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‘I think he’s dead.’

A steamer out on the River Clyde bellowed mournfully as though in agreement and a chill draught breathed against Lessie’s cheek as she straightened, stepping back from the bed, the fingers that had brushed the cooling grey face automatically rubbing at her skirt to rid themselves of the touch of death. Rain had started pattering against the small ill-fitting window that lit the room.

Incongruously, she smelled roses, and realised that it was Anna McCauley’s scent. Cheap and sharp though it was, it made a pleasant alternative to the smell of damp and decay and generations of human residence that permeated the weary old tenement building.

‘Oh Jesus,’ moaned Anna, one fist clenched against her chin to stop its trembling. ‘Don’t say that!’

‘What d’you want me to say?’ Lessie snapped, her own nerves in shreds as she held the small mirror, innocent of any clouding, out to the other girl. ‘The man’s not breathing, is he? Where’s the sense in saying he’s fine when he’s not?’

‘What the hell’s he doing dying in my bed?’

Lessie’s voice was tart when she said, ‘You know that better than I do.’ But Anna was deaf to sarcasm or criticism. She stood on the broken blackened linoleum, swaying back and forth, moaning.

Lessie, fighting back the urge to slap her, stared round the room, wondering what in God’s name was to be done. A portrait of the ageing Queen Victoria as a young woman, neat beneath a coronet, incongruous as the smell of roses in the bare room, looked back at her from behind Anna’s tangled red curls. The royal eyes were disapproving. And no wonder, Lessie thought. The poor woman must have witnessed sights in this place that no personage of blue blood should ever witness. But surely this was the worst scene of all.

‘How could he no’ have waited till he was out in the street afore he did it? How could he no’ have—’ Anna managed to bite back the self-pitying tirade, then said in a rush of panicky words, ‘They’ll say it was me that killed him. They’ll take me to the Bridewell and h-hang me.’

Her own panic honed Lessie’s voice to an edge that would have sliced through iron. ‘They’ll not hang you! It’ll have been his heart that did it.’ His heart, and over-strenuous exercise on the narrow, grimy, tumbled bed, she thought, but kept that to herself, saying only, ‘I’ll have to get back. The wean’s on his own.’

‘You’ll no’ leave me?’ In her agitation Anna snatched at Lessie’s arm. The movement dislodged the coat she had hurriedly wrapped about herself before rushing out onto the tiny landing in search of help when her bed companion had suddenly departed – in spirit though not, unfortunately, in body.

There was a flash of long slender limbs, the curve of a perfect pink-tipped breast before the coat was scooped back into place.

‘I’ve got tae see that Ian’s all right.’

‘But you’ll come back?’

Lessie would have given anything she had, except Ian, to stay away, but it was clear that her neighbour wasn’t going to let her escape easily. Donald, she silently asked the memory of her dead husband, Donald, what did you think you were doing, bringing me to this street, then dying and leaving me alone to deal with the likes of Anna McCauley?

Aloud she said as she moved to the door, ‘Get yourself dressed. I’ll be back in a minute, then we can decide what to do about –’ she paused, then flapped a hand at the still figure in the bed, ‘– him.’

‘You’re sure you’ll be back? I couldnae—’

‘I’m sure!’ Lessie snapped and closed the door of Anna’s flat behind her to the sound of a low moan of anguish from its living occupant. For a moment she leaned against its panels and drew a deep, shaky breath.

The basket of still-damp washing she had been bringing up from the crowded little back yard stood by her own door on the other side of the landing. She had dumped it there when Anna, wild-eyed and wrapped in the coat, rushed from her flat just as Lessie reached the top step. Picking it up she went into her own living quarters, suddenly anxious about the silence. By this time Ian, fretful after a bad night, should surely have been bellowing out his loneliness and his fear of being deserted.

To her relief he was asleep, still tied firmly into the fireside chair with a long woollen scarf. His head had sagged against one shoulder, his small pale face was streaked and dirty round the mouth, and a fist still clutched the well-chewed remains of the sugared crust she had put into it to keep him happy for long enough to let her hurry down to the back yard before the threatening rain started. There was a sharp tang of urine hanging in the air around him and she was glad she had thought to put a napkin on him. Ian, not long past his first birthday, was learning how to use a chamber pot and learning well, but ill health had caused a reversion.

At the sight of him, all thought of the dead man in Anna McCauley’s bed vanished from Lessie’s mind, swept away by her burning, overwhelming love for this sickly scrap of humanity, this living proof of the happiness she and Donald had shared for one brief year before pneumonia took her young husband from her.

She bent over the baby, careful not to wake him, and listened anxiously. His bout of whooping cough had given them both disturbed nights for weeks but now, thank God, he was breathing easily. Better to leave him where he was, wet backside and all, than to disturb him by moving him to the shabby cot against the inner wall of the room, as far away as possible from the draughts that always found their way in, no matter how much she tried to plug the gaps in the window frame.

In the meantime – Lessie’s heart sank at the thought – Anna McCauley was waiting for her. If only she had been two minutes earlier bringing in the washing she might have been safely inside her own door by the time Anna, violet-blue eyes wide with horror, had burst out onto the landing. Instead she had been right there, to be caught by the wrist and dragged into the woman’s flat and into her problem.

The whole building – the whole of the Vennel, come to that – knew how Anna McCauley made her money. Lessie had been shocked to the core, once she worked out why there were so many men coming and going up and down the hollowed-out stone stairs, to realise that she was living on the same landing as a prostitute. Her husband had promised her that as soon as he was made up to foreman in the shipyard they would move out of the Vennel and find somewhere better to live. Poor Donald had not lived to keep his promise.

Lessie, a respectably married woman, had always carefully avoided contact with Anna apart from the occasional word of acknowledgement if they happened to meet on the stairs or in the close leading to the street. But now it seemed that she was burdened with Anna and the wages of her sins, for the moment at least. If she didn’t go back across the landing now, the woman would no doubt come banging on her door and then Ian would be wakened.

With a sigh dragged up from the soles of her cracked shoes, Lessie gave one last glance at her son and crept from the room.

Anna was waiting anxiously, one bright eye peering through a crack in the barely opened door. As Lessie appeared, the door opened wider and she was almost hauled through it. It shut behind her with a firm click and Anna, her voice still tremulous, said, ‘Now what are we to do?’

‘You must fetch a policeman and let him deal with it.’

‘And have myself taken off tae the polis station and questioned till I don’t know what I’m sayin’?’ In a panic Anna seized at Lessie again with a grip that would raise bruises by nightfall. While waiting for Lessie’s return she had dressed herself and pinned up her hair. It glowed a vibrant russet colour in the dim grey room.

‘What else can you do? A man’s dead in your bed; either you have him taken away or you let him be. It’s up to you.’

‘D’you no’ know who he is?’ Anna waved a hand towards the bed and Lessie took advantage of the movement to prise herself loose from the other’s grip.

‘How should I know him? He’s nothin’ tae do wi’ me.’ She had looked at the dead man as little as possible. All she knew was that he was middle-aged, scrawny and unattractive, probably in life as well as in death.

‘I thought everyone did. It’s Frank Warren!’

Lessie gaped at the bluish sunken face on the shabby pillow, then at Anna. ‘One of the sugar folk?’ Her sister Edith was a maid in the elderly Warren brothers’ house, and to hear Edith talk, Mr Frank and Mr James were on nodding terms with God. Lessie had occasionally glimpsed one or other of them walking or driving in the town, on their way to or from their successful refinery, but that was the nearest she had ever come to them, until now.

‘Aye, one o’ the sugar folk!’

‘What’s a man like that doing here?’ The question was blunt, but Anna was too upset to take umbrage.

‘He liked coming here,’ she said simply. ‘We could have taken a room at one of the hotels or even gone out of the town tae somewhere like Glasgow.’ She gave a sniff and a gulp and scrubbed the back of one arm over her face. ‘But he liked tae come here wi’ a scarf over his face so that nob’dy would recognise him – the selfish bastard,’ she added, glaring at her dead lover.

Lessie could see now why Anna could scarcely tell the police that the man had died in her bed. God knew what the townsfolk would say if they found out. Although the Warrens meant nothing to her, the sense of duty towards her betters that had been instilled into her at school wouldn’t allow her to see them humiliated.

She bit her lip in thought for a moment. ‘We could dress him and sit him in the chair.’ The idea developed in her mind as she went along. ‘Then you could fetch a policeman and tell him that – that Mr Warren took ill in the street and you saw him there and brought him in tae rest for a minute. And he just up and died before you could fetch help.’

Anna was looking at her as though she had just come down from a mountain carrying God’s words carved on tablets. ‘Aye! They’d think he was just goin’ through the street on his way tae the sugar warehouses on the harbour, wouldn’t they? Here, help me!’ Spurred into action now that a plan had been formed, Anna scooped up the clothing lying over her one and only chair, dumped it on the floor by the bed, then pulled back the sheet that covered the dead man. Her nose wrinkled and she reeled back. ‘Christ, he’s fouled my bed, the dirty bugger that he is!’

‘He can’t help that, can he? It happens when folks die.’ In the days before her withdrawal from the world, Lessie’s mother had done her share of laying-out. Lessie had helped her on a few occasions. ‘You can wash your sheets afterwards,’ she told Anna brusquely, anxious to get out of the place as soon as she could and get back to Ian. ‘Come on, the sooner we get it done the better. He’ll stiffen up if we waste any more time and then we’ll not be able tae dress him.’

It was a long and difficult task. Frank Warren, naked as the day of his birth, wasn’t a big man, but in death it seemed that every limb had doubled its natural weight. It was like coping with a huge, unwieldy rag doll. Both women were slender and, in Lessie’s case at least, undernourished, but they were young and used to hard work. Even so, they were breathless by the time they had dragged the dead man from the bed, dressed him on the floor to the accompaniment of a flow of muttered curses from Anna, then heaved him into the chair, a sagging piece of furniture with broken springs that twanged their protest as the body was dumped on them. All the time Lessie kept one ear open for a sound from her own flat. If Ian should waken before they were finished she might have to fetch him in, and she had no wish to let him see what his mother was up to, even though he was still too young to ask questions or to talk about what he saw.

‘Thank God,’ Anna panted when they finally got the corpse settled and had stripped the bed, covered it with the old stained coverlet and put the sheets to soak in a bucket of cold water brought from the sink on the landing. Most of her hair had escaped from the pins to lie in tendrils about her neck and her lovely face was red with exertion. Lessie knew that she herself must look just as hot and exhausted.

‘Now you’ll have tae run down and fetch a policeman,’ she started to say, but Anna interrupted her, dropping to her knees to reach beneath the bed.

‘His wallet.’ She waved it as she got up again. ‘Lucky I saw the corner of it peeping out. They’d have had me for theft if I hadnae.’

She flipped open the leather wallet, riffled through it, and extracted more crisp notes than Lessie had ever seen at one time. Dampening one fingertip on her tongue, Anna removed two of them with decisive flicks of the finger and held one out. ‘Here, take this for your trouble.’

‘I’ll do nothing of the sort!’

‘Och, go on!’ Anna pushed the money into Lessie’s hand and stuffed the remaining note down the bodice of her own blouse. Putting the rest back and stowing the wallet into the dead man’s breast pocket, she said over her shoulder, ‘It’s only what he owed me. He’d finished when he went an’ died so it’s mine by rights. An’ God knows you’re entitled tae half o’ it.’

‘I don’t want it.’ Lessie put the money down on the table.

‘Don’t be daft! You’re no’ goin’ tae tell me that you don’t need it, an’ you wi’ a bairn to raise.’ Anna tried to push the money back into Lessie’s hand and for a moment there was a brief struggle which ended with Lessie spinning away towards the door, leaving the crumpled, rejected note on the cracked oilcloth.

‘I don’t want it! Now go and fetch a policeman,’ she said over her shoulder, and left the room.

Anna caught up with her in the gloom of the tiny landing, clutching at her once again. ‘Lessie, come wi’ me tae speak tae the polisman; he’ll believe you more than me.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with me!’

‘It wis your idea to—’

A wail followed by an ominous bout of coughing from her own flat gave Lessie the strength to wrench herself free of Anna’s clinging fingers, her mind filled with thoughts of Ian. ‘It’ll look suspicious if there’s two of us. Go on now, I’ve my bairn tae see tae!’

Ian, his small face purpling, was struggling against the scarf that held him in the chair while choking sounds tore their way out of his chest and his lungs laboured to suck in air. Lessie jerked the ends of the scarf apart and lifted him into her arms, carrying him to the window. His fists beat at her in misery and fear, then the first terrible crowing whoop came and he stiffened in her arms, pulling away from her so that she had to put one hand on the small of his back to prevent him from toppling from her arms. The veins in his neck stood out with the strain of trying to breathe. His blue eyes, the same vivid, far-seeing blue as Donald’s, were bulging, suffused with tears. His nose began to run and still the attack went on.

‘Dear God …’ She felt so helpless, guilty because her own lungs were drawing in life-giving air while her child suffocated. Then suddenly, when she felt that he could stand it no longer and she could bear it no longer, Ian sucked in air again, falling against her and vomiting the half-digested crust he had so enjoyed earlier down the front of her blouse.

‘There, my wee dove, you’re all right now, Mammy’s got you safe,’ she whispered, pacing the small room with him, rocking him while the panic-stricken weeping that always followed an attack shook his small body. How could you tell such a tiny bairn what was wrong with him? How could you assure him that in two weeks, three, six maybe, he would recover?

‘As long as his lungs stay clear,’ young Dr Miller had told her when she first took Ian to him. ‘Keep him warm and away from draughts. And see that he gets nourishing food. A spoonful of tonic wine once a day, perhaps, and cod-liver oil to build up his strength.’

Looking at the thin fair young woman before him, seeing the little frown lines that worry had already engraved between her brows, knowing full well how hollow his words were to the likes of her, he had added, without hope but bound to say it, ‘Chicken soup, if you can afford it.’

Lessie hadn’t known whether to laugh or cry. It was hard enough just feeding the two of them and her brother Davie, who had been sent by their father to live with her after Donald’s death so that there would be a wage coming in. Not that a young laddie like Davie earned much. Certainly not enough to buy chicken soup and tonic wine and cod-liver oil. Unless, she thought ironically as she wiped Ian’s sticky tear-stained face with the wetted corner of a towel and put him back in the chair, she used the rent money and risked eviction. At least Ian would be the best-nourished child in the gutter.

‘It’s all right, Mammy’s no’ goin’ away,’ she reassured him as he whimpered and held his arms out to her. ‘She’s just getting you somethin’ tae eat.’

She had saved the last few spoonfuls of a pot of broth made the day before with a good piece of bone she’d coaxed from the butcher. She heated it now, wishing as she stirred at it that Davie hadn’t eaten so much of it the night before. But he put almost all of his wages into the house and he was a husky, growing lad. It would be wrong to ask him to deny himself nourishment when he had such hard work to do on the docks. It was different for her – women in Lessie’s world were used to going without so that their menfolk and children could eat.

When the broth was at the right temperature for Ian she put a little into a bowl and coaxed it into his mouth, drop by drop. By the time he had finished his eyelids were drooping.

‘Poor wee scrap, you’re worn out wi’ all that nasty coughing.’ She changed his napkin, ignoring his girning and his fretful, irritated swipes at her busy hands, and laid him down in his cot. Then she found a clean blouse for herself. As she took the soiled blouse off, something fell to the ground. Lessie, who had a hatred of the cockroaches that infested the old building, choked back a scream and shied away. But the object on the floor didn’t scurry away to the safety of the ill-fitting skirting board. Cautiously she picked it up and found herself holding the pound note Anna McCauley had tried to force on her earlier, folded into a tiny square.

‘That besom!’ She remembered how the girl had followed her out onto the landing and clutched at her – in a panic, Lessie had thought at the time. But instead Anna had been making sure that the money she took from the dead man was shared between them, making them partners in conspiracy.

‘I’ll show her!’ Lessie said to a drowsy Ian as she struggled into the clean blouse. She wrenched open the door then closed it again at once. The door of Anna’s flat was half open and a man’s voice was rumbling in the room beyond. A second man was on his way in, his back to her, a small black bag in one hand.

Quietly, like a thief in her own house, Lessie tiptoed away from the door, back into the centre of the room. She opened her fist and smoothed out the note. The very look of it was opulent, with its crests and whirls. The words ‘Pay on Demand’ jumped off the paper at her. She closed her fist, feeling the money crinkle and rustle in her palm. Twenty whole shillings. Biting her lip, she glanced at Ian, who was breathing easily now. With the money she held she could buy the cod-liver oil the doctor had recommended, another bottle of cough mixture, and a small boiling fowl to make more broth and provide at least two dinners for the three of them. Ian needed the nourishment.

She laid the note down on the table then picked it up again and smoothed it out. She wouldn’t be keeping the money for herself, but for her bairn, poor wee fatherless morsel that he was. It wasn’t his fault that he had been born in the oldest and shabbiest part of Greenock instead of in one of the better tenements, or even one of the villas along the shore with his own nurse and everything his little heart could want.

Lessie chewed at her lip again; she knew that she wouldn’t return the money. Not now, at any rate. Later, when Ian was well again, she would repay every penny, no matter how many stairs she had to scrub or how many floors she had to wash to earn it.

She would have to pay it back, because until she did, the money forged a silent, sisterly bond between herself and Anna. And Lessie Hamilton was an independent woman. She always had been independent, even as a child. She wanted a bond with no one, especially the likes of Anna McCauley.
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Not many of the men crowding the streets on their way home from the docks were given to talking, mainly because after a day’s work they were too tired. The predominant sound was the clatter of nailed boots on the cobbles and paving stones, with the occasional farewell grunt as this man and that peeled off to vanish into dwelling houses or along narrow side streets. Larger groups turned into one or other of the public houses, where drink would help to ease tired muscles and loosen tongues.

Archie Kirkwood and his younger son Davie, walking almost shoulder to shoulder, said nothing because they rarely had anything to say to each other. Stealing a sidelong glance at Davie, Archie saw the tired droop of mouth and shoulders, the way the boy’s booted feet scuffed along. He didn’t have the stamina needed for a docker, this one. Didn’t have the muscle and gumption. Too fond of reading and thinking. Engineering, for Christ’s sake! A man never knew what was going on in that dark head, or behind the cool grey eyes. Archie felt much more comfortable with Joseph, his firstborn. He was a real chip off the old block, was Joseph, never out of mischief and trouble. It was a pity he’d refused to become a docker. He was strong, like his father.

When they reached Dalrymple Street, the parting of the ways, Davie would have swung off towards the tangled knot of crowded old streets where Lessie lived with no more than a murmur of farewell, but the older man said gruffly, ‘Is our Lessie goin’ out tonight?’

‘No.’ Davie hesitated then said, his voice defensive, ‘It’s my night-school night.’

Archie’s mouth gave an involuntary downward twist of derision, but he only said, ‘Tell her I’ll mebbe look in later.’

‘Aye.’ Davie loped off, his step quickening now that he was moving away from his father.

‘God,’ thought Archie Kirkwood in disgust as he walked on, turning away from the Clyde and moving deeper into the town. ‘Night school!’ That was no place for a man. In his own young day he would have been one of those marching into the pub, or gathering on a street corner, but not now. Not since—

He pushed the memory out of his mind but it came creeping back, as it always did, to haunt him as he turned in at the mouth of the close, climbed the stairs to the first floor, and opened the door of his home. The smell of cooking and polish, the smell at once both warm and cold that meant home, enfolded him as he stepped across the lintel.

‘Dadda!’ Thomasina, dark like him, just past her twelfth birthday, came skipping to meet him at the kitchen door, trailing the shabby rag doll her eldest sister Edith had made for her when she was a toddler. She beamed up at him, clutching at his jacket then pushing her short stubby fingers into the pockets in a way that the others had never dared. Thomasina wasn’t afraid of him as her brothers and sisters had been at her age. She loved everybody and expected everybody to love her. With a squawk of delight she found the orange he had brought for her and ran to show it to her mother.

‘There wis a fruit ship in,’ said Archie, and at once hated himself for trying to make conversation with his wife. He was always trying, and always being rebuffed.

‘Give it to me, lovey, and I’ll cut it for you,’ Barbara told her daughter gently, then with a change of voice she said over her shoulder to her husband, ‘Wash your hands then sit at the table. Your food’s ready.’

One knife, one fork, and one spoon awaited him on the scrubbed table. He always ate alone these days. Barbara and Thomasina ate when he was out of the house, as though taking nourishment was something shameful, to be done in secrecy.

As his wife brought the steaming soup plate to the table, Archie caught the faint smell of whisky. Ironically, while he had never touched a drop in years, Barbara, a strict teetotaller through all the years of his intoxication, couldn’t get through the day now without drink. There was always a bottle hidden about the place.

A plate of meat and potatoes, also steaming, followed the soup. While he ate in silence, Barbara moved about the kitchen, rubbing at spotless surfaces, washing his soup plate and spoon the moment he had finished with them, always busy. Thomasina sucked and chewed noisily on her orange. Juice glistened on her chin and Barbara swooped on her, crooning, to wipe it off.

Archie cleared his plate and pushed it away. It, too, was immediately claimed and washed while he moved to his fireside chair and opened the newspaper he had brought in with him. Home was the loneliest place in the world. In the past twelve years Barbara had only spoken to him when it was necessary. When Edith and Lessie married and moved out, Barbara had left the marriage bed and taken over their room. She slept there now with Thomasina. Joseph still used the wall bed when he was home, but more often than not he was out God knew where with his cronies or some woman or other, or in the jail. As soon as he was old enough, Joseph had taken up his father’s abandoned mantle of drinker and fighter.

Thomasina, sitting in her relaxed, boneless way on the rug before the range, discarded the last sucked-out quarter of orange peel and scrambled to her feet to claim her place on her father’s lap. None of his other children had ever tried to sit on his knee but Thomasina always did and Archie, aware of Barbara’s eye on him, didn’t dare reject the girl.

Christ, he thought as she wriggled into a comfortable position, pushing the paper aside, her head bumping painfully against his lip, the faint smell of orange juice mingling with the scented soap that Barbara washed her with every day, it was embarrassing for a man, so it was, to see a near-grown lassie behaving like a wee bairn.

He caught Barbara’s eye and saw by the chill look in it that she was reading his thoughts. Thomasina wasn’t going to change because Thomasina, through no fault of her own, was simple. Guiltily, carefully, he rearranged the newspaper so that he could hold it and support the girl’s body at the same time, narrowing his eyes to squint at the newsprint across the silky head that nestled confidingly on his shoulder.

‘What’s going on across the landing?’ Davie wanted to know as soon as he walked into the house. His voice was anxious. ‘A polisman was coming out just now. Is there something wrong with Anna?’

‘How should I know?’ Lessie asked tartly. Davie had been fascinated by Anna McCauley since the moment he had first set eyes on her, and Lessie sometimes had nightmares about what might happen if she didn’t do all she could to keep him away from the woman. Anna was a man-eater and Davie was only seventeen. She felt responsible for his welfare.

‘For God’s sake, Lessie, you don’t have the polis visitin’ for nothin’, ye know that. They were at our house often enough after our father, then Joseph.’ He half turned towards the door. ‘Mebbe I should go an’—’

‘You’ll do nothing of the kind! Anna’s fine, I saw her myself earlier. Anyway, we should mind our own business.’ Lessie stirred hard at the pot on the stove then tutted as a splash of broth flew out and landed on the cuff of her clean blouse. ‘Now look what you’ve made me do!’

‘Your mammy’s in a terrible mood, young Ian,’ Davie told his nephew, picking him up and nuzzling into his midriff. Ian, who was tickly, gave a screech of laughter and wriggled.

‘Here, is that chicken I can smell?’ Davie suddenly forgot about the policeman. Working on the docks, out in the open most of the time, he had a hearty appetite.

‘I did a bit of extra cleaning for Mrs Hansen today,’ Lessie lied. ‘I thought we’d have a treat, for once.’

‘Chicken!’ He put the little boy down. He took his jacket off and hung it neatly on the nail in the back of the door.

‘Och, I forgot tae fetch the water for you.’ Lessie left the stove and picked up the bucket.

‘I’ll do it.’ Davie took it from her. ‘You look tired out.’

‘So do you.’ He always looked exhausted after a day at the docks.

He grinned at her, elated at the prospect of the meal ahead. ‘I can manage to carry a pail of water.’ She heard him whistling as he went out to the stone sink on the landing. Davie was good company and she didn’t know how she would have managed without him. Quiet and withdrawn at home, where his mother had no time for anyone but Thomasina and his father thought him a weakling, Davie had blossomed since he came to live with her in the Vennel.

To the accompaniment of the clanking of ancient protesting pipes and the gush of water from the landing, Lessie set out bowls on the table then ladled broth into them, carefully stepping over Ian, who was sitting on the rug, poring over a battered rag book someone had given him and telling himself a story in a singsong nonsensical babble. The fine wispy red hair at the nape of his neck, hair the colour of his father’s, made her heart turn over with love.

She cut some thick slices from half a loaf and arranged them on a plate, then suddenly realised that Davie was taking his time about coming back inside. Hurriedly she went to the door and her heart sank as she saw Anna by the sink with a pot in her hand, one shoulder leaning against the scarred streaked wall, her hip jutting. Davie had filled his bucket and turned the stiff old tap off; his hand still rested on it and his attention was given over entirely to Anna.

‘I don’t know what I’d have done without your sister,’ she was saying as Lessie got to the door.

‘Lessie?’

‘Aye, did she no’ tell ye? I ran oot screamin’ like a lost hen.’ Anna’s clear laugh rippled out; she had turned her earlier terror into an amusing story for Davie’s benefit and even in the gloom of the landing Lessie could see her eyes sparkling up at him. ‘An’ it was Lessie who—’

‘Davie, your food’s spoiling!’

He jumped at the interruption and looked round at Lessie guiltily. Anna laughed, then moved to take her own place at the sink as he hefted the battered bucket.

‘Ye’re a strong lad, Davie Kirkwood. Lessie’s fortunate tae have someone tae lift full buckets for her.’

Davie glanced at his sister then said quickly, ‘I could fill a bucket as easy for you as for Lessie if you left it outside your door each evening.’

Anna’s eyes, slightly tilted at the outer corners, moved over him, then rested lightly on Lessie, standing watchfully at her door. ‘Och, I’m strong enough tae dae my own carryin’. I’ve aye had tae fend for myself. But thanks for the kind offer.’

She turned on the tap and held the pot under it. Her sleeves were folded back and her arms, bare to above the elbow, were smooth and slender. Lessie saw Davie’s eyes linger on them and wished that she could dip a hand into her apron pocket and take out Anna’s pound note and hand it back. But she had already spent it on a bottle of tonic wine and a large bottle of cough syrup, not to mention the chicken.

‘Davie!’

He came at last, with one final glance at Anna, who smiled back at him.

‘Why did you no’ tell me what had been going on?’ he wanted to know when the door was at last closed, leaving Anna outside.

‘It wasnae something I’d want tae talk about, least of all tae you,’ she snapped. Ian had come toddling to the door to find out where everyone was and she shooed him ahead of her into the kitchen. ‘Get yourself washed or you’ll never finish your meal in time to go tae the night school.’

‘God, Lessie, anyone’d think I was the same age as wee Ian here,’ her brother burst out, pouring water into the basin and stripping off his shirt. He reached for the harsh yellow soap. ‘I know fine how Anna earns her keep.’

‘Then you’ll know why I’m not interested in talking about her. D’you think I like living in the same building as a … a …’

Davie lifted cupped handfuls of water to rinse his face. Watching him, Lessie realised that her little brother was a man now. Healthy though he was, Davie, when matched with his father and brother, had always seemed slight and frail. But six months’ hard work on the docks had added muscle to his arms and shoulders.

‘Folk have tae feed an’ clothe themselves, an’ pay the rent.’ He spoke indistinctly, bent low over the basin to prevent the water splashing everywhere, but even so she could hear every word. ‘Anna has nobody tae fend for her.’

‘There are better ways of earning money.’

Davie reached for the towel and buried his face in it, then emerged to say bitingly, ‘You’re great at moralising, Lessie. Mebbe if you hadnae been fortunate enough tae find a good man like Donald you’d be more understanding.’

‘Understanding?’ She stared at him, deeply hurt by his criticism. ‘How can you try tae defend someone like Anna McCauley?’

Davie gave his arms a final rub, ran his fingers through his hair and went into the tiny narrow room where he slept. He came back almost at once, pushing his arms into the sleeves of the clean shirt she had left hanging on the back of the door for him. ‘Someone has to. You helped her this afternoon, from what she told me.’

‘I’d no choice. She caught me on the landing, else I’d not have had anything to do with what was going on.’ Lessie became aware that Ian was listening, his small face turning from one to the other, his brow furrowed. He was used to laughter and harmony, for Lessie and Davie got on better together than any other members of the Kirkwood family.

‘I’ll just say this, Davie, before we sit down at the table. If you ever take up with Anna McCauley you’re out of this house.’

He smiled without humour. ‘I couldnae afford Anna, an’ you know it.’ Then he pulled his chair out and sat down, picking up his soup spoon. Lessie stared down at him, chewing her underlip. She loved Davie, loved his quick smile, his warmth and compassion. She fretted for him because she knew how much he hated working on the docks. She was proud of the way he had started night school in the face of jeers and taunts from his father and brother. She desperately wanted him to do well in life, to be happy, to have all the good things that he deserved. And at that moment she also wanted to slap him, to shake him, to force him to promise that he would never, ever lie with the likes of Anna McCauley. Davie deserved a good woman, a woman he could be proud of. Slowly, unable to say all these things, she sat down opposite him and picked up her own spoon.

The soup was good, the chicken was tender and succulent, the potatoes were served in their jackets the way Davie liked. But the meal had been spoiled for them both by their quarrel and they ate in unaccustomed silence. Pushing pieces of chicken around her plate, tasting them without pleasure, Lessie reminded herself bitterly that the food had been bought with ill-gotten money. Everything to do with Anna McCauley was defiled, even the chicken.

Once or twice she sensed Davie glancing at her, but when she looked up, ready to smile, his eyes hurriedly slipped away. He spoke now and again to Ian, feeding the little boy chicken from his plate. When Lessie protested half-heartedly that he’d had his share, Davie shrugged and said, ‘The laddie needs it. He’s got a lot o’ growin’ tae dae yet.’

When they had finished, he went into the tiny hallway to fetch his jacket and came back. ‘Here’s my wages. An’ I brought this for the wean. I thought it would help tae ease his cough.’

The orange lay on his palm, round and golden, a captive sun.

‘Och, Davie!’ Lessie felt tears pricking at the backs of her eyes. She knew how much he hated the way his father and the other dockers looked on a percentage of any cargo they unloaded as their rightful due. The big hooks they used in their work might, by accident, breach a barrel or damage a crate and the contents find their way into pockets or empty bottles. One crate or barrel out of hundreds was never missed, but Davie, who, as his father scornfully told him, had been born with enough of a conscience to do for the whole world, would never take part in sharing out the spoils. Lessie knew how much it must have cost him to take that one orange.

Ian, wide-eyed, reached up with both hands and took the fruit from his uncle, lifting it at once to his mouth. He bit into the skin then blinked rapidly and dropped it, rubbing at his lips and grimacing.

Davie laughed and scooped him up. ‘Ye’re supposed tae take the skin off first, daftie!’

‘I’ll give it to him tomorrow.’ Lessie retrieved the orange, then said softly, ‘Thanks, Davie.’

He grinned at her and suddenly the quarrel was over. Davie wasn’t one to nurse his anger. He glanced at the clock on the wall and picked up the books that were always kept at one end of the mantelshelf. ‘I’d better go or I’ll be late. My father said he’d mebbe look in on you.’ Davie didn’t refer to his parents as Mam and Da like the others. He made them sound as though they were distant beings, and for years – ever since Thomasina’s birth had changed both his parents – he had managed to avoid giving them any title when speaking to them.

Archie Kirkwood arrived an hour later, when Ian, rosy and clean after a good going over with cloth and soap, was being dressed in the tattered jersey and trousers kept for night-time wear. Lessie heard his heavy footsteps on the stairs and was at the door, the baby riding comfortably on one hip, by the time Archie reached the landing.

He didn’t hear the door opening; he curled one big scarred hand round the corner at the top of the stairs for support and paused, head down, drawing a deep breath. He looked, Lessie thought with compassion, like an old man. Then he lifted his head, saw her, straightened his shoulders, and became his usual self.

It was raining outside; his jacket was black with moisture but he shook his head when she told him to take it off. ‘I’m used tae a drop o’ rain. This past winter I’ve worked in it day in an’ day oot. Whit is it they say?’ A creaky, little-used smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. ‘April showers? By God an’ they seem jist as harsh as they were in January an’ February an’ March.’

His voice filled the small room. As a child Archie had been regularly beaten by a violent stepfather and by the time he was old enough to fight back, the hearing had completely gone in one ear and was impaired in the other. He hated his disability and did all he could to hide it from others. His loud voice and his way of staring intently into the faces of those speaking to him so that the movement of their lips helped him to grasp what they were saying intimidated people who had no knowledge of his deafness. The hidden impediment had also run him into many a fight in his younger days, for if men spoke and laughed with their faces turned from him he was quick to suspect that they were making mock of him.

Lessie made strong black tea and he drank it thirstily, the cup almost hidden in his fist, and nodded when she questioningly lifted the teapot. ‘Aye, lass, I’ve a thirst on me tonight. How’s the wean?’

‘He’s doin’ fine.’ Out of habit she spoke clearly, shaping the words so that he could read as well as hear them.

‘An’ yersel’?’

She refilled her own cup and sat down opposite. ‘I’m fine too.’

He nodded, then stared into the glowing embers in the grate. Used to his silences, Lessie picked up her sewing basket and started darning a shirt of Ian’s. Ian himself squatted contentedly on the rag rug between their feet, staring like his grandfather into the fire, picking at the little balls of fluff that bobbled his faded, too-tight jersey.

Archie visited every two weeks or so now, visits that had started not long after Donald’s death. At first Lessie, unused to attention of any sort from her father other than a fair number of slaps when she was younger, had been uncomfortable when he came into her home; but gradually she came to realise that it was his way of conveying sympathy over her early widowhood. He never spoke much, and he never called when there was a chance that Davie might be in.

She put down her sewing, stooped to gather up the neat little pile of fluff balls Ian had amassed, then picked up the baby, who was beginning to nod drowsily.

‘Say goodnight to your granda.’

Ian tucked his head into her neck, overcome with sudden shyness, and she carried him to the cot that Donald had worked hard to earn, noting as she tucked him in that he was getting too long for it. She would have to look round for something more suitable soon.

By the time the teapot was empty, Ian was sound asleep. The medicinal syrup she had bought that day seemed to have done the trick, for apart from one chesty bout of coughing that didn’t, mercifully, turn into gasping and whooping, he had had a good evening. Lessie prayed that it would stretch into a good night; being startled awake at frequent intervals wasn’t fair on Davie, who had a long hard day ahead of him. Not that he had complained; that wasn’t Davie’s way.

‘I’ll make more tea.’

‘No, I’d best get back.’ Archie levered himself to his feet then dipped a hand into his jacket, which had added its drying aroma to the mixture of smells in the house – dampness, the disinfectant Lessie scrubbed the floor with in an attempt to deter the cockroaches, the general smell of an old, uncared-for building – and brought out an orange. ‘This is for the wee fella.’

‘Oh Da, that’s good of you!’ She took the fruit from him, thankful that she had put Davie’s orange away, out of Ian’s sight. It wouldn’t do to have Archie finding out that his wasn’t the first gift.

‘Tell Mam I’ll look in on her soon,’ she said as she stood at the open door watching him pull his cap down over his bristly grey hair before stepping onto the landing. The tap was dripping as usual; Archie gave it a wrench as he passed the sink and the dripping stopped. Lessie knew that she was going to have a struggle to get it on again.

As he paused at the top of the stairs to accustom his eyes to the poor light of the flickering gas mantle on the landing, his shoulders slumped again and his first tentative step looked like the tottering of an old man.

Watching, she felt pity for him. It was a disturbing emotion. All her life she had feared him; if there was love there, it was hidden so deep that she was unaware of it. True, a strange rapport had grown up between them since his visits began, but she had thought of it as a grudging, unvoiced mutual respect.

It saddened her to realise that on her side it was only pity.
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The corner shop was busy. Shoulder to shoulder, Mr and Mrs McKay worked hard weighing and parcelling, calculating totals with brows knotted and fingers scribbling invisible sums on the scarred old counter.

Waiting in line, Lessie noted that Mr McKay’s face was grey with fatigue, though it wasn’t yet midday, and his lips had a blue tinge to them. His wife kept darting anxious glances in his direction. When it was Lessie’s turn to be served and the old woman was dropping broken biscuits, cheaper than whole ones, into a paper bag on the scales, she said below her breath, ‘Could ye mebbe gie me an hour or two this afternoon, lass?’

‘I’d need tae bring Ian with me.’

‘Och, he’s no trouble at all. Geordie had a bad night,’ the wrinkled bloodless lips mouthed the words so that there was no danger of Mr McKay overhearing, ‘an’ I’d like him tae have a bit o’ a rest after his dinner.’

‘I’ll be here by two o’clock.’ Lessie dug into her purse and offered her halfpence in payment for the biscuits, but Mrs McKay said, ‘Tuts, lassie, put your money away,’ and shooed her from the shop.

Ian, strapped into a battered old perambulator that someone had given Lessie in exchange for a few days’ housework, was waiting outside, thumb in mouth, watching the people around him. The Vennel was a noisy, busy place at all times. By day the street echoed to the clamour of voices, children’s shrill yells, and the incessant clop of hooves on cobbles and the rumbling of iron-bound cart wheels; by night, when the carthorses were in their stables and the children in their beds, drunks cursed and shouted and quarrelled their way up and down the footpaths.

Lessie tucked the biscuits, a special treat for her mother and Thomasina, into a pocket where Ian’s busy fingers couldn’t get at them, and began to bump the perambulator carefully over the uneven pavement. The pram had been shabby when she first got it, but Davie had mended the broken wheels for her and lashed the handle back together with string; Lessie dreaded the day it disintegrated for good, because Ian was getting heavier and she was fortunate to have transport for him.

For a few hours’ work in the shop this afternoon she would get the biscuits and perhaps a bag of barley and split peas for soup, or porridge oats. In return for scrubbing stairs and doing housework she was very often given some child’s cast-off clothes for Ian, or something for herself. Bartering was popular in the world she inhabited, and at times it was a more sensible method of payment than money.

Before going to her mother’s house she had work to do, scrubbing the stairs in a tenement in Cathcart Street. She hurried there, the pram wheels squeaking with every turn. The bobble on Ian’s woollen hat, knitted from a ripped-down shrunken jersey that had once belonged to Davie, bounced cheerfully as she bumped the baby carriage up the step into the close. She knocked on the door of one of the ground-floor flats and it opened almost at once.

‘I was watching out for you.’ Miss Peden, erect as ever in spite of her snowy hair and her wrinkled-apple little face, backed along the hallway before the pram. ‘Come in, come in.’ Her kitchen, spotless as usual, was warm and smelled of baking. ‘You’ll take a cup of tea, my dear.’

‘I’d best get on. I’ve to visit my mam and I promised to go into the shop this afternoon.’ Lessie squatted to unfasten Ian. The pram’s leather straps had long since broken and he was tied in with the woollen scarf she used for him at home. She lifted him out and set him down on his feet, then began to unfasten his knitted coat.

‘I’ll do that, since you’re in a hurry. Off you go and the tea will be waiting for you when you’ve finished.’

Lessie stripped off her outer clothes and dug into her worn shopping bag for the sacking apron she wore for heavy work. ‘Be a good boy, Ian.’

‘He’s always a good boy,’ Miss Peden told her briskly. ‘Go on now, girl. Sooner gone, sooner back!’

The note of crisp command in her voice made Lessie smile as she hurried up to the top floor of the building. Once a teacher, always a teacher. Miss Peden had taught all the Kirkwood family and Lessie had been a special favourite of hers. The two of them had built up a friendship as Lessie grew into maturity, for the retired schoolteacher had no family of her own. It was Miss Peden who had helped to get Davie into night school, giving him extra tutoring when he needed it. It was Miss Peden, still well thought of in the town, who recommended Lessie to ladies who could afford someone to do their heavier housework for them when Donald died and his widow and child were left to fend for themselves.

‘Ye’re late,’ a grating voice said as Lessie topped the final flight of stairs.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Kincaid.’

‘Aye, so ye should be. The water’s near cold.’

Lessie bit back the suggestion that Mrs Kincaid could easily have waited until she arrived before filling the bucket. In the old woman’s view, she knew, tepid water was a fitting punishment for tardiness. Instead, she forced a smile to her lips as she took the bucket that had been waiting by Mrs Kincaid’s door, together with a scrubbing brush, a cloth, and bar of soap. Mrs Kincaid stood and watched her work for a few minutes before retiring into her own flat and shutting her polished door.

Outside, the day was grey and chill in spite of the fact that it was May; the River Clyde was sullen, the far shore hidden behind a misty screen. Although she had tied a shawl over her thin coat, Lessie had been chilled on her way from the Vennel. She was glad to work hard now, for scrubbing was a fine way to set the blood coursing warmly through her veins.

The building consisted of eleven flats in all; two on the ground floor, and three on each of the three other floors. There were six flights of stairs, with a half-landing between each floor. This type of tenement was similar to the home in which Lessie’s parents lived. She dreamed of having a place of her own in such a building one day, for each flat had its own sink in the kitchen and there was a water closet on each half-landing. In the Vennel, the water closets were out in the back yards, one to each building. If one was out of order, the residents in that building used the nearest. More often than not there were two dozen families using one water closet.

Scrubbing stairs was an occupation Lessie quite enjoyed, physically exhausting though it was. It freed her mind to wander over the precious months she and Donald had known together, to daydream a little, and to fret over Davie’s future and the mysterious estrangement between her parents. No matter how hard she tried not to concern herself, the worrying thoughts kept coming back to nag at her. Lessie cared about her family, she wanted them all to be happy, and she suffered more grief over their hardships than over her own.

When she reached the ground floor she worked her way out to the closemouth, knelt on the pavement to scrub the final step, then tipped her pail into the gutter, her back creaking when she finally stood upright. She swilled some of the dark grey water round vigorously in the bucket to catch up the sediment at the bottom then poured it all out with one final triumphant flourish before making her way back to the top floor, walking carefully to avoid leaving marks on the newly scrubbed surfaces.

Mrs Kincaid studied the soap closely to establish how much of it had been used, then dipped into her apron pocket and counted ten pennies into Lessie’s palm. ‘That auld miser McAllister didnae answer his door when I went chappin’ on it for the money. Ye’ll hae tae see him yersel’,’ she said, and withdrew, shutting her door in Lessie’s face.

Nobody answered the middle door on the landing below when Lessie knocked, though it seemed to her that there was a waiting silence on the other side of the wooden panels. She sighed, and trudged down to Miss Peden’s flat.

‘I’ll see to McAllister,’ the retired schoolteacher said briskly when Lessie told her.

‘I feel bad about it. Mr McAllister’s a poor old soul.’

Miss Peden snorted. ‘He has to pay his way the same as the rest of us, lassie, and you need the money you earn. You don’t scrub stairs for the pleasure of it. Now take that apron off and sit down by the fire. You’ll have a fresh-baked scone with your tea,’ she added. With Miss Peden it was sometimes hard to tell the difference between a question and a command. The old lady busied herself at the gleaming range, blackleaded every morning except Sundays, and Lessie sat down on one of the two comfortable fireside chairs. She looked with pleasure at the crisp white netting across the window, the heavy red chenille curtains, looped back by day, the matching chenille table cover weighted down by a blue and white bowl of wax fruit. By her feet the companion-set holding poker, brush and shovel glittered brassily in the firelight, and above her head two ‘wally dugs’ – matching golden-brown, long-eared china dogs – looked down with blank brown eyes. Miss Peden’s house was large by Lessie’s standards, with two bedrooms and a shared wash-house and little patch of garden at the back. Miss Peden grew vegetables and a few flowers in her section of the garden.

As she handed her guest a cup of tea, the old woman asked, ‘How’s David’s studying coming along?’ She always gave Davie his proper name.

‘He’s doing fine.’ Lessie sipped at the hot, well-sugared tea and felt herself relaxing into the soft cushions that Miss Peden had made herself. Ian, already filled to the brim with scones, sat on the floor, playing with a wooden horse kept specially for him.

‘Tell him if he’s got any problems to mind and come to me. I might not be an engineer but books are books and between us we’ll puzzle it out.’

‘I wish,’ said Lessie, ‘that he could be put onto working one of the cranes at the docks instead of loading and unloading the ships. He’d be a lot happier, and that would be more in the engineering line. My da could arrange it for him, but he won’t, for all that he knows how much Davie hates the work he’s doing.’

‘Archie Kirkwood’s a stubborn man, one of those folk who believe that it only softens people to give them what they want. But mind you, David’s fortunate that his father’s an overseer. At least it means that the laddie gets work every day.’

‘That bothers him too, being picked out before other men who wait alongside him morning after morning.’

The dock system was a harsh one. Early every morning men hoping for a day or half-day’s work gathered at the gate and the overseers of each gang picked out those they wanted. The others usually waited on, enviously watching fortunate workers who had been chosen, hoping against hope that extra hands might be needed. Lessie knew that being picked out every day by his father over men who were desperate for work and might be more skilful dockers than he was, was a humiliating experience for Davie. He had come home with a bloodied nose more than once from a street fight over it.

‘Tuts, girl, your heart’s far too soft. Someone has to be taken on and it makes sense for your father to favour his own. Besides, if David didn’t bring in money, you’d be in an even sorrier state than you are.’

‘Ian and me manage fine!’ Lessie was stung into answering sharply, and the older woman gave a bark of laughter.

‘No need to fly at me. I know you manage very well, but you have to work far too hard for what you get. You look tired – even when you first came in you looked tired. Is it the bairn? Is his whooping cough troubling him at nights again?’

‘It’s a lot better. I think it’s almost gone.’ Lessie leaned forward to put a hand lightly, thankfully, on Ian’s red-gold head. ‘Mebbe I’m just getting old.’

‘Away with you! You’re not much more than a bairn yourself.’

‘I’m twenty now.’

‘Imagine!’ said Miss Peden dryly, then, ‘No, no, lassie, you’ve not lost that bright glow that always set you apart from the rest of them in the classroom. It’s just dimmed, that’s all, with the worry you’ve had. It’ll come back.’

‘You think so?’

‘I know so. There are some who never lose it and you’re one of them. Mebbe,’ said the old woman thoughtfully, ‘this new century’ll be your turning point.’

‘It’s strange to think that we’re living in nineteen hundred now.’ Lessie touched Ian’s head again. ‘A new century. I wonder what it’ll bring to him – to all of us.’

‘A better way of life, surely, for you and your bairn. Mebbe it’s time for all of Britain to have some sort of a change. As for me – well, I belong to the last century. Me and the old Queen, God bless her. I wonder if the two of us’ll see many more years out.’

The maudlin turn the conversation had taken upset Lessie and robbed her of her brief contentment. She cared little for Queen Victoria, but the thought of being without Miss Peden worried her more than the old lady knew. She glanced at the pretty little enamelled clock on the mantelshelf, finished her tea, and began to bundle Ian into his coat and hat. He gave up the wooden horse placidly, having learned by now that it would be waiting for his next visit. ‘If I don’t go now I’ll not have time to visit my mother and get back to the shop.’

‘Here, take a few scones to your mother.’ Miss Peden wrapped the scones up in a spotlessly clean dish towel and handed them over. ‘You can return the cloth next time. Look after yourself, lassie.’

Edith Fisher, Lessie’s older sister, was already in her mother’s house with her son Peter when Lessie and Ian arrived. Thomasina greeted the newcomers with her usual cries of joy and Lessie hugged her close. She loved this little sister, the prettiest of the three Kirkwood girls with her soft, dark, curly hair. Thomasina returned the hug affectionately then set about clumsily helping to get Ian out of his outdoor clothes. Barbara watched with a slight softening of her expressionless face, and said when Lessie handed her gifts over, ‘You shouldnae go spendin’ your money on us.’

‘It’s only a few wee biscuits for Thomasina, and the scones are from Miss Peden. Fresh-baked this morning.’ Lessie sat down and watched her mother put the biscuits carefully in a cupboard then give her hair a nervous, automatic pat and head for the bedroom, murmuring, ‘I’ll just give my hair a tidy up.’

‘That’s the third time since I arrived that she’s gone to tidy her hair,’ Edith hissed as soon as their mother had left the room. ‘I don’t know why I come here to be disgraced like this! It was bad enough Da being a drunkard without Ma turning to it as well!’

‘She only takes a mouthful each time.’

‘Mebbe so, but she can’t even let an hour pass without at least one of her mouthfuls.’ Edith’s voice was accusing. ‘You should do something about it.’

‘Why me? You and Joseph are older than I am.’

‘Joseph!’ Edith almost spat the name out. ‘In the Bridewell more often than out of it. And it’s probably him she’s hiding her drink from – he’d have the lot if he could find it. Anyway, you see more of her than I do.’

‘What can I do? I can scarcely ask Da to try to stop her, can I? I’d get my ear slapped and you know it.’

‘It’s not good for Thomasina.’ Edith mouthed the final word so that the girl, now on the floor with Peter and Ian, didn’t hear her. Her thin colourless lips, so like Barbara’s, writhed over the name. Edith, with her pale blue eyes and straight fair hair, was going to look just like her mother in twenty years’ time.

Lessie looked round the room. It was spotless, but unlike Miss Peden’s little flat it was cheerless, unwelcoming, lacking soul.

‘Thomasina and the house are as clean as they can be,’ she said.

‘Now, mebbe. But what if she gets worse? What if—’

‘What if she doesnae get worse?’ Lessie interrupted, unwilling to take on any more worry. Edith glared, and would have argued on, but Barbara came back in, bringing with her the unmistakable smell of whisky. She smiled at her daughters with an air of relief.

‘I’ll make some tea an’ we’ll toast some bread wi’ a wee bit o’ cheese, eh? Lessie, you take the toasting fork. I’ve cut the bread ready.’

‘I can’t stay long,’ Edith told her grimly and Barbara’s face fell.

‘Och, Edith, I scarce see you these days. You can stay long enough for a cup of tea and some toast, surely?’

‘Please, Mama.’ Peter’s voice was eager. Lessie smiled at him and he flushed and ducked his head shyly.

‘Peter, when your grandma’s talking to you I’ll let you know,’ Edith snapped. Deserted by her husband four years earlier when her son was a toddler, she had gone into domestic service at the Warren family’s mansion in Gourock, the neighbouring town. She and Peter stayed with Barbara’s sister Marion, a childless widow who had had little to do with Barbara since her marriage to Archie Kirkwood, looked on by Marion from the first as unworthy of Barbara. Edith, who had seen how the ‘posh’ folk raise their children, was determined that her son would grow up to be a little gentleman. Her aunt fully agreed, and between them, in Lessie’s opinion, they had turned poor little Peter into a well-dressed miniature adult.

‘Besides,’ Barbara coaxed, putting the kettle on the range, ‘I doubt if Lessie’s heard about the new Mr and Mrs Warren arriving from Jamaica.’

Lessie looked up sharply. The name immediately conjured up a picture of a dead face on a dirty pillow, Anna McCauley’s hands clutching at her, the money that she had accepted, knowing full well that it was tainted.

The Warrens’ Gourock mansion where Edith worked had smooth lawns and huge windows overlooking the broad rivermouth and the lush, wooded shore opposite. For several years now there had been only two elderly brothers living in the house. Now that Frank Warren had succumbed in Anna McCauley’s bed, Lessie had assumed that his brother would live on in the family house on his own.

‘One day,’ Donald had been in the habit of saying when they walked past the Warren gates, Donald carrying Ian, Lessie with her hand tucked proudly into the curve of her man’s elbow, ‘One day, lass, I’ll buy you a house like that. Mebbe this time next year, eh?’

But when this time next year had arrived, Donald was dead, his sparkling blue eyes that could set her heart thumping with just one look closed for ever. Lessie thrust the memories away and asked, ‘What new Mr and Mrs Warren?’

Edith smirked, pleased to be the centre of attention. ‘The nephew. You’ll have heard that Mr Frank died several weeks back—’ She broke off, then said, ‘It was down your way it happened. Did you not hear about it?’

‘I heard something.’ Lessie reached down to tug Ian’s jersey down at the back, hiding the sudden colour that rose in her cheeks.

‘Did you not go to see the funeral procession? A lovely funeral we had. The procession was so long, and we’d to bring in extra staff to see to the meal afterwards. The house was full to the brim.’ Edith was smug, as though she had organised it all herself. ‘We all thought that that only left Mr James, but not a bit of it. Two weeks after the funeral, who should arrive but Mr Andrew, son of Mr George that died years ago. Brown as a berry he is, for he’s been out in Jamaica for years seeing to the family business out there.’

Her voice rattled on about Mr Andrew and the wife he had married out in Jamaica and their twin son and daughter and the house being filled and Mrs Andrew being cold in the Scottish climate. Barbara slipped in murmurs of admiring surprise at the right moments, but Lessie let the long recitation flow by her. She wished that her mother wouldn’t feed Edith’s vanity by fawning so openly on her elder daughter. Barbara was well aware that it was poor Thomasina and her own supposedly secret tippling that kept Edith from spending much time in her old family home. And Barbara was never invited to call at the Gourock house that Edith and Peter shared with her sister. But instead of being insulted, as Lessie was on her behalf, Barbara worked hard to flatter Edith whenever she did condescend to visit her old home.

Thomasina gave one of her excited shrieks, holding her hands out greedily for a piece of the cheese her mother was cutting, and Lessie was startled out of her private thoughts.

‘Sit up at the table, there’s a good girl,’ Barbara said. ‘See, Peter’s going to sit nice at the table.’

‘Beautiful, she is,’ Edith burbled on, raising her voice slightly so that she could be heard above her mother and Thomasina as they all took their places round the kitchen table. ‘Every inch a lady. So now we’ve had to take on more staff – a nurse and nurserymaid for the children, of course, and a lady’s maid for Mrs Andrew. The housekeeper says it’s like the old days, when Mr James’s parents were still alive. She was the housemaid then, in the post I hold now. Peter, smaller bites if you please. Only starving paupers stuff their mouths like that.’ She nibbled a few crumbs from her own toast.

Lessie broke off a piece of cheese, popped it into Ian’s mouth, open and ready like a fledgling’s beak in spite of the scones he had had at Miss Peden’s, and wondered how soon she could get away. Draughty though the shop was, it was full of life and interest, free of Edith’s sickening snobbishness and her mother’s fawning.

Three days later Lessie was washing clothes in the stone sink on the landing, elbow-deep in water patiently heated in a tin bucket on the range. The weather had relented and a glimmer of sunlight had managed to find its way in through the landing window above the sink. She cleaned the window frequently, but as some of the panes were missing and the gaps had been covered with bits of board, not much daylight filtered through.

Ian sat on the floor just inside the open door of her flat, chewing at the last piece of orange. The cough syrup and tonic she had bought with Anna McCauley’s money had made a difference to him and the whooping, strangling coughs had almost disappeared. Anna herself had become a nuisance, though. She insisted on assuming that they were now friends, and it seemed to Lessie that almost every time she set foot out of her own door Anna appeared, arms tucked beneath her rounded bosom, ready for a gossip. Today, Anna was out and Lessie was making the most of her absence.

She scrubbed hard at Davie’s shirt with a scrap of rough grainy soap, then fisted her hands and used her knuckles to rub one piece of material hard against another. Her washing board, left out in the back yard for a thought-less moment several weeks earlier, had promptly disappeared and she couldn’t afford another. As she plunged the shirt under the surface of the cooling, scumming water, someone came up the stairs at her back and a well-educated male voice asked, ‘Are you Anna McCauley?’

Lessie whipped round, wiping her hands on her sacking apron.

‘Indeed I am not!’ she said indignantly, scandalised to think that one of Anna’s clients should mistake her for a prostitute. The shirt slid into the sink. ‘She’s my neighbour,’ Lessie went on, nodding at Anna’s door, then she added, as he rapped on it with the handle of his cane, ‘She’s not in.’

‘When will she be back?’

Lessie rubbed a damp forearm over her hot face, tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and saw, in the dim light, that Anna’s visitor was far superior to the men who usually came calling on her. This one was immaculately dressed in a suit of dark material, so well fitted to his tall body that it must have been made for him. His bow tie had been tied with casual, careless elegance and atop his high snowy collar, piercing grey eyes surveyed her from a dark square face. A curly-brimmed bowler hat and a silver-handled cane grasped in a gloved hand completed an outfit that must have cost several times as much as all the clothes she and Davie and Ian possessed between them.

‘When,’ he repeated with a hint of impatience, ‘do you expect her back?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ Lessie told him, determined not to be drawn into conversation with one of Anna’s clients. ‘I’m her neighbour, not her mother.’

He blinked, and she had a feeling that his mouth trembled slightly beneath his dark, well-kept moustache. But instead of leaving, he stood for a moment, tapping the head of his cane against the palm of his other hand, then said, ‘Who owns this building?’

‘The factor’s Lindsay and Ross.’

‘How much rent do they charge you?’

He was obviously used to having his questions answered without delay, and she found herself beginning, ‘Three shilling a w—’ before she stopped herself and said instead, haughtily, ‘If you’re looking for a place to rent I’d advise you to go to the factor’s office. They’ll give you the details.’

This time he did smile; she caught it in a sidelong glance. Then the smile was gone as he said, ‘It’s a slum. How can you live in such a place – and bring up a child?’ he added as Ian, covered with sticky orange juice, toddled out to grasp Lessie’s skirt and stare, finger in mouth.

The man’s impudence infuriated Lessie. ‘I don’t choose tae live here – nobody would choose tae live here. But some folk have no other place tae—’

Footsteps, light and swift, came up from the close below and Anna McCauley, face rosy from being out of doors, skirt swinging round trim ankles, feathered bonnet set at a jaunty angle on her auburn head, arrived on the landing, her eyes bright as they took in the man standing by her door.

‘Are you Miss Anna McCauley?’

She beamed at him. ‘I am.’

‘My name’s Warren. Andrew Warren. I’d like to speak to you.’

The colour drained from Anna’s face and Lessie swallowed hard. She might have known the incident of the dead man in Anna’s bed wasn’t over.

‘I came to thank you on the family’s behalf for taking my uncle in when he fell ill,’ Andrew Warren was saying, and Anna bloomed again, taking her key from her bag, opening her door, ushering him in. She winked at Lessie behind his back, then swept after him and shut the door.

Lessie, left alone, bent and picked Ian up, hugging him tight in her relief. Retribution wasn’t about to sweep down on them after all. As she put the little boy down and urged him back inside the flat so that she could get on with her washing, she recalled the sudden widening of Andrew Warren’s eyes when he looked down and saw Anna, pretty as a picture, emerging from the dark well of the stairs.

‘I just did what anyone would have done,’ Anna was saying expansively in her flat, sweeping her hat off, motioning Andrew Warren to the only chair. As she slipped off her shawl and hung it on the nail hammered into the door she glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. He was good-looking, this young member of the Warren family. She wondered what it would be like to lie in bed with him.

He was glancing round the room, taking in every stick of furniture, the black damp patches on the walls, the portrait of Queen Victoria. ‘D’you live here on your own?’

She sat down on a stool opposite him, moving gracefully for his benefit, arranging her skirt carefully so that her slender ankles peeped from beneath the hem. ‘I’ve no man living here with me, if that’s your meaning.’

‘It’s an ugly building.’

Unlike Lessie, Anna didn’t take offence. ‘The factor’s a bastard – quick to collect the rent but slow to do anything to help us. If you complain you’re put out.’ Her voice was cheerful, matter-of-fact. ‘But at least I’ve a roof over my head and that’s more than some poor souls in this town can say.’

He glanced up at the ceiling, cracked and dirty and sagging, then reached into his pocket. ‘I’m sorry we’ve taken so long to express our gratitude, but my uncle’s an old man and his brother’s death has been hard on him. I myself only arrived in Greenock a week or two ago. My uncle and I would like to express our gratitude with this.’

Anna’s heart leapt as she saw the notes in his hand. It was all she could do to stop herself from snatching them. With an effort she managed to take them as casually as they were offered, thank him in her softest, most feminine voice and hold his gaze with her own for a few seconds before he got to his feet abruptly, picked up his hat and said that he must go.

At the door he shook her hand, thanked her again, then went, with a nod to Lessie, still working at the sink. Anna watched him descend the stairs, thinking of the crisp notes lying on the dresser behind her, but thinking even more of the man who had given them to her.
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The big house overlooking the Firth of Clyde was far too hot. Andrew Warren, returning home for his midday meal, felt as though he was smothering as soon as he stepped inside the front door.

His wife and his uncle were already at the table and as Andrew entered, Madeleine’s dark eyes swept up towards him reproachfully. He bent to kiss the cheek that she offered to him. ‘Sorry, my dear, I had to attend to something at the refinery. How are you today, Uncle James?’

‘Still out of sorts, my boy,’ said the elder Mr Warren feebly, although he was making good work of putting his food away, Andrew noticed. James and Frank had been twins; they had never married and had lived all their lives in quiet harmony in the house their father had built when his sugar refinery began to make his fortune. James had been badly shaken by Frank’s death and hadn’t set foot in the refinery since, leaving all the business to his nephew.

‘You should come to the refinery with me this afternoon,’ Andrew suggested, taking his place opposite Madeleine. ‘We could do with your advice on a few matters.’

‘Perhaps next week.’

‘At least go out and walk about, or send for a cab and take a ride along the coastline. You could take Madeleine with you.’

Madeleine’s elegant shoulders rippled in a shiver. ‘It’s far too cold to go out, Andrew.’ Her voice was petulant and even her attractive French accent sounded sullen. ‘This country of yours is the coldest place I have ever known. We will all die of it, my babies and I.’

‘If you insist on staying inside all the time and mollycoddling yourself, you’re quite likely to die of boredom if nothing else,’ Andrew told her, an edge creeping into his voice. ‘You can’t expect Scotland to be as warm as Jamaica, my dear. You’ll become acclimatised.’

‘Never!’ Her shoulders rippled again, this time in one of the feminine little shrugs that had so captivated him a few short years ago when they first met and he knew at once that he wanted her to be his wife. Today she wore a soft woollen lilac gown decorated from neck to hem with violet bows. The colours suited her rich dark beauty, but the shade of the bows reminded Andrew of the girl in the slum down in the Vennel, the girl with tumbled red hair and wide, long-lashed violet eyes.

He had been thinking of her a great deal in the six days since he had visited her. Aware that it was unseemly to be thinking of another woman in his wife’s presence, he put the girl from his mind and said, ‘Have the children been out this morning?’

‘I said no. The air is too chilled.’

‘My dear, we’re into June now, this is our summer. You must tell their nursemaid to take them for a walk this afternoon.’ Then, seeing the mutinous set of her mouth – a small neat mouth, quite unlike the generous full curve of Anna McCauley’s lips – he added, ‘I shall tell her myself when I visit the nursery.’

Madeleine glared, but said nothing. When the meal was finished, she rose and left the dining room, followed by James, who muttered something about forty winks in his room. Left alone, Andrew folded his napkin and replaced it carefully in its heavy silver ring, head bent over the task.

It had been a mistake to bring Madeleine to Scotland. He himself would far rather have stayed in Jamaica’s sunshine, but someone had to run the refinery and with Frank dead and James apparently sliding comfortably into self-imposed retirement, Andrew had no choice but to stay in Greenock. He got to his feet, telling himself grimly that Madeleine would get used to it. She would have to get used to it.

He yearned for the early months of their marriage, days filled with pleasurable companionship, warm, flower-scented nights of passion. It had all begun to fade with Madeleine’s pregnancy, and the shock of producing not one baby but two had put an end to the carefree joy of their marriage. To Madeleine, motherhood was allied with ageing, a fear that dragged her down, and she made no secret of her determination not to have any more children. At first Andrew had been patient with her, finding outlets for his own needs with other women, but six months after the birth of the twins he had requested, then demanded, his marital rights. Although Madeleine remained indifferent to his argument that she was his wife, the woman he loved and wanted, he nonetheless finally availed himself of her body, and had continued to do so, once a week.

It was a cold, unhappy coupling. Madeleine’s indifference, her sullen passive acceptance of him, made him feel like an assailant instead of a lover. But having claimed her he could not retreat, although their unloving physical union had become as distasteful to him as it was to her.

The three-year-old twins, supervised by their nursemaid, were messily spooning lunch into themselves. They greeted him with screams of pleasure, for Andrew liked children and he made a point of seeing his son and daughter several times each day.

They were beautiful children, dark-haired and dark-eyed like their mother. Andrew’s hair was also dark, but Martin and Helene both had Madeleine’s blue-black tresses. Martin was the heavier, Helene small and dainty.

‘Take them out this afternoon,’ he told the nurse.

‘Mrs Warren—’

‘Never mind that, I want them to get some fresh air,’ Andrew interrupted, the edge creeping back into his voice.

The woman flushed and said flatly, ‘Very good, sir.’ He knew very well that she disapproved of fathers visiting the nursery, and preferred to take her orders from Madeleine. Who paid her wages? he asked himself angrily as he left the room and went downstairs again. It was time the nurse – and Madeleine – learned that his orders were to be obeyed.

His wife was lying on the chaise longue in the drawing room, her eyes closed. They opened as he bent to kiss her and a brief frown drifted across her lovely face. ‘You’ll be back in good time for dinner, Andrew?’

‘Of course. I’ve told nurse to take the children out, and please do as I suggest, Madeleine, and drive out yourself.’

‘I have a headache.’ The diamond ring he had put on her finger when she agreed to marry him flashed at him as she drew white fingers across her forehead.

‘It’s little wonder. This house is like a furnace.’

‘Your children and I must surely be warm!’

‘For God’s sake, Madeleine, there are some folk not far from here who have to do without a fraction of the heat you need, even in the winter.’ He was on the verge of telling her about the cold clammy tenement slum he had visited in his search for the woman who had taken his uncle into her house, the high cheekbones and fragile, hollowed pale face of the girl washing clothes in a big chipped stone sink on the landing, but her sullenness stopped him.

‘This is such an ugly country,’ she said. ‘Cold and ugly.’

He walked to the window and looked out over the river to the hills beyond. The sky above them was eggshell blue, the sun blessing the water and turning it into diamonds. ‘On the contrary, my dear, this part of the Clyde must be one of the most beautiful spots in the world. It is man who makes the ugliness with his factories and mills and slums.’ Then he added with a smile, crossing to kiss her, ‘Though I must admit that in my eyes the Warren refinery has its own beauty.’

She twitched herself round, away from him, and the rug that lay over her slid to the floor. Andrew picked it up and put it back. His hand brushed against the softness of a breast beneath the wool dress as he did so and she twitched again, almost burrowing into the chaise longue. Madeleine had a beautiful body, satin-smooth hills and softly shaded hollows; at one time he had known it as well as his own. Now it was a strange and alien land that he visited regularly, briefly, with no pleasure other than physical satisfaction.

As he left the house, breathing in the cool air with relief, and climbed into the waiting carriage, he thought of another body, one that he didn’t know but could guess at, a promising ripeness beneath a shabby blouse and a skirt with an uneven hem. Every movement Anna McCauley had made had spoken to the sensual side of his nature. He wondered, as he had wondered from the moment he first set eyes on her, if Uncle Frank had really collapsed in the street or if he had collapsed in her sordid, cheerless room. He couldn’t blame the old man for seeking a bit of pleasure out of life, and there was something about the confident way the girl had taken the proffered money that made Andrew feel that she was used to being given money by men. All the same, the thought of her sent a pleasurable frisson through his muscles and sinews.
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