam sucked noisily on the crumbs of tobacco he’d retrieved from the gutter. ‘Ah could look after a wee doggie fine. Woof. Woof-Woof. Woo – ’


‘Shut it, Sammy,’ Archie told the boy. ‘This is police business.’


‘Ah’ll be in the polis soon, so ah wull.’


‘Aye, Sam,’ Craig said. ‘But only if you learn to do what you’re told.’


Benedict Street had always been the toughest part of Archie’s beat but since the demise of hard man Billy King last year the citizens had seemed chastened and the district had become remarkably peaceful. Number 13, where Greta Taylor had lived, had been dark and empty for many weeks and to Archie, who was not alone in his superstitions, a sort of pall still hung over the close.


Grabbing the boy by the hand Craig set off towards No. 13 and left Archie to bring up the rear. Fortunately Sammy seemed to have grasped the importance of keeping silent and stood quietly by Craig’s side at the close mouth while the coppers discussed tactics.


‘I glimpsed a light in the bedroom,’ Archie said, ‘but when I went an’ knocked on the door, nobody answered. But there is somebody in that house. I’ll swear it.’


‘Did you check the back?’


‘The blind’s drawn an’ the window’s still shut.’


‘Did you use your lamp?’


‘’Course I did.’


‘So whoever is inside knows you’ve spotted them?’


‘I’d imagine so,’ Archie said.


‘Go to the door again.’ Craig nudged Archie. ‘Challenge them again.’


‘Why don’t you do it?’


‘It’s better if they don’t know I’m here.’


‘Even if it’s her? Even if Greta Taylor’s come back?’


‘Go on, Archie. You, Sammy, not a cheep out o’ you.’


Keeping the boy with him Craig crept into the close. He pressed himself out of sight against the stair wall and listened intently, his heart beginning to pound.


Archie knocked loudly on the door.


‘Mrs Taylor, is that you?’


A thick, tense silence hung suspended behind the closed front door. Copper’s instincts told Craig that Archie had been right; there was someone in the house. His mouth went dry. He saw, in his mind’s eye, Greta gone mad with grief stalking the unlit kitchen, flinging back bedclothes and yanking open cupboards in search of the child she’d lost.


Shaking his head, Archie retreated again into the street and Craig and Sammy followed him.


‘Nothin’ doin’,’ Archie said. ‘Now what?’


‘Take Sam to Banff Street, buy him a puddin’ supper, then walk him round to the Claremont. I’m goin’ to wait here.’


‘So you think I’m right?’


‘Never doubted it, Archie.’


‘Once I’ve seen off his lordship I’ll come back.’


‘No, Archie. Just sign off an’ toddle home to bed.’


‘I should report it, you know,’ Archie said.


‘No, don’t.’


Archie said, ‘You’re hopin’ it’s her, aren’t you?’


‘Whoever it is,’ Craig said, ‘I intend to wait until they open that door, even if it takes all bloody night.’


‘Ah’ll stay too,’ Sammy said, surprising the coppers by his apparent grasp of the situation. ‘Ah can shoot the bad man deid.’


‘You’ll go with Constable Flynn,’ Craig said. ‘Do what he says, an’ no nonsense. Right?’


Sammy glowered for a moment and then offered Archie his hand.


With some relief Craig watched the pair depart down Benedict Street. When he heard Sammy shout, ‘Ry-hut wheel,’ from the Banff Street corner, he slipped into the close once more and settled on the stairs to wait.


The intruder hadn’t forced an entry. That in itself meant very little for there were plenty of locksmiths in Greenfield who’d carve you a key for the town hall clock if you had enough money to offer for it. Patience, however, was not a hallmark of the average criminal and Craig reckoned he would not be in for an all-night vigil. In fact, he’d hardly had time to smoke half a Gold Flake before a sound within the house brought him to his feet and he saw the door open an inch.


In the vertical crack he glimpsed a pale face, and knew, with a thump of disappointment, that it wasn’t Greta’s. An instant later, however, his mood swung to one of raw elation when he recognised the intruder. He let the man emerge, close the door and turn to relock it, then he stepped up behind him and said quietly, ‘Well, well, well! If it isn’t Mr John Whiteside. Nice to see you again – old chum.’


Whiteside started, spun round and flung up the leather brief-case to protect his head from attack.


‘Have no fear, Johnnie. It’s only the law.’


Whiteside sagged back against the door with a muffled snarl of dismay and anger. ‘I might have known it would be you. God, Nicholson, you scared me half to death, damn you.’


‘So sorry,’ Craig said. ‘But if you’d opened the door to Constable Flynn when you were asked there’d be no need for me to search you now.’


‘Oh, come now. You know perfectly well I’ve every right to be here. Look, I have keys, keys given to me by the owner of the property.’


‘Do you have a letter of authority too?’


‘Don’t be damned ridiculous,’ Whiteside said.


‘In that case how do I know you didn’t steal those keys?’


Johnnie Whiteside was the oldest of Albert ‘Breezy’ Adair’s nephews. He had baulked at following his father into the legal profession and, together with his cousin Eric, had thrown in his lot with Uncle Breezy. Currently he managed the family warehouse in Partick East and, over the years, had attended to many bits and pieces of Adair business of a less than salubrious nature.


‘I’ll start by lookin’ in your case,’ Craig said.


John Whiteside squared up to him. They were both taller than average and each believed that he carried a weight of moral authority which gave him an edge in the superiority stakes.


‘Lay a finger on that case, Nicholson, and I’ll make sure it costs you your job.’


‘Naw, naw.’ Craig shook his head. ‘Even the great Breezy Adair couldn’t pull that off. I don’t care how much butter-money you’ve paid into the Police Benevolent Fund on his behalf, nobody’s goin’ to sack me for doin’ what’s right an’ proper.’


‘The contents of this case are private.’


‘What’s in there? Letters, personal letters?’


‘Why in God’s name should it be letters?’ Whiteside said.


Craig shrugged. ‘I thought perhaps you, or Breezy, had somethin’ to hide.’


‘No, I’ve nothing to hide. Nothing.’


‘Then why are you sneakin’ into Greta’s house at this hour of the night?’


‘Because I’ve been working all damned day, if you must know,’ Whiteside said. ‘You aren’t the only person who has to earn a livin’, old son. I’ve been engaged in checkin’ an inventory received from the agent’s office against the contents of the dwelling.’


‘Why?’


‘To see what’s to be put into store.’ Whiteside smirked. ‘Didn’t know that, Nicholson, did you? Yes, Breezy’s decided to sell the house. Not the whole tenement, of course, just the ground floor apartment.’


‘Why?’


‘Apparently he wants shot of it.’


‘What if Greta – ’


‘Greta’s gone. Greta’s taken a long walk.’


‘So you do know where she is?’


Whiteside’s tone became suddenly placatory, almost sympathetic. ‘Believe me, none of us know where Greta’s gone to. Breezy is just as concerned as the rest of us.’


‘Is she – is she dead?’


‘Oh, good God!’ Whiteside exclaimed. ‘Is that the copper’s brain at work? Do you suppose that my uncle’s had her murdered?’


Craig could not deny that some such suspicion had been preying on his mind of late.


‘Naw, but – ’


Though Whiteside had the upper hand, he chose not to exploit it. ‘I know what she meant to you, Nicholson. But in spite of your prejudice against us, we folk on the hill are not barbarians. We cared for Greta too – and her child.’


Craig was on the brink of blurting out that he knew the real reason why the Adairs had been so interested in Greta Taylor and why they had cared for her welfare. Greta had been used to avert a nasty family scandal. The child now dead had not been Greta’s at all. Jen had been fathered on Olive Carruth Adair by the sporting captain, Tom Wells. Greta had only been the foster mother. However, the fact that Whiteside was here to clear out the house, that Breezy was putting the apartment up for sale indicated all too clearly that Greta was not coming back to Greenfield, that she was gone for good.


‘You do believe me, don’t you?’ Whiteside said.


‘What option have I?’


‘None at all, really,’ Whiteside said. ‘Now, if you don’t mind steppin’ to one side, I would be awfully grateful. It’s been a long day and I am rather keen to get home to bed.’


‘When will the house be sold?’ Craig asked.


‘End of the month,’ said Whiteside.


‘Good riddance?’ Craig asked.


Whiteside gave one of those low, patronising chuckles that only the educated classes ever seemed to master to perfection and patted Craig very lightly and fleetingly on the sleeve as he stepped round him.


‘I’m glad I’m not a cynic,’ Whiteside said. ‘Night-night, Constable Nicholson.’


Craig followed the man to the close mouth and watched him hurry off in the direction of Dumbarton Road to find a cab to take him home – or elsewhere.


‘Night-night, y’bastard,’ Craig muttered then headed down to Banff Street to buy himself a supper from the stall.


 


‘Kirsty, Kirsty, are you awake?’


She lay asleep on top of the bed, one arm raised to keep the glare of the gas light out of her eyes, the other was curled protectively about her son. Craig stood looking down on her in a sort of trance, the parcel of chips and black pudding cupped against his trouser leg.


She was not so pretty as she’d been in the days he’d run away with her. The years had taken their toll. Somehow the freshness had left her. There were tiny creases that he hadn’t noticed before upon her brow and by her lips. Bobby was turned on his side under the quilt, nothing much visible except hair and brow and the tip of his nose. He seemed settled tonight, not twitching or whimpering as he’d done in the early days of his recovery. Craig was tempted to brush a hand over his son’s head and tuck the quilt tighter about him but he resisted.


Black skirt stretched to show the shape of Kirsty’s thighs, black stockings defined her trim ankles. She’d unbuttoned the collar of her blouse and he could see the soft flesh where her breasts began to swell. He took a deep indrawn breath. He had learned to stifle his need of her and no longer found it difficult to do. He did not imagine that she would resist or deny him; it was simply that the time was not ripe for love-making. Since they seldom shared a bed he could not take her quick and sudden under the covers like an ordinary husband might do. He had to wait, to court her, to gauge her moods and match them against circumstances and against his own longing. It had been different with Greta. Greta had always been ready for him and, after the first time, had never denied him.


Craig sighed, hoisted up the brown paper parcel and set it on a dinner plate which had been left on the table.


The kitchen’s untidy state told him that Kirsty had not intended to fall asleep. Whatever her other failings, she had always been a neat, clean housekeeper. Exhaustion, not laziness, had persuaded her to lie down. He was tempted to wake her but did not. Without taking off his uniform he crept about the room. Cramped and crammed with furniture as it was, he managed to make himself tea and to set a tray all without disturbing her and, just after midnight, carried supper through to the front parlour.


The gas fire was another little luxury that Kirsty’s money had bought. He was glad of its comfort tonight, though. Seated on a cushioned stool he balanced the tray on the side of the bed and ate and drank, bathed in the firelight’s glow. Many a man would be glad of such comfort on a cold January night. But there should have been more – and there wasn’t. How could you ever explain to old Hector Drummond or eager Archie Flynn? They’d think you were daft.


He missed Greta. He could not deny it. That part of his life was over, however. He was left with the job, with Kirsty, his imperfect son, and an untidy parcel of regrets.


He finished the meal, smoked a cigarette and then carried the tray through to the kitchen in the faint fond hope that Kirsty would waken, would welcome him with a sleepy smile, would open her arms and invite his kiss.


She slept.


Craig washed up, put everything neatly in its place, hooked the guard over the grate and turned out the gaslight.


He hesitated by the recess and, without expectation or excitement, whispered, ‘Good night, love,’ before he went quietly back to the room at the front of the house to climb into bed alone.
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Lorna in Love


Lorna Nicholson was bored. It was not in her nature to be bored and she was not actually sure that ‘bored’ was the right word to describe her present condition but no other seemed to fit the bill. She knew only too well what ‘tedium’ meant and all the ramifications of ‘monotony’ for, Lord knows, she’d learned to recognise those states of mind and matter only too well during her student days at Prosser’s Commercial College. Especially this half year when she was stuck in a class with thirty-five gibbering girls and four sullen, weedy-looking boys to have the rudiments of Commercial French drummed into her day after dreary day, as well as having to keep up with typewriting, shorthand and advanced bookkeeping.


‘Fais attention, Mademoiselle Neeekolson.’


‘Oui, Madame McGibbon.’


‘Geeebon. Ma-geee-bon. Qu’est-ce que tu as aujourd’hui?’


‘Je suis BORED, Madame. Je Suis très, très BORED.’


She didn’t say it, of course, not out loud. She would never dare talk back to the tyrannical old hen like that. But rebellion boiled in her more and more often and she was afraid that one fine day she might forget herself.


But was she really bored or was she, perhaps, suffering the unfamiliar pangs of love? Lorna did not dare admit that the only time she felt alive, engagée, was when she was in the presence of Mr Ernest Tubbs, salesman and gay Lothario. When Tubby wasn’t around she was suspended in limbo, with nothing much to fill the void except memories of their last encounter and anticipations of the next.


Love, she couldn’t possibly be in love!


Love was a joke on other people, something she teased Gordon with. Gordon was in love. And look at him, poor devil, mooning, moping, hang-dog and permanently po-faced. She didn’t feel at all like that, not, at least, when she was alone with Mr Tubbs.


No, no, no! It couldn’t be love. Tubby and she were having too much fun to be in love. They laughed a lot, ribbed each other mercilessly, kissed with a smack, hugged like bears, chased each other round lamp posts and up closes, and generally behaved like daft idiots. She’d observed her brother’s courtship with Amanda Adair, noted how they hardly ever smiled, never deigned to laugh and took the whole business of being officially in love with great glumness. No, Lorna decided, she was not in love. She was just bored, bored every minute of every day when Tubby wasn’t around to keep her stimulated and entertained.


Since Kirsty had been forced to put up the shutters on the shop in Gascoigne Street, however, Tubby hadn’t been around all that often. He had a living to earn and, with G.A. Nicholson’s closed, had had to extend his territory to sell his quota of goods for the warehousemen, Mathieson, Mullard & Milroy, by whom he was employed. Tubby didn’t talk much about his home life. He had one brother, at least, and a widowed mother, and he lived with them in – Lorna gathered – near poverty in the Maryhill ward of Glasgow. She sensed that Ernest was embarrassed by his impecuniosity and she did not press him to discuss that distressing aspect of his life.


Being just sweet seventeen, Lorna lacked the perspicacity to wonder why a man so poor could dress so well. In fact Lorna was so fed-up with college and the stuffiness of her own domestic environment that her trust in Mr Tubbs would not have wavered if he’d turned up one day with cropped head in a suit stencilled with broad arrows.


The blossoming relationship with Ernest Tubbs protected Lorna against the gloom that had descended upon the rest of the family. She was worried, of course, about her nephew Bobby, particularly after the wee Taylor girl died. But she’d heeded her mother’s warning not to visit Kirsty or Craig and risk contracting the infection. She got all her news about Canada Road from Gordon. She was decent enough to wait until Bobby was well on the mend before she put to Gordon the selfish question that had been on her mind for weeks.


‘When will Kirsty open up again?’


‘I doubt if she will,’ Gordon had answered.


‘But – but she must!’


‘Why must she?’


‘Because I want her to.’


‘Good God!’ was all Gordon had said to that and had skulked off into his bedroom, shaking his head like some fusty old kirk elder.


Lorna’d had to be content with that unsatisfactory answer, at least for a while.


Somehow, the weeks had slipped away and she’d ceased to think much about Kirsty or the shop or Bobby’s dreadful illness. She became too wrapped up in her own concerns and in Mr Tubbs to realise that Bobby was out of quarantine and that she could visit Kirsty at any time without risk.


Each week night, before the bell had stopped ringing, Lorna would whizz along the corridor and leap down the staircase that separated Prosser’s classrooms from the street below. Curls bouncing, books thumping in the satchel at her side, eel skirt flickering about her trim ankles, out into the street she would eagerly rush. Shop windows gleamed in the cold air, lights shimmered, electrical tramcars spluttered and popped like fireworks at the junction; Lorna’s excitement was immense as she flew across the road to the rendezvous spot on the corner under Rolleston’s clock.


Most often Ernest would be there waiting for her. But sometimes he would not. Business would delay him unavoidably. On those occasions Lorna would hang about for an hour or so and then, almost weeping with disappointment, would catch a tramcar home. When he was there, though, the night would light up like a fairy-flash. She would suddenly feel as sparky and alive as an electrical cable and when he kissed her in greeting she would experience a tiny, inexplicable phisk between his lips and hers, the same sensation as you get by stroking a cat’s whiskers on a frosty morning. Lorna would gasp, then giggle. Tubby would utter a long 000000 of sensual satisfaction before he linked his arm with hers and trotted off with her, like children playing ponies, to the Westminster tearooms.


Mr Ernest Tubbs was not at all tubby. He was, in reality, very tall and thin, and in consequence wore his fashionable clothes with dash and flair. Lorna never tired of admiring him. She particularly liked to watch him eat. He would devour pie and peas or a sausage hotpot with mannerly alacrity and great relish while Lorna sipped sweet tea and toyed with a coconut bun.


Meals at the Westminster tearooms were cheap and speedily served, which made the place popular with budget-conscious clerks and their salesgirl sweethearts and there was, in the midst of macaroons and mince rounds, a faint, erotic lovey-doviness that the young folk seemed unconsciously to share.


Lorna, however, was less fortunate than her salesgirl companions in love. She had a curfew upon her. Like Cinderella she had to abandon her Prince before the witching hour – not midnight but eight – struck on Rolleston’s enormous overhead clock. She had to be home in Great Western Terrace in time for dinner or awkward questions might be asked as to where she’d been and who she’d been with. Lorna was in no doubt that her mother would read the riot act if it came to light that she was being wooed by a man with the inferior prospects of a mere commercial traveller.


Later, Lorna could never quite decide whether the idea had been foisted upon her by Ernest or if it had been born in her own mind out of desperation. Whatever its origins, by mid-January the idea had been discussed enough to have grown into a full-fledged plan. She took it first to Gordon, cornering him in the long brown first-floor hallway one night after dinner.


‘Gordon, what is happening to Gascoigne Street? I really must know.’


‘Oh, must you?’ Gordon said. ‘All right, I’ll tell you. Kirsty’s lost interest. She’s goin’ to sell out her share of the business an’ give up.’


‘Oh, God, no!’


‘You’re makin’ a heck of a fuss about a Saturday job.’


‘Can’t you persuade her to think again?’


‘No – why should I?’


‘Well, you own the property, don’t you?’


‘I can lease the property no bother,’ Gordon said. ‘I can probably even chin Whiteside into takin’ the stock off our hands at some sort of reasonable price.’


‘It’s a waste,’ Lorna said, indignantly. ‘A shameful waste of an excellent commercial prospect. I think Kirsty should be made to put in a manager. She could then take a percentage of the profits against her investment and leave the runnin’ of the business to folk who happened to be interested. What d’you think, Gordon?’


‘You’re barkin’ up the wrong tree, Lorna,’ Gordon said. ‘If you think you’re ready to manage a shop – ’


‘I didn’t say that.’


‘Who put you up to this?’


‘Nobody. It’s my idea.’


‘Breezy’ll never let you leave college without your certificates,’ Gordon said. ‘Besides, he has plans for you. I reckon he intends to put you into one of the big city counting-houses once you’ve finished your education.’


‘Well, he can get rid of that plan for a start,’ Lorna said. ‘Look, Gordon, I’ve done my stint in Gascoigne Street on Saturdays. I know the ropes. I’m a better bookkeeper than Kirsty will ever be.’ She hesitated. ‘In any case, I’d have professional assistance an’ advice if I needed it.’


‘From me? No, Lorna, I’m not warehousin’ any more. I’ve cut my cloth to a different shape. An’ I doubt if Breezy will be entirely eager to help you disobey his – ’


‘I wasn’t thinking of you or Breezy, matter of fact.’


‘Who then?’ Gordon asked.


‘Mr Tubbs.’


The growl of the electrically operated dumb waiter that connected the kitchens with the dining room sounded in the panels close by the couple. Lorna started and glanced guiltily towards the corridor’s end. Madge’s voice, muffled but acerbic, drifted down to her, followed by a sort of yawp from Breezy that may, or may not, have been laughter.


‘Ernest Tubbs!’ Gordon said. ‘So it was Tubbs put this nonsense into your head, was it?’


‘No, not exactly.’


‘Tubbs is a salesman, Lorna. He’ll do anythin’ to secure retail outlets for Mathieson, Mullard an’ Milroy. That’s all he cares about – sales an’ commission.’


‘No, it isn’t.’


‘Have you been seein’ Tubbs on the sly?’


‘No, of course not.’


‘Lorna?’


‘Well, I have bumped into him now and then by accident, just by accident. Since the shop closed, that is.’


‘Be careful, Lorna.’


‘Why? Tubby’s all right.’


‘He’s a salesman, an’ salesmen have no scruples. I should know. I was one, remember?’


‘Huh! You’re a fine one to talk about scruples, Gordon Nicholson. Givin’ up your freedom to marry into money.’


‘That’s quite enough o’ that, Lorna.’


He stepped away from her and retreated into his bedroom.


Lorna, however, was nothing if not persistent. She had no fear of Gordon. Even if he would not become her ally, he would never betray her confidences. She followed him.


He lit the electrical lamp on the dressing table. The bulb burned wanly, flickeringly, as if the intricate system of wires that had been fitted into the house’s walls and ceilings was imperfect in its contacts and connections.


‘Bloody thing!’ Gordon exclaimed, weariness manifest in temporary anger.


‘Look,’ Lorna said.


She stepped forward and tapped the base of the glass bulb with her knuckle and the light steadied at once.


‘How did you – ?’ Gordon said.


‘It’s the lamp. The screw fitment hasn’t been properly moulded. Common enough.’


‘Huh!’ Gordon said, ruefully.


Unlike her parents and even her brother Lorna did not consider the domestic application of electrical power as a mysterious phenomenon. She was a child of a new generation and had studied the wiring diagrams that the workmen had spread on the hall table during the days of the system’s installation. It was all very logical and patterned, not at all strange. A trace of new-century meticulousness had crept into her dealings with her family too, though emotions could not be traced and printed as accurately as wiring charts, not yet. Lorna thought of things as easy, provided there was a plan, a diagram to follow. She was impatient with her brother who seemed to have lost all his panache since he had started mingling with brewers, publicans and the like. He seemed, at times, defeated by the weight of responsibility that he had taken upon himself.


‘Lorna, I’m tired. I really would like to go to bed.’


Lorna said, ‘I’m not goin’ to give up, Gordon. I want to be a shopkeeper, like Kirsty, an’ this is a golden opportunity for me.’


‘You’re too young.’


‘Too young, am I? Well, we’ll just have to see about that,’ Lorna snapped. ‘For your information, I intend to pursue the matter further and without reference to you.’


‘God, you’re beginning to talk like a circular letter,’ Gordon said. ‘When you’re not spoutin’ off like a termagant, that is.’


‘A what?’


‘See, you don’t know everythin’, after all.’


‘It’s nasty, isn’t it? An insult?’


‘Ask Kirsty.’


‘About “termagant”?’


‘About the bloody shop, idiot.’


He had lighted a cigarette and was seated on the side of the bed, leaning on one elbow and pleasantly wreathed in faint blue smoke. The dullness had gone out of his eyes, she noticed, and he was observing her astutely but with some of the old, familiar warmth. Oddly, she was suddenly wary, unwilling to accept his concession at face value.


Gordon said, ‘You’re absolutely right, Lorna. Why should Daddy Adair push you around too. Hell, I don’t give a tinker’s damn about the shop or who runs it. If you can get Kirsty to agree then I’ll back you up.’


‘Why this sudden change of tune?’


‘Aw, come on, Lorna!’ Gordon exclaimed in exasperation. ‘Look, go an’ talk to Kirsty.’


‘Mother says I’ve still not to go near Bobby.’


‘Bobby’s better. He’s not givin’ off deadly rays or anythin’. He has a wee limp an’ some wasted muscles, that’s all. He keeps askin’ for you, you know.’


‘Does he?’ said Lorna. ‘Can I – can I touch him?’


‘Good God!’


‘All right,’ said Lorna. ‘I’ll go an’ talk to Kirsty.’


Gordon rose and, like the gentleman he was struggling to become, opened the door for his sister.


‘You will tell me what she says, dear heart, won’t you?’


‘Don’t worry, sonny boy, you’ll be the first to know.’


 


During the long isolated weeks of Bobby’s convalescence it seemed to Kirsty that some of the rifts in her marriage had begun to heal too.


Perhaps Gordon had been right in suggesting that Craig would only be content when she became a wife like other wives, a stay-at-home, humdrum, ordinary, devoted to and ruled by her husband. Certainly Craig had been quieter than usual, and quite attentive. Though he hadn’t told her so in as many words she sensed that he had been hurt by Bobby’s illness and the lameness that it had left in its wake. He was concerned for Bobby, of course, but he was also embarrassed by the defect in his son, as if somehow he had been saddled with goods that had turned out to be shoddy. It was not from the direction of Gascoigne Street, however, or from the Adair’s mansion on the hill that trouble blew into Kirsty’s marriage again but from much nearer home.


Constable Andy McAlpine had been courting disaster for long enough. Every man in Ottawa Street station knew that it would only be a matter of time before the roaring boy steamed right off the rails and got himself sacked.


The wives in the coppers’ tenement were equally cynical about Andy’s long-term prospects, for his wife, Joyce, had never been reticent about her trials and tribulations. She had never tried to pretend – as many a wife did – that hers was a model marriage or that her husband’s drunken binges were nothing but an excusable male foible. In any case, it would have been exceedingly difficult for Joyce to disguise her hardships. Andy in his cups was indiscriminately violent and, short of sticking her head in a coalbag when she appeared out of doors, Joyce could not have hidden her bruises and cuts from her neighbours.


At first she had made an effort to be loyal, and would come up with all kinds of excuses for her injuries.


‘Fell again,’ she would say. ‘Clumsy bugger, am I not?’


‘Walked into a door in the dark.’


‘Slipped on the step on my way to the closet.’


‘Banged into a box in Mr Kydd’s shop. But the doctor says it’s not broke – my arm, I mean, no’ the box. Ha-ha!’


Soon after Craig and Kirsty had arrived at No. 154, however, Joyce had run out of credible excuses and, given half a chance, would pour out the sordid truth to anyone who would offer her a little sympathy. There was more to it than anger, humiliation, the pain of her injuries or the perpetually straitened circumstances to which Andy’s drinking condemned her. Joyce had, it seemed, begun to fear for her life.


‘Mark my words, Mrs Walker, it’ll happen one o’ these days.’


‘What will, Mrs Swanston?’


‘He’ll do for her good an’ proper.’


‘Then he’ll swing for it.’


‘Aye, an’ I’ll dance for joy the day he does, believe me.’


It was universally agreed, even by big, soft, good-natured Mrs Piper, that whatever end lay in store for Andy McAlpine hanging was too good for him. The coppers’ wives were, however, bred-in-the-bone realists and knew only too well that what affected Andy adversely would affect Joyce and the children even more. If Andy lost his job, the family would lose its income and the roof over its head, and a policeman sacked for drunkenness would not find it easy to come by other employment.


Joyce might have allies in plenty in No. 154 but she had no close friend to whom she could blurt out all her woes and from whom she could seek practical support. Perversely an element of culpability attached itself to Joyce, as if the women blamed her somehow for marrying a man as bad as Andy or suspected that there might be an invisible flaw in her that had initially driven him to the bottle. So ingrained was their prejudice against their own sex that not a one of them could quite separate Andy’s failings from those of his wife and read into the woman’s despair a kind of collusion with her husband’s sly brutality. For whatever reason, they offered Joyce collective sympathy but separately kept their distance.


Kirsty saw nothing at all of Joyce McAlpine in the weeks before and after New Year. She had been so inured in her problems that she had not even heard the gossip about the sudden deterioration in the already rotten relationship between Andy and his wife, and the consensus opinion that ‘things down there’ were reaching a head at last.


All that Friday, since he’d signed off day shift, Andy had been at the booze, whacking through what remained of the wage packet in a crawl from pub to pub. In the manner of certain habitual drunkards, though, he seemed by closing time to have tippled himself sober and he came down Canada Road walking brisk and straight. It was only when you passed him close that you could see how far gone he was. Tabs of foam were at the corners of his lips and his eyes were glassy red.


Precisely what happened between Andy McAlpine and Joyce remained obscure. There had been no great audible barney, no thuds or thumps or screams, no wailing of children, as there often was late after a shift’s end. It was surmised that Joyce had heard her man coming, had put the children into the front bedroom to protect them and, showing her usual courage, had come out to take it on the chin. Andy had certainly struck her, no doubt of that. But then there had been something else, something different, some new variation on Andy’s familiar sadistic repertoire, some act that lay below mere physical pain and touched a bright red nerve in Joyce. For whatever reason she’d found flint, and had finally and at long last snapped. She’d picked up a coal hammer, struck Andy on the back of the head with it and laid him out cold on the kitchen rug.


Seven hours and twenty minutes later, when Andy should have been standing tall in the morning muster, he was still lying like a corpse on the floor at home with a pillow and two newspapers tucked under his head and arms neatly folded across his chest where Joyce had arranged them. She’d done nothing else to succour her husband, though. She hadn’t bothered to remove his collar, boots or even his cap. She and the children simply stepped over and around his body as if he’d been reduced to nothing more bothersome than a hole in the lino or a wrinkle in the rug.


Craig, in uniform, left the house a minute or two after midday. Back shift did not commence until three but a football match at Whiteinch had necessitated some doubling of duties and blue uniforms and big brown horses would be much in evidence along the Dumbarton Road for most of the afternoon.


Seconds after Craig stepped out of the close and strode away up Canada Road, Kirsty’s doorbell rang.


‘Aye, who is it?’


‘Me, Mrs Nicholson. It’s Joyce, from downstairs.’


‘What do you want?’


‘Some words in private, please, if you can spare the time.’


‘Joyce, I’m awfully busy. Can you not come back later?’


‘No, Mrs Nicholson. It’s now or never.’


Hoisting Bobby into her arms, Kirsty fumbled with lock and chain and opened the door. She was astonished at the sight that met her eyes. This wasn’t Joyce McAlpine all haggard and harassed and come to beg a pinch of tea or a half cup of sugar for her man’s supper. The small, scraped, fair-haired woman was dressed in Sunday best, down to a black straw hat with two trimmed orange feathers protruding from the band like horns. Apart from a fresh blue bruise on her left cheekbone she showed no evidence of abuse but her complexion was bloodless and her eyes circled with grey, like charcoal dye. She had her children with her. Fair and pale, they were small-scale versions of their mother. They too were dolled up in their best clothes and, also like their mother, were tearless but tight-lipped. By Joyce’s side, resting on the landing, were a bulging carpetbag, a bonnet box and a dented tin travelling trunk.


‘Are you – are you goin’ somewhere, Joyce?’


‘I prefer not to discuss my business on the landin’, Kirsty, if you don’t mind.’


‘But you can’t bring the children in here,’ Kirsty said. ‘Bobby might still be infectious.’


‘I think I’ll risk it,’ Joyce McAlpine said.


 


Craig had only struck her once and, on that occasion, had been immediately full of contrition. Tonight, however, he was in such a glowing rage that Kirsty feared he might forget himself and abuse her just as Andy McAlpine had done Joyce.


‘What the hell do you mean – you gave her money?’ Craig shouted.


‘She asked for a loan. I gave it to her.’


‘Did she tell you what it was for, eh?’


‘To buy railway tickets,’ Kirsty answered him.


‘To help her away?’


‘Yes,’ Kirsty said.


‘Did she tell you why she had to run away?’


‘To – to escape from him.’


‘Aye, damn it. An’ why she had to escape from him?’


‘She was frightened for her life.’


‘So that’s the bloody story, is it?’ Craig shouted. ‘How the hell could she be afraid o’ Andy when he was lyin’ battered an’ bleedin’ on the bloody hearth rug downstairs.’


‘Lyin’ drunk, more like,’ Kirsty said.


‘Where did you get the money?’


‘From the bank.’


‘On a Saturday afternoon?’


‘All right,’ Kirsty said. ‘That’s not the whole truth. The truth is that I had some money of my own hidden here.’


‘How much?’


‘Five pounds.’


‘How much?’


Kirsty bit her lip. She realised that she had been foolish to try to deceive him on small points but she had not anticipated such a violent reaction from her husband. He had trapped her in a lie, though, and now he would make it seem as if she’d plotted with Joyce McAlpine not just against Andy but against all the men in Ottawa Street, all the errant husbands in Greenfield.


Kirsty said, ‘I gave her every penny I had. Twenty-three pounds, if you must have it exact. Twenty-three pounds, seven shillings and sixpence.’


‘To help a bloody fugitive.’


‘He bashed her, Craig. God, everybody knows he used t’bash her. Well, he did it once too often, that’s all.’


‘That’s all! That’s all, is it?’ Craig mimicked her clipped and prissy manner of speech, then shouted again. ‘Jesus, Kirsty, she assaulted him wi’ a deadly weapon.’


‘The coal hammer, I know.’


‘Aw, so you know, do you? Well, I’ve seen what a coal hammer can do an’ I can tell you she’s damned lucky she’s not bein’ hunted for murder.’


‘He was drunk, Craig. That’s why he stayed out cold for so long.’


‘She could have killed him, this pal o’ yours,’ Craig roared. ‘An’ you helped her escape. My big-hearted wife’s the one who finances a flight from the law.’


‘Keep your voice down, Craig, you’ll frighten Bobby.’


Craig did not so much as glance at his son who had dragged out the heavy cardboard box in which his toys were kept and had begun to take inventory of them. Bobby’s posture was odd, like that of a cat engaged in washing its tail, one leg stuck out and balanced maintained by a stiffened arm. Wooden blocks, wooden animals, crayons, blobs of wax and lumps of chalk, odd nuts and bolts and bits of string were spread out on the carpet and seemed to engross all Bobby’s attention, rendering him oblivious to his father’s fury.


‘Where did she go?’


‘I’m not tellin’ you,’ Kirsty said.


‘Where?’


‘Where he can’t get his hands on her.’


‘Crawlin’ back to her Mammy, I expect.’


‘For your information, when she was daft enough to marry Andy McAlpine her Mammy threw her out.’


‘So you do know where she’s gone?’


‘Last I saw of her, she was headin’ for Dumbarton Road.’


‘With the children?’


‘Of course, with the children,’ Kirsty said, testily. ‘Do you think she was goin’ to leave her bairns to his tender mercies?’


Craig moved before she could react. She did not even have an opportunity to flinch. He grabbed her by the shoulders and thrusting his face close to hers, told her, ‘They’re Andy’s children too, in case you’d forgotten. Now he’s lost them. Legally, she’d no damned right to take them away without his consent.’


‘He should have thought o’ that when he was knockin’ lumps out of their mother,’ Kirsty said.


‘He never laid a finger on those bairns.’


‘I never said he did.’


She had expected a measure of disapproval, a reprimand, some cloth-mouth title-tattle about her willingness to help Joyce run off with a gift of money, but not this irrational interrogation. She knew fine where Joyce had gone; she’d gone to catch a train to London, to Hammersmith, where she had a cousin who she thought might take her in until she could find work and a place of her own to stay. Twenty-odd pounds would provide Joyce with a nice buffer against penury and keep her going for a while. Kirsty had no regrets at all about what she’d done or about the speed with which she had reached her decision to help the desperate woman.


In fact, in helping Joyce McAlpine, in being a party to a supreme act of defiance, she felt as if she’d brought a little colour back into her own life, colour that had been absent since that November afternoon when Jen had been buried and Bobby had been fighting off fever in the quarantine ward. Now Craig was telling her she’d been wrong. Black-and-white wrong. Indignation burned away her guilt like a match put to tissue paper. She jerked her forearm up between Craig’s wrists and broke his hold on her.


‘An’ where’s he, Craig? Supposin’ you tell me that?’


‘What?’


‘Where’s the conquerin’ hero, the injured party? Is he at death’s door in the Western Infirmary?’


‘Naw, he’s – ’


‘In the morgue, hm?’


‘Don’t be bloody daft, woman.’


‘Aw, I thought by the way you were goin’ on that Joyce had done him terrible damage.’


‘I never actually said – ’


‘So,’ Kirsty went on, ‘where is he? Is he out searchin’ the streets for his poor lost bairns?’


‘Well, I – ’


‘Is he down at the station swearin’ out a warrant for Joyce’s arrest?’


‘Naw, he wouldn’t do that.’


‘Then where is he?’ Kirsty demanded. ‘Where is our poor heartbroken old Andy right now?’


‘How the hell do I know.’


‘I tell you where he is, Craig. He’s down the damned pub, that’s where he is. He’s proppin’ up the bar in Slattery’s or weepin’ into his beer in the Vaults right this very minute.’


‘What do you expect him to do?’ Craig said. ‘Sit in an empty house, starin’ at blank walls?’


‘If he’d sat in the house a bit oftener before it was empty he wouldn’t be in this predicament now,’ Kirsty said. ‘Still, it’s too late for Andy McAlpine.’


‘Too late? What d’you mean?’


‘He’s done for, Craig. In three or four weeks he’ll have drowned himself in a mixture o’ whisky an’ self-pity.’


‘Aye, an’ it’ll be all your doin’.’


‘Damned if it will,’ Kirsty snapped. ‘It won’t be my fault, nor Joyce McAlpine’s fault, nor the fault o’ the Burgh council. Andy’ll have nobody to blame but himself.’


Her retaliation had mollified Craig a little.


He said, reasonably, ‘All right, Kirsty, just tell me where she went an’ we’ll say no more about it.’


‘Let him ask me,’ Kirsty said.


‘Who?’


‘Constable Andy McAlpine,’ Kirsty said. ‘Let him come upstairs an’ ask me straight to my face.’


‘God, Kirsty, Andy would never stoop to that.’


‘Then he can whistle for an answer,’ Kirsty said.


 


Saturday night passed into the first hour of Sunday and the tenement was quiet. Kirsty, with Bobby snuggled against her, had finally drifted down into deep sleep and was not the first to hear the commotion in the close. It was only when Bobby tugged her hair and muttered sleepily, ‘Doggie, Mammy? Hear the doggie?’ that Kirsty came fully awake.


She soothed her son, stroked his hair, and listened to the sounds in the close below, a howling: ‘Joooyce, Joooyce, Joooyce.’


She slipped out of bed and opened the kitchen door. Craig was already in the narrow hall, struggling into his trousers.


‘It’s him,’ Kirsty said.


‘I know it is.’


‘Joyoioioioisss.’


‘He’ll waken the whole close,’ Kirsty said.


‘He probably has already.’


‘What are you goin’ to do, Craig?’


‘I dunno. Put him t’ bed, I suppose.’


Craig opened the door to the landing and found Calum Piper already out there, tousled too, nightshirt tucked into trousers, a pair of carpet slippers covering his big naked feet.


‘Is his wife not back yet, Craig?’ Mr Piper said in a stage whisper that could be heard two floors down.


‘No, I doubt it.’


‘We canna just leave him,’ Mr Piper said. ‘Listen, there’s Sergeant Walker’s voice. Och, he’ll take care o’ it.’


‘He might need some help,’ Craig said. ‘We’d better go down, Calum.’


‘Aye, I suppose you’re right.’


Kirsty stood behind the door for three or four minutes, shivering in her nightgown, listening to the little drama being played out below. She heard Andy kicking woodwork, Mr Walker’s uncertain reprimands, more maudlin howling, scuffling, male voices, more scuffling, the slam of a door – then silence. It seemed that it took three burly policemen to do the work of one wee wife. Kirsty gave a wry little grunt, went back into the kitchen, put on the kettle and made herself a pot of tea.


She was seated on the edge of the armchair by the fire with the cup in her hands when, some ten minutes later, Craig returned. He was cold and came at once to the grate, hands fanned out to catch the warmth of the coals.


‘You’ll be happy now, I suppose,’ Craig said.


‘Why should I be happy?’


‘He’s in a hell of a state.’


Kirsty sipped tea, said nothing.


‘He was sick,’ Craig said.


Now she knew why Craig was so subdued. He’d had a glimpse of the real world and it hadn’t proved palatable.


‘So, did you wash him before you put him to bed,’ Kirsty asked, ‘or did you just leave him lyin’ on the floor?’


‘Huh!’ was all the answer Craig gave her.


‘Do you want tea?’


‘Aye.’


She rose, poured a fresh cup for her husband and handed it to him. Hunched over the fire, cradling the cup in his palms, he said, ‘Andy hasn’t twigged yet it was you gave her the money.’


‘I suppose it’ll be “your duty” to tell him,’ Kirsty said.


‘Nah,’ Craig said. ‘There’ll be plenty o’ folk only too eager to do that for me.’ He glanced at her. ‘Ach, Kirsty, you should never have interfered.’


She was too tired to argue, too tired and too sure that she’d been right to do what she did. The twenty-odd pounds she’d given to Joyce McAlpine had been money well spent. She had gained from it too, had realised that she was suddenly, overwhelmingly bored with guilt.


‘I’m goin’ to bed, Craig.’


She eased herself into the bed in the recess and settled herself beneath the covers, all without disturbing Bobby who slept now, thumb in mouth, in a soft, comfortable ball against the wall.


Craig lit a cigarette and sighed. ‘You know, Kirsty, I don’t think you’ve heard the last of this.’


‘No, I don’t suppose I have,’ said Kirsty and, without another word, reached out and closed the curtain on Craig, the kitchen and the dregs of the day.


 


Sunday trains to Balfron Station were few and far between. Gordon had had to drag himself early from bed and, at journey’s end, square up to a hike of a mile and a half to reach Russell Smith’s racing stables at Bree Lodge. He did not grudge the effort, however. He’d liked Bree since the first day he’d set foot on the place and had taken to horse riding like a duck to water. Mainly he headed out into the country to escape the oppressive grey atmosphere of winter Sabbaths in the city and to shake off, if he could, the strange grey melancholy that had taken possession of him of late.


He was no longer an invited guest of the Smiths and did not hang about the Lodge in the hope that he would encounter Amanda. He simply paid his hire fee like any other gentleman with an interest in riding, changed his clothes and shoes in the locker room and went out to wait for one of the lads to bring him a mount, usually Dandy, a cob of sufficiently passive temperament to suit a near-novice.


Gordon would mount up and let Dandy amble down the track that led across Buchanan to Loch Lomond’s discreet tree-lined shores. Later he would return to the Lodge to share a spot of dinner with Russell Smith, Breezy’s cousin and a trainer of considerable reputation in the racing game. Sinclair Smith, Russell’s bookmaker brother, had been conspicuous by his absence of late. There was no sign either of Captain Tom Wells. No information had been volunteered as to why the Captain, a famous amateur jockey, was not in training for the spring season and Gordon did not have the gall to ask.


In fact, Gordon was heartsick of the Adairs’ dark secrets. He journeyed to Bree not to seek their company but to escape from it. He told nobody where he spent his Sundays, not even Amanda.


Wintry mists and rain clouds locked out sight of the lochside mountains and distant heights of Argyll. A farm boy born and bred, the climate held no fears for Gordon. He rode out under an oilskin cape without pace or fervour whatever the weather and always found the smell of fresh dung and wet pine preferable to that of stale beer, and the croaking of rooks and keening of buzzards more soothing than publicans’ arguments and complaints. That day Gordon was in relaxed mood, a jogging frame of mind until, on an undistinguished spit of land separated from the loch by scrub alder and stunted birch, he encountered, unavoidably, the Adairs’ old shooting brake and in it three Adair women.


The brake was not the usual conveyance that Olive Carruth Adair used to skip about the countryside. As a rule she preferred a fast-running little dogcart that she could drive herself. Today, however, Olive was not alone. Amanda and Phoebe were with her and the driving seat of the brake was occupied not by one of the familiar servants but by a big, knobby-cheeked woman dressed mannishly in greatcoat and half-top hat. For a fleeting moment Gordon felt quite guilty, as if he had no right to be there, then he realised that it was Dolphus’s women who were out of their natural habitat, seven or eight miles north of The Knowe, at a time of day when decent folk were snug in front parlours or slotted into pews for Sunday worship.


The track was rough and narrow and the two-horse brake filled every inch of space between the shrubs. Indeed, when it rocked on its heavy wheels the vehicle’s sides tore twigs and papery leaves from the branches and left a trail of debris in their wake.


Gordon’s initial impulse was to drag on Dandy’s rein and crash the cob off into the jungle. Too late: he’d already been spotted, not by Amanda, but by sister Phoebe.


‘Look, look, it’s Gordon,’ Phoebe cried, more in alarm than delight.


Gordon raised his cap and meekly steered the cob to the side of the track. When the brake groaned to a halt, he bowed and said, ‘Well this is a pleasant surprise.’


The three Adairs were dressed in sombre, fur-trimmed garments that seemed too opulent and mature for the girls but suited entirely their grief-stricken mother. Amanda was attempting to comfort Olive whose oval face was laved by tears, whose eyes were cleansed of guile and mischief so that she appeared as ingenuous as a child and even more beautiful as a result. Lace handkerchiefs were spots of snow against the funereal fabrics. Olive hid her face with one while Amanda waved another in Gordon’s direction as if to shoo him off like a bothersome horsefly.
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