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      Vina’s Quest

      Vina’s Quest is the story of one woman’s epic search for her roots, stretching over six decades and two continents. Everybody craves love, family and romance in their lives and Vina is no different from the rest. The reader is taken on a rollercoaster ride of highs and lows, accompanying her on her quest. Seeking closure from the past, her journey includes both pain and happiness as she searches for answers.
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      It was on the third Sunday of the month that Maddie Granger killed Will Benson. She lifted the heavy brass candlestick off the communion table and struck the back of his head with it, over and over again, satisfaction in every hit. He dropped like a stone at her feet, blood pouring from his wounds, and she inflicted another couple of blows to make sure the job was properly done. She rolled his body over; his eyes were craving the forgiveness she couldn’t find.

      Maddie was deciding how best to dispose of the corpse when Mr Dunwoodie thumped the pulpit ledge, jolting her back to reality. Seated between her mum and the hateful Will in their family pew at St Luke’s, she forced a swift glance at her stepfather’s profile. His crooked nose and thin, mean mouth made her shudder.

      Long-standing and intense hatred of Benson filled her soul; it rose up and choked her. After all he’d inflicted on her in her younger days, he was now a pillar of the Kirk. What would Mr Dunwoodie and his elders think if they knew the same Will Benson she did?

      The sullen clouds clung tenaciously to the windowpanes, allowing no vestige of daylight in to brighten the colourless interior of the sandstone walls and dark wooden pews. Maddie’s eyes were drawn to the stained-glass window to the right of the pulpit. She loved the bright blue and purple hues on the glass and its inscription, ‘In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God’.

      Having long since lost the thread of the minister’s sermon, Maddie picked at her chipped nail polish; the shade was pretty peach. Her stepfather hated painted nails, saying they made her look cheap, but she wasn’t interested in his opinion.

      She edged away from Benson and closer to her mother, smelling the mothballs from Mum’s fur coat. Wisps of hair escaped out of the sides of Mum’s blue felt hat, curling up to rest on the fabric. Pulling a handkerchief out of her pocket, her mother began to cough into it, the feathers on her hat waving around with the movement. Maddie glimpsed a flash of blood when her mother took the hankie away from her mouth. The cough was getting worse and Mum had also lost a lot of weight recently, although she pooh-poohed Maddie’s concerns. Sensing Maddie’s anxious eyes on her now, she smiled reassuringly and squeezed her daughter’s hand.

      Poor Mum had been easy prey for Will Benson. She must have found it hard to cope after Dad’s death at Dunkirk, with little money or help with child-minding. As an engineer, Benson was in a reserved occupation and his offer of marriage must have seemed heaven sent.

      He’d only moved in with them a couple of months when it had started. Even now all these years later Maddie still felt her stomach churn. Her hands were in a tight fist on her lap as she recalled the brushing sound of her bedroom door in Rowan Avenue being pushed open across the thick pile carpet. It had continued into her school years and she’d been terrified to say anything to Mum because of Benson’s violent temper and threats of what he’d do to both of them if she did tell. Mum wouldn’t have believed her anyway as she could see no wrong in Benson and reporting him to the police would have meant answering too many painful questions.

      By now Mr Dunwoodie’s words had faded into the distance and Maddie stopped even trying to listen to what he was saying.

      She looked up at the bulbs on the light fittings hanging from the ceiling. Cleaning them must be difficult; surely scaffolding would be needed to get up to that height. She counted seventy-two bulbs in total; six sets of lights, each with twelve bulbs. Three bulbs had gone out but she guessed they wouldn’t be replaced until others joined them; too much effort otherwise.

      The sermon over, Mr Dunwoodie said a final prayer and gave out the announcements. While they were singing the last hymn, ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’, Mum started coughing again and had to dig into her bag for a boiled sweet. She always kept them with her for this purpose. After the Benediction, they moved out of the pew and made their way downstairs, where Mr Dunwoodie was waiting at the front door to shake hands with his parishioners.

      Maddie linked arms with her mother on the five-minute walk to their terraced home in Rowan Avenue. The coughing fit had abated for the moment but she decided to persuade her mother to contact Dr Harvie, their G.P., first thing tomorrow morning.
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      ‘Your hands are so cold, Mum.’ Maddie smiled through her tears at the skeletal figure lying on the bed, while she rubbed her mother’s paper-thin hands between her own. When some warmth began to creep back into the frail fingers, Maddie placed them underneath the blankets, noticing how the colour of her mother’s skin matched the white sheets. Mum was tiny, 5’2” in her stocking soles, but the outline of her body under the covers made her look even smaller. Maddie had taken her 5’7” height from her dad, the dad that sadly she couldn’t remember.

      Her mother’s blue eyes looked up at her. ‘Happy Birthday, Maddie,’ she whispered, then began coughing with the effort of speaking. Stretching over for the glass of water sitting on the bedside table, Maddie held it to her mother’s pale lips. Her mother sipped it slowly and when the coughing ceased, she lay back on the pillow, exhausted.

      ‘Don’t worry Mum, you’ll be able to help me celebrate my next birthday.’ Both knew Maddie was lying; they were equally aware that there was little time left. It was on a cold wintry day, almost three months ago now, that Dr Harvie had diagnosed pulmonary tuberculosis. Even although Maddie had suspected that tuberculosis was the cause of her mother’s cough, hearing it put into words still came as a shock. The disease had taken too great a hold for Mum to benefit from treatment in a sanatorium, even if she could have afforded the fare to go to one.

      Dr Harvie had visited Rowan Avenue about an hour ago to give Mum her injection of streptomycin and as he sounded his patient’s emaciated body, Maddie could see that he was visibly upset.

      The door was pushed open and Will Benson came into the bedroom. His eyebrows arched but Maddie shook her head. Tensing up at the sight of him, she turned away to avoid meeting his eyes. When Mum’s diagnosis had been made, Benson’s behaviour towards Maddie had changed, due she suspected to his fear that she would speak out once her mother could no longer be hurt by the revelations. But his efforts to redeem himself were wasted as she knew that she could never forgive him for her stolen childhood.

      He came closer and made to lay a hand on her shoulder but she quickly moved aside, out of his reach. ‘Do you want something to eat, Love,’ he whispered, ‘you’ve been up here for hours and you really need a rest. You’ll make yourself ill.’

      His words grated and, without looking at him, she shook her head. ‘No, I’m staying with Mum,’ she said abruptly, and turned away, holding her mother’s hand under the blankets.

      Her shoulders relaxed once the door closed behind him and she stroked her mother’s sweaty brow and dark stringy hair, now liberally sprinkled with grey. She glanced at the clock above the door. ‘It’s time for your cough medicine, Mum,’ she murmured, picking up the bottle from the bedside table. She poured some of the foul-smelling treacly solution on to a spoon and raised her mother up into a sitting position. Supporting her mother with one hand, she held the spoon to the pale lips with the other. Her mother made a face but valiantly swallowed the medicine. Maddie wiped a drip of medicine off her mother’s pink nightie before capping the bottle and returning it to the table.

      When her mother’s eyes closed soon afterwards, Maddie patted the white cheek. ‘You have a sleep now Mum and I’ll be here beside you when you waken up.’

      Over the past week, during which her mother’s condition steadily worsened, Maddie had had little sleep and even when she went to bed, she lay there for hours wide awake. Thankfully her boss at work was understanding and allowed her as much time off as possible to be with her ailing mother. But now, sitting here, with her mother lying peacefully in bed, Maddie soon drifted off, dreaming that Benson was sobbing but she could feel no pity for him.

      A strange noise aroused her and, when she jerked back from sleep, she realised it had come from her mother. Guilt at falling asleep washed over her and she took her mother’s puny hand between her own two. Panic arose inside her when she heard a rattling noise coming from her mother’s throat. Maddie wiped the sweaty brow again and drew her fingers gently down the waxen cheek. The rattle came again and, as Maddie leaned closer, her mother’s eyes flew open.

      ‘No Mum, no,’ she whispered. She sobbed quietly as she laid her cheek against her mother’s. When she raised her head again, her tears dripped down on to the bedclothes as she gently pushed the eyelids down.
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      Maddie scuffed her way over the cobblestones, carrying a brown case containing as many of her possessions as would fit into it. The blue sky was at odds with the leaden grey smoke belching out of the chemical factory chimneys. This, mingled with the pungent smell of hops from the local brewery, became almost suffocating.

      On her way to the bus stop down on the main road she stopped outside the primary school which she’d attended until the age of twelve. Maddie stared for a few minutes at the sign beside the gate; West Lothian County Council, Bonnycross Primary School. She’d been unhappy there and had difficulty in mixing with other children. Her problems accompanied her to Bonnycross High, where once again she found herself ostracised from her fellow pupils. Although aware that she herself was the problem, it hadn’t made her feelings of isolation any easier to bear.

      ‘Good riddance,’ she yelled to both the school and the empty street. Maddie was happy to bid farewell to this drab town, where she’d spent the entire eighteen years of her life so far. Bonnycross, she thought as she trudged along. Nothing bonny about it.

      Keen as she was to be rid of the town, the relief of escaping from Will Benson was even greater for Maddie. Her hatred and fear of her stepfather was such that she couldn’t bear to be in the same house as him, never mind the same room.

      Today she’d taken the chance to put her plan into action while he was sleeping following a nightshift. She crept out of the house, her case packed and hidden for the past few days until the time was right. In the case she had pictures of her real dad wearing his Army uniform. She wondered what had happened to his war medals, trophies that Mum had proudly kept in the bureau. No doubt Benson sold them, she thought bitterly.

      After Mum’s death, she’d discovered that her mother and Will Benson weren’t in fact married at all but living together in a common-law arrangement. Looking back, Maddie recalled as a young girl wondering why her surname was Granger and not Benson but she’d been too scared to ask any questions.

      Maddie draped the strap of her leather bag over her shoulder. She’d bought it with the money Mum gave her for her eighteenth birthday, the very day Mum had died. Tears welled up at the memory. She wiped them away, leaving her clean handkerchief covered in black smudges of mascara.

      The smell of soot wafted over to her from the factory chimneys. No wonder people here have lung problems, she thought, in no doubt that the environment had contributed to Mum’s early death. She drew a hand across her forehead, feeling a headache coming on, only partly due to the smoke. She hoped the headache wouldn’t develop into a full-blown migraine, something she was subject to.

      ‘Mind where ye’re going,’ an irate passer-by growled, as she almost collided with him. Recognising him as Jimmy Frame from the next street, and a bad-tempered old so and so to boot, Maddie’s only response was to make a face. She knew that no-one in Bonnycross would mourn her going and she certainly wouldn’t miss the town or its residents.

      She couldn’t wait to start a new life in a different part of the country, free of Benson. She’d left no note and as she was over sixteen the police would not investigate her whereabouts should he report her missing.

      Putting her case down on the ground beside the bus stop, she sat on it to wait for the Glasgow bus. She pulled her hair away from her face, hair that had been almost white as a child but had darkened gradually over the years to its present brown shade. Grabbing the hair firmly with one hand, she tightened the blue elastic band holding it into a ponytail.

      She took a sheet of paper out of her bag, on which she’d written down the name and address of a hostel in Glasgow she’d seen advertised in the local paper. When the Glasgow bus drew up a few minutes later, Maddie boarded it without giving even a backward glance at the town that had been her home for eighteen years.
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      When she got off the bus in Glasgow, the enormity of what she was doing hit Maddie. Outside the bus station in Waterloo Street, she turned right and wandered around, unsure of her bearings. She walked in a haphazard way, weaving in and out of people crowding the pavements. Most of them seemed to be in a hurry. Glasgow was such a huge place that she’d need to get used to the streets teeming with people. Mum had come from Glasgow before she met Dad and she’d always told Maddie what a friendly city it was. That thought heartened her slightly and she turned to a grey-haired woman with a round, cheery face, who was walking along the pavement towards her.

      ‘Excuse me, can you tell me how to get to Clyde Street from here?’

      The woman stopped and beamed at Maddie, showing the gaps in her blackened front teeth. ‘Aye hen, it’s no far. This is Waterloo Street and along there is Hope Street and if ye turn right and walk doon the hill,’ the woman moved her shopping bags to her left hand and pointed with her right, ‘that’ll bring ye tae the Clydeside. I’m walkin’ that way masel, so I’ll see ye get there.’

      Maddie fell into step with her and the woman kept up a constant stream of chatter as they walked. ‘Ah’ got some great bargains in Livingston’s in Sauchiehall Street,’ she said, holding out the large bags with the name of the store on them. ‘If ye plan to stay in Glasgow for a bit, ye should go there.’ Without waiting for a reply, she went on. ‘Their school claes are a’ reduced an’ ah’ got a couple o’ skirts for ma granddaughter an’ socks for ‘er wee brother. Ma daughter’ll be fair pleased wi’ them, it costs her a fortune tae buy their uniforms.’

      Maddie was relieved when they parted company at Clyde Street and, thanking the woman for her help, she hurried along to the Scottish Girls’ Friendly Association Hostel, glad of her own company again. The foyer was dark and dingy, with the wallpaper hanging off in places and the carpet threadbare in parts. The place looked as if it needed a total redecoration.

      ‘Hello, I’m Madeleine Granger and I’d like to book a room for a week,’ she said to the woman at the desk. She’d decided to stay for a week and then re-assess her situation at the end of it. She was hoping to get a job quickly as her meagre savings in the Trustee Savings Bank wouldn’t last long.

      ‘If you could sign our register, Miss Granger?’ The prim, middle-aged receptionist, dressed in a smart navy suit, seemed to scowl at Maddie as she pushed the book towards her. Ignoring the woman’s attitude, Maddie signed, putting a dash in the column marked address.

      The woman took a key from the board behind her and laid it down on the counter beside Maddie. ‘Your room key, Number 23, on the first floor at the end of the corridor. Breakfast is from 7-8.30 a.m. and dinner between 6-8 p.m., both are self-service. And we have strict rules about no animals and no men and the front door is locked at 11 p.m.’

      ‘Is there a lift?’

      ‘It’s broken,’ Miss Frosty Face told her and returned to something she was writing.

      Maddie picked up the key and headed towards the stairs. So much for the friendly city, she thought. Upstairs, she popped into the communal toilet and bathroom halfway along the corridor where, on entering, she was hit by a strong smell of disinfectant. The walls were painted bright yellow and on the floor in front of the bath was a scrubbed wooden board, presumably for residents to stand on when they stepped out of the bath.

      When she emerged from the bathroom, a dark-haired girl came along from the opposite direction. The girl smiled and disappeared into a bedroom.

      Maddie’s room was small and narrow. From its single window she had a view over the Clyde, to what looked like warehouses on the opposite bank. Some small boats bobbed around on the water. There was a bigger boat, moored close to a nearby bridge that spanned the river. She couldn’t make out its name from this distance, although the first letter looked like a ‘C’. She watched a red double decker bus drive over the bridge and, when she turned her head to the right, she could see more bridges further along the river.

      The room felt stuffy and she tried to open the window but no matter how hard she yanked, it seemed to be stuck fast. She wasn’t game to report it to Miss Frosty Face so decided to ask a member of staff to open it for her later.

      Although the room was spartan, the wallpaper had some pretty pink flowers on it. The single divan bed was covered with a pink candlewick bedspread and the curtains were of a similar shade. A few cigarette burns decorated the eiderdown, the bedside lamp had no bulb and one of the drawers was missing a handle. The whole room wore a look of having seen better days. At least the carpet was clean and the furniture had been dusted. She folded back the bedclothes to reveal freshly laundered white sheets. Mum had always said the first thing you did in a hotel was to check the bed. Thinking of her mum brought on tears.

      She laid her dad’s old case on top of the eiderdown. When she lifted the case lid, the musty smell coming out of it confirmed its age. She’d brought the case down from the loft in Rowan Avenue a few nights ago when Benson was on a nightshift. A quick blow of the dust off the top and she’d hidden it under her bed until it was required.

      Inside the case, she’d found a photograph. It seemed to have been taken at the local Bonnycross tennis courts and there were four men in the picture, all wearing white flannels and Fair-isle pullovers and holding tennis rackets. One of the men she recognised as her dad from his Army pictures but the other three were strangers to her. In clear writing, which she assumed was Dad’s, it said ‘The Wee Crowd, 1934’.

      Maddie hung up her few items of clothing in the wardrobe and folded her underwear into the drawers. On the table at the side of her bed she stood her dad’s framed Army picture along with the little alarm clock she’d received as a leaving gift from her workmates in the insurance office in Falkirk. Benson had been unaware that she’d resigned from her job a couple of days before she came to Glasgow. She took a book of poetry out of the case. It was a school prize for Dad. She rubbed her hand across the front page where his name, Robert Granger, was printed in a fine copperplate handwriting, before laying it down beside the clock.

      At the bottom of the case was Mum’s dusky pink flannelette nightdress, still bearing the stain from the spilled medicine shortly before her death. Maddie had rescued the soiled garment from a pile of clothes after her mother’s death, before Benson disposed of everything. She’d hidden it, and later packed it unwashed. It was much too small for Maddie but she needed to keep something of her mother’s. Tears glinted as she buried her face into the folds of the material and breathed in deeply the slight scent of Mum, before carefully placing the garment in the bottom drawer of the bedside cabinet.

      Maddie went outdoors again to have a walk around the area before dinner. A brisk wind had whipped up by now and an empty paper bag whooshed past her legs, no doubt from the nearby litter bin overflowing with papers and other rubbish.

      A few doors along from the hostel a queue had formed inside a fish and chip shop. The smell coming through the open doorway reminded Maddie that she’d last eaten at breakfast time in Bonnycross. Hunger gnawed at her and she decided to search out a place to eat.

      She turned right, which led up to a large square. St Enoch Railway Station was on the right and to her left she spotted Luigi’s Café. There was a tinkling sound as she pushed open the door and went inside. She chose a window table with bench seating. The table was covered in a blue and white gingham cloth and a vase of artificial flowers sat in the middle of the table. They might have passed for real blooms except for their bright blue colour.

      The waitress, wearing a frilly apron and white lace cap, approached the table and smiled at Maddie. ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘A fruit scone with butter and jam and a cup of tea please.’

      Pulling up the pad that hung on a string from her waistband, the waitress licked the tip of the pencil and jotted down Maddie’s order. In no time at all she returned and laid the scone and the tea in its pyrex cup and saucer in front of Maddie. ‘Sugar and milk are on the table,’ she said, before turning away to serve a new customer who was seated nearby.

      In the hostel that evening Maddie went down to dinner during the last half hour they were serving in the hope that she’d be left in peace and wouldn’t have to enter into conversation with strangers. Her plan worked and she had the dining room almost to herself. While she was eating, the hostel staff clattered around in the kitchen clearing up. No doubt all rushing home to their families, she thought bitterly.

      Her meal over, she got up from the table. The evening sun hadn’t yet fully set and from the dining room window she noticed the pretty reflections on the river as it did so.

      Despite Maddie’s earlier depression, she felt her mood lifting a fraction, and she pumped herself up to face any challenges tomorrow may bring.
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      The following morning when Maddie walked into the Ministry of Labour office in Waterloo Street, or the Buroo as most folk called it, a Commissionaire directed her to the correct department. Staff members were seated in a row like bank tellers behind a dark wooden counter. The partitions between each staff member offered some privacy to the people seeking work.

      Although it was only a few minutes after nine o’clock, a large crowd had already gathered in the reception area. Preparing herself for a lengthy wait, Maddie took her seat at the back of the queue beside a large plant, its leaves yellowed and curled up. The hot sun streaming in through the windows behind Maddie roasted her and any air generated by the fans positioned around the room was totally ineffectual.

      To help pass the time, Maddie observed the people round about her. She was entertained by two claimants having a punch up while another man was escorted out of the building by the Commissionaire for swearing at a female staff member. Eventually, after a two hour wait, Maddie’s turn came and she was called over to one of the booths.

      ‘I arrived in Glasgow yesterday and need to find work,’ she told the middle-aged woman behind the counter. Her hair was pushed back into a French roll, and she peered at Maddie from behind a large pair of specs. ‘Have you been in employment previously?’ she asked, in a pleasant enough voice.

      ‘Yes, I left my job last week.’

      ‘What kind of experience do you have?’

      ‘Office work. I was with an insurance company in Falkirk. Here’s my P45.’ Maddie slid it across the desk.

      The woman wrote Maddie’s name from the P45 on to a card. ‘And can you confirm your date of birth, Miss Granger?’

      ‘27th March, 1938.’ Some hair had come loose from her pony tail and Maddie flicked it away from her face, winding the longest strands behind her ears.

      ‘And what’s your address in Glasgow, Miss Granger?’

      ‘I’m staying in the Scottish Girls’ Friendly Association Hostel in Clyde Street. Until I get a job and a place of my own.’

      ‘Do you have any qualifications?’

      Maddie opened a brown envelope and removed two certificates which she pushed towards the woman. ‘I’ve got a Pitman’s shorthand certificate for 100 wpm and an RSA typing certificate for 40 wpm.’

      Once the certificates had been checked, and the details added to the card, the next question came. ‘Is it office work you’re seeking? Or would you consider another type of employment?’

      ‘I’m willing to take anything I can get but I’d prefer office work.’

      ‘As you have experience that shouldn’t be a problem.’

      ‘I’d like to find a job quickly as I don’t have much in the way of savings.’

      ‘Maybe you’ll get a position quickly and won’t need to go on to benefits,’ the woman continued, her tone sympathetic. ‘We’ll send you word of openings as they come up, Miss Granger. It’s important you attend for interviews as non-attendance can affect you receiving benefits at a later stage.’

      Maddie thanked her and got to her feet, while the woman filed her card into a box before calling out ‘next please’. And so it goes, Maddie thought as she left the building, we’re all just numbers to them.

      Not wanting to spend the rest of the day in her room at the hostel, she wandered along Argyle Street, one of the main shopping streets in the city, looking in the shop windows she passed. She reached the entrance to the Argyle Arcade; a plaque on the wall told her that it had been built in 1827 and was Scotland’s first ever indoor shopping mall.

      She strolled through the Arcade which seemed to contain mainly jewellers’ shops, apart from a baby shop, a shop selling ladies’ fashions and the Clyde Model Dockyard. There was a rather posh-looking restaurant, Sloane’s, situated near the entrance, with a board outside advertising the dishes on the menu. Maddie looked longingly in the windows of the jewellers’ shops. Fabulous rings and pendants sparkled up at her from their velvet trays on the other side of the glass. ‘Maybe one day I’ll own jewellery like this,’ she said under her breath.

      The Arcade was L-shaped; she entered from Argyle Street and emerged at the other end of the ‘L’ on to Buchanan Street, which was crowded with shoppers.

      Crossing the street, she entered Henderson’s department store. It was like an Alladin’s cave. She wandered round all five floors, gazing at the racks of clothes from London fashion houses, dreaming of being wealthy enough to purchase something.

      She felt herself drawn towards the perfume counters near the store entrance, where she tried out the various scents. The very air in this part of the store seemed to be perfumed. Under the scrutiny of a watchful assistant, looking shapely in a tailored wool dress, Maddie dabbed scent on to her wrists and her neck. The assistant, her sleek black hair cut into a neat bob, headed over to Maddie. ‘Can I help you Madam?’ With her supercilious tone, the last word came out like Modom.

      Realising how long she’d been standing at the counter, Maddie shook her head and scurried away towards the rear of the store. When she stumbled across a counter displaying a rack with sale goods on it, she noticed the blouses hanging there had been marked down by 50%. Even at that, they were still way beyond her means.

      A pink and white candy-striped shirt blouse caught her eye and when she checked the label, it was her size. But there was no way she could afford to spend that amount of money, especially as she didn’t yet have a job. The assistant had just sold a cashmere cardigan for a vast sum of money to a well-dressed customer. When the customer handed over some cash, Maddie watched the money being placed into a cylinder which would go up to the Counting House on the top floor by conveyor belt.

      It was half past one when she came out of the store and hunger enticed her into Luigi’s café once more. She needed to watch she didn’t overspend but she’d never last out without food until dinner. She sat at the same table as yesterday. The waitress came over straight away, giving her a smile of recognition. ‘Hello again, what can I get you today?’

      ‘I’ll have a ham sandwich and a cup of tea.’

      Maddie was halfway through her sandwich when a girl about her own age came into the café. She vaguely recalled having seen the girl in the corridor of the hostel yesterday.

      The newcomer slipped her floral headscarf off her shiny black hair and began to move towards her table. Maddie looked away immediately and the girl hesitated, then walked over to a table on the other side of the café.

      Maddie relaxed again, happy to keep to herself right now.
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      Maddie stood in front of the mirror trying to pull the uneven strands of hair into her pony tail. But it was a thankless task; no sooner had she wound the elastic band tightly round them, when the shorter strands had once again come loose to hang untidily at the sides of her face.

      She looked at her dull, lifeless hair and sighed. She, who’d always taken a pride in having shiny, healthy hair, was well aware of how badly it needed a trim. But her meagre savings had depleted to an alarming degree and she couldn’t justify the cost. She had to accept that right now eating was more important than her appearance, no matter how she hated it.

      Two weeks had elapsed since her visit to the Ministry of Labour and, although they’d sent her for two interviews, the first as a cleaner in the Post Office and the second as an assistant in a children’s nursery, she hadn’t been successful on either occasion. They weren’t the kind of jobs she wanted and, in hindsight, she was sure that had probably been apparent to the interviewers. But as her savings were beginning to dwindle to almost nothing, she decided she couldn’t any longer be so choosy but would need to take on any work that came her way. Hopefully soon she’d get word of more job vacancies. Maddie had been brought up to believe it was right and proper to work for her living and not expect handouts.

      Feeling pangs of hunger, she went into The Pantry in St Enoch’s Square, where she ordered tea and a plain cookie and butter, the cheapest item on the menu.

      On her arrival back at the hostel, she collected her room key from the torn-faced receptionist at the front desk. As well as the key, the woman took an envelope out of one the pigeonholes and laid them both on the counter. ‘Mail for you,’ she said to Maddie, in her expressionless voice.

      ‘Thank you,’ Maddie replied, and walked towards the stairway.

      In her room, she opened the envelope, and whooped with joy when she read the letter from the Ministry of Labour requesting that she attend for a job interview the following day. The job was as an assistant in a tobacconist’s shop, not really what she wanted to work at but she’d make that less obvious at this interview. She gave a wry smile, recalling one of her mother’s favourite sayings, beggars can’t be choosers.
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      ‘Goodnight ladies, see you tomorrow.’ Mr Jackson, who’d owned the tobacconist’s shop in St Enoch Square for almost twenty years, drew the shutter down over the shop door and padlocked it, before heading over to his car parked nearby.

      ‘Goodnight, Mr Jackson,’ his two assistants returned the greeting. They giggled as they watched him stride it out, his rigid gait resembling that of a tin soldier. Both were certain that his magnificent head of hair was a wig. Yet they were both fond of him as he was a true gentleman and treated them very courteously.

      The two women said their farewells and headed off in different directions, Cathy to catch the Baillieston bus in Argyle Street and Maddie to the hostel. She walked through the square, admiring the trees around her, all clothed in their autumn colours. Autumn had always been her favourite season of the year. The shop opened until seven o’clock on Thursdays and she had to get down to the dining room quickly before they stopped serving at eight o’clock.

      Tying her blue headscarf tighter under her chin, Maddie lowered her head against the stiff wind blowing through the square. The narrow part leading to the river was like a tunnel and you were treated to the full blast. As she walked, Maddie counted back the weeks and realised that she’d been working in Mr Jackson’s shop for over a month now.

      Even though it wasn’t the job she wanted, it had been a stop-gap to give her money until she found something better paid. Mr Jackson treated her well and Cathy was pleasant enough too. She didn’t know Cathy’s exact age but guessed she was around the middle forties. Because she got on so well with them, she hadn’t made much effort to find something else although she still wanted a better job. Her plans of moving into her own place were thwarted because rents in Glasgow were so high, especially near the city centre.

      Back at the hostel, she hurried upstairs to her room and hung her coat in the wardrobe. After giving her face and hands a quick wash, she smoothed down her pleated skirt, a blue and black checked one she’d sewn in the dressmaking class during her last year at secondary school. The material had lasted well and she should get a lot of wear out of it yet. Then she tightened the blue elastic band around her pony tail and made her way downstairs for her meal. The dining room was almost empty and there was little left on the hot plates. Plumping for macaroni and chips, she played with it and left almost half. She chose a portion of trifle as a dessert and finished up with a cup of tea. Only a couple of kitchen staff remained by the time she left the dining room.

      Cathie had lent her the novel ‘The Guns of Navarone’ but, after an abortive attempt at reading the first chapter, Maddie decided to go out for a walk to clear her head before bed.

      The nights were drawing in and the streetlights were on when she got down to the front door of the hostel. She crossed the road and walked along at the side of the river. She turned left on to the suspension bridge and made her way to the middle.

      From her position on the bridge, she could see the Carrick rocking gently on the water. It was the boat she’d noticed on her first night in the hostel. Mr Jackson had told her that it was owned by the Navy and when she was passing one day, she’d stopped to read the sign on it, which said Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve Club. At the moment light showed from inside the vessel and voices and laughter drifted over to her.

      She watched the reflections of the streetlights dancing on the inky black water below her. The river was flowing quite fast and she thought she saw a silver flash skimming over the surface. Perhaps it’s a fish, she thought, but remembered the polluted river in daylight and was sure no fish could survive in it. Cathy had told her that the source of the Clyde was a trickle of water in the Leadhills in Lanarkshire.

      As she stood there, a tidal wave of sadness engulfed her and she saw her mother’s face smiling up at her from the murky depths. Missing her mum’s voice and gentle smile, Maddie’s defences broke and tears flooded down her face. Her bitter sobs were carried away by a sudden strong gust of wind. Dark thoughts had been churning around her mind during the past few days when she was unable to see any future ahead. Her days were routine, work, eat and sleep, one boring day following another, with nothing special to look forward to at weekends.

      A wall of loneliness hit her, a feeling she hadn’t admitted to herself previously. That’s it, she thought, I’m lonely and unloved. Her breath caught as the wind increased, moving the water below.

      She looked down at the swirls and felt herself being drawn into the river. ‘Come,’ she heard her mother’s voice whisper. ‘Escape from your unhappiness and be with me.’

      The urge to jump was strong. She clutched the top of the rail and pulled herself up to her full height. Leaning her hands heavily on the rail, she started to swing her right leg up when something nuzzled her other leg. She came down off the rail and looked into the soft brown depths of the Golden Retriever’s eyes. The dog rubbed its wet nose against her hand and, with its tongue hanging out, wagged its tail to say hello.

      ‘Golda, come back Golda.’ Next minute the dog’s owner appeared at Maddie’s side. The woman, who looked to be in her sixties, was out of puff and breathing heavily. A gust of wind caught at her white rain mac, ballooning it out until she resembled a Michelin man. ‘I hope Golda hasn’t been bothering you,’ she said, once she’d caught her breath again. Unaware that Golda had just saved Maddie’s life, the woman went on, ‘she’s very friendly and thinks everyone likes dogs.’

      ‘It’s alright, I do like dogs.’ Maddie smiled at the woman. She knelt down and patted Golda’s thick coat and played with her long ears, receiving some more licks in response.

      They chatted for a few more minutes before Golda and her owner made their way over to the other side of the bridge. Maddie, now recovered from her previous feelings, walked back towards the street and safety.
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