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Chapter One

Nervously Susan Cummings followed her friend up the stairs that led to the Club Orchid dance hall. Each Sunday night saw them outside the Club Orchid on the corner of King Street where they met for their weekly venture into modern ballroom dancing. In the small cloakroom Ruth Vernon met Susan’s eyes in the mirror and asked excitedly, ‘Well? Did he turn up?’ Receiving a brief nod, she hurried on. ‘Well, what happened? Was he nice? Are you going out with him again?’

‘Yes, he was very nice. A perfect gentleman, if you must know. But . . . I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again.’>

Ruth’s eyes went round with surprise and her mouth gaped slightly as she probed. ‘Why on earth not?’ Bewildered, she cried, ‘I don’t understand. Did you not fancy him after all?’

Oh, if only that were the case, Susan lamented inwardly. But the simple truth was he hadn’t asked her for another date. They had gone to the Ritz Cinema but she couldn’t remember much about the film; just that it was a western and Jim seemed to have enjoyed it. He had held her hand throughout the film and she had  been so aware of the pressure of his arm against hers, sending tingles through her body, that she lost all interest in the film and sat in a well of happiness. He had been a perfect gentleman all evening. After the film they had walked up to Johnny Long’s and each had one of his famous fish suppers. Sitting in one of the booths they had talked for ages. She had been enchanted. No long pauses punctuated the conversation, like they usually did when she was talking to the opposite sex.

At the corner of the street where she lived, Jim had seemed taken aback as he eyed the wide avenue with its opulent houses. He made no attempt to find out which of these houses was her home. He had already realised his mistake and was content to make his good night at the corner of the street. ‘Posh, eh?’ he said and a wry smile twisted his lips. Her heart had turned a somersault when he placed his hands on her shoulders and looked down into her eyes. With all her might she willed him to kiss her, but in vain.

‘Susan, I’ve really enjoyed myself tonight. You’re wonderful company. Thanks for coming out with me.’ His voice was full of emotion and the back of his hand sensually trailed her cheek, but as she moved her lips towards it, it was quickly withdrawn. ‘Good night, Susan.’ To her amazement, with a light peck on the cheek he had turned tail and was gone before she could voice her concern.

Tears pricked her eyes as abruptly she answered Ruth’s question. ‘He didn’t ask for another date.’

‘Didn’t ask? You’re having me on! It’s obvious he fancies you. Good heavens, he never takes his eyes off you. Even when you’re both dancing with different partners.’

‘Well, he didn’t ask me, so there!’ Susan cried, her frustration showing. ‘He was a perfect gentleman, so he was. He gave me a peck on the cheek and thanked me for going out with him. And that was that! He must just like dancing with me,’ she added forlornly. ‘Or perhaps he found me too boring.’

‘Don’t be silly! It’s obvious that he cares for you. He was probably afraid of you turning him down.’ Ruth shot a concerned look at her. ‘Were you snooty with him? You can sometimes be very snooty, you know, Susan. You take after your mam in that respect. Still, he will be here tonight, you’ll see. The minute we enter the ballroom he’ll be there like a flash, asking for a dance.’

Susan fervently hoped her friend was right. She certainly hadn’t been uppish with him. She saved that for people she didn’t like. And she liked Jim. More than liked him. In fact, to her great consternation, she thought she was in love with him. Could these feelings possibly be love? They had danced often these past six weeks ever since they first met. She had been thrilled to bits when he had at last asked her for a date. And this was the outcome: sadness and despair.

Fluffing her soft, dark-brown hair loose around her face, she renewed her lipstick and eyed her reflection in the mirror. Big, dark, grey eyes, set in long thick lashes, gazed mournfully back at her.

‘Don’t look so glum,’ her friend advised. Then, seeing the big eyes cloud with tears, Ruth added more gently, ‘You really do like him, don’t you? Never mind. Let’s hand in our coats and go and give tonight’s talent the once-over.’

Inside the ballroom they made their way over to the side of the dance floor where all the girls gathered. A quick glance across the floor to where the men stood and Susan felt her heart drop. Jim Brady was tall, easily identified in a crowd, and it was obvious that he was not present. Ruth squeezed her hand in sympathy. ‘It’s early yet. He’ll come,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

The music started up and two young men who had been eyeing the girls up, and slowly edging closer, approached and asked them to dance. The evening entertainment had begun. The girls were extremely good dancers and popular with the regulars. New patrons soon noticed and the girls seldom sat out a dance. The time flew past and, in spite of Jim’s non-appearance, Susan enjoyed dancing to her favourite records.

At the intermission, while their current partners were in the pub below the dance hall getting them drinks, the girls climbed the stairs to the cloakroom to powder their noses.

‘For heaven’s sake cheer up, Susan. I don’t know how you’re managing to get any partners tonight! You’ve a face as long as a Lurgan spade.’

Susan rounded on her in anger. ‘Don’t exaggerate, for goodness sake!’

Then, catching sight of herself in the mirror, she had to agree with her friend and giggled ruefully.

‘That’s better. Forget Jim Brady and enjoy yourself. Maybe it’s just as well he’s not here if you care so much for him. He’s probably got more sense than you and doesn’t want to start something that can only end in tears.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘He’s a Catholic, isn’t he? Imagine your dad’s reaction if you dared bring a Catholic home. Eh? Why can’t you be like me and love them and leave them? Enjoy yourself! You wouldn’t catch me getting involved with a Catholic.’

They were descending the stairs to the dance hall when Susan saw Jim cross the lower landing and enter the hall. Seeing the joy on her companion’s face, Ruth followed the direction of her gaze and sighed. ‘Really, Susan, you would be better off without him,’ she warned. ‘I didn’t realise that you were so keen on him.’

‘Oh, don’t be daft. I just like him.’

Dismayed that she had allowed her current dance partner to monopolise her time, Susan trailed reluctantly behind Ruth to join the two lads. Jim’s swift glance quickly found her and their eyes locked. He nodded in acknowledgement. His glance also noted that she and Ruth had obviously paired off with the two young men. He eyed the unattached girls still gathered in a group to one side of the dance floor and, when the music started up again, he had already chosen his partner: a tall, willowy blonde, who entered his arms obviously delighted at the chance to dance with him.

They passed each other often on the crowded floor, but Jim studiously avoided looking her way. Susan was annoyed with herself. She should not have allowed this stranger to stake a claim to all her dances. She might have guessed that Jim could possibly arrive late. Still, he had never been late before, so how was she to think otherwise? As the evening wore on Susan tried to think of a way to get rid of her partner without  offending him, but he just would not take the hint.

Meanwhile Jim danced all the dances with the blonde and Susan noted that the tall girl hung on his every word. Was he not going to ask her to dance with him at all? But how could he, when her partner never left her side? As the last dance was announced, and knowing that Jim would never encroach on another man’s territory, Susan was tempted to excuse herself and, leaving her partner, ask Jim for the last dance. She was saved from the embarrassment this would undoubtedly have caused by seeing Jim leading the blonde on to the dance floor at the first bar of the final waltz. Blinded by tears and seeking comfort, Susan let her partner hold her closer than was necessary. Jim made her aware of the wantonness of this action by the disdainful sneer he directed at their bodies.

Bewildered, she pressed closer still. How dare he! How dare he look at her like that, after ignoring her all evening. To her great shame she suddenly realised the effect her actions were having on her partner. Gazing up into his dazed eyes, she pushed him away. ‘I’m sorry. Very sorry.’

‘No, it’s me who should be sorry. I apologise. I couldn’t help myself.’

Breaking from his grasp she pushed through the dancers and left the ballroom. In the cloakroom she powdered her flushed face and, retrieving her coat and Ruth’s, waited impatiently for her friend. She was one of the last to arrive and, pushing through the other girls, confronted Susan.

Edging her into a corner for some privacy, Ruth whispered furiously, ‘Just what do you think you’re playing  at? Leaving that poor sod standing on the dance floor.’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to offend or embarrass him.’

‘I don’t know how you manage it, but in spite of everything he still wants to see you home.’

‘Oh, no!’ Susan was aghast. ‘I don’t want him to see me home. I just want to be alone.’

‘Catch yourself on! Jim Brady will probably be seeing that blonde home. Show him you couldn’t care less. Anyway, I’m afraid you have no choice. I accepted for you. And I think it’s the least you can do, after the way you behaved. They will both be waiting outside for us.’

Ruth started back in amazement when her friend gripped her arm. ‘Tell him I’ve already gone. Please, Ruth. Here, I’ve got your coat for you. You go on now and I’ll stay here as long as I can. Give you all a chance to get on your way.’

Ruth looked at her friend’s flushed, distressed face. Heavens above, she was actually trembling. ‘What’s got into you, Susan? You’ve been leading him on all evening. It’s not like you to deliberately hurt someone.’

‘I don’t want to hurt him, but I will not be pressurised into his company. Not in the state I’m in at the moment.’

‘Oh, all right then! I’ll give you a ring tomorrow afternoon. ’ Ruth peered intently into her friend’s eyes. ‘Will you be okay on your own?’

‘Of course. Just get me off the hook, please.’

Oblivious to the curious looks and whispers of the other girls, Susan waited patiently until the cloakroom emptied and she was alone. Then, stretching her limbs  to relieve some of the tension from her body, she slowly left the cloakroom, knowing the staff would want to lock up as quickly as possible.

Downstairs, she cautiously stepped on to the pavement and breathed a deep sigh of relief. The crowds had thinned out and there was no one she knew in sight. It was a beautiful evening; a time for lovers, and she felt sad as she made her way down to the bus stop. As she hurried along she became aware that someone was close behind her and glanced anxiously over her shoulder. Jim lengthened his stride and quickly joined her.

‘Is it all right if I see you home, Susan?’

A quick disdainful lift of the head accompanied the derisive retort. ‘Huh! What happened to the beautiful blonde you danced with all night?’

‘Janet? She is attractive, isn’t she?’ He grinned and glanced sideways at Susan’s glum face. ‘However, I had no desire to see her home. I hung about outside in the hope that you wouldn’t let that big ape you were dancing with take you home.’

‘He’s a very nice person, so he is,’ she defended her absent partner. Turning a suspicious look on him, she frowned. ‘I didn’t see you outside.’

‘Well, I saw Ruth and the two lads head towards Castle Junction, but I stayed out of sight in case someone else was with you.’

She stopped and rounded on him in anger. ‘What do you take me for? Eh? Do you really think I would dance all evening with someone and then go home with another man?’

Gripping her by the elbows, he shook her slightly.  ‘Then why isn’t he here with you now? The way you were dancing together I could see he thought he was on to a good thing.’

‘How dare you! If you followed me just to hurl insults, please leave me alone.’ With these words she wrenched herself free of his hold and stormed down Castle Street.

Jim gazed after her for a few seconds, then with an exasperated sigh set off in pursuit.

When he reached her, he was dismayed to see tears rolling down her cheeks. Drawing her into the doorway of the Bank Buildings, he thrust a handkerchief into her hand and gathered her close.

‘Here now, don’t go on like that,’ he said gently. ‘I didn’t mean to upset you. It was just my jealousy getting out of hand.’

Surprise stopped the tears and she gaped up at him in disbelief. ‘You were jealous?’

He frowned. ‘You sound surprised.’ A quick glance at his watch caused him to exclaim. ‘Look, if we don’t hurry we’ll miss the last bus. I’ll explain later.’

Taking her hand, he pulled her arm through his and hurried her down into the town centre and towards her bus stop. Ashamed at her outburst and thinking that she must look a sight, Susan stood in the bus queue, head bent, wishing Jim would explain what he meant. Had he really been jealous? It was hard to believe. He had appeared to be enjoying the blonde’s company. Still, the girl had looked as if she would gladly have let him escort her home, but obviously he hadn’t asked. Janet! Even her name was different - sophisticated.

The bus arrived and the queue moved forward. At the entrance she turned sadly to wish Jim good night.  To her amazement he hustled her aboard, asked for two fares and guided her upstairs to the upper deck. They sat on the back seat and he put his arm around her.

Aware that he lived on the Upper Falls, the opposite end of town from her, she reminded him, ‘You won’t get another bus back into town at this time of night.’

‘I’m well aware of that,’ he said resignedly. ‘Still, it’s a beautiful night and the walk back will do me good. I can go to a late Mass in the morning. You do realise that I’m a Catholic? Don’t you?’

She nodded and the silence lengthened. She willed him to speak, but he remained deep in thought throughout the journey. They had left the bus and were making their way to the top of her street before he spoke again.

‘I didn’t intend going to the Club Orchid tonight, you know.’

‘Oh?’ Her eyes searched his face. She sensed that she wouldn’t like what he was about to say.

He continued slowly, as if choosing his words carefully. ‘But then, I couldn’t help myself. I’m vain enough not to want you to think too badly of me, so I came to explain.’ He grimaced. ‘I didn’t expect the jealousy that overwhelmed me when I saw you stuck against that guy like a sticking plaster. Was there any need for that?’ She writhed with shame and he smiled and assured her, ‘I didn’t really think him a big ape. You could probably do a lot worse. He seemed a nice enough lad, but that didn’t make any difference. I still didn’t like it one wee bit.’

They had arrived at the corner of her street and he threw his arms wide as his eyes roamed over the detached houses set in their own grounds. ‘Believe me,  Susan, I was gobsmacked when I saw all this opulence the other night. I hadn’t realised you were so well off. I nearly died when I saw all this.’

‘What difference does it make?’

‘Are you kidding? Of course it makes a big difference. Had I known, I wouldn’t have asked you out in the first place. Can’t you see? We don’t move in the same circles. I’m surprised that your parents allow you to frequent the Club Orchid.’

‘They don’t know! Anyhow, I don’t honestly see what difference it makes. After a few dates we would probably be bored stiff with each other. Do you know what? I think you’re a coward, Jim Brady. That’s what I think.’

His arms circled her waist and a smile softened his features. ‘You don’t really think that,’ he disagreed. ‘Or you wouldn’t be attracted to me. You are attracted to me, aren’t you, Susan? I’m not wrong about that, am I?’

His lips were tantalisingly close and she trembled in his arms. ‘A little,’ she confessed with a slight smile and pressed closer. ‘It can’t do any harm to see each other now and again. Can it?’ she added persuasively.

Framing her face with his hands, he whispered against her lips, ‘Do you really believe that? You won’t be disappointed when we have to part? Because we will have to part, there’s no doubt about that. You won’t say that I led you on? You see, there really is no future for us to share, Susan.’

‘No, I won’t hold it against you. Let’s give it a try and see what happens. Mm?’ Her lips parted in invitation and all his good intentions went out the window as he claimed his first kiss.

Rachel Cummings sat at the breakfast table after her husband had left for work and eyed her two daughters in concern. They were out every night of the week and her husband had insisted that she find out just what they were up to. She hated to pry into their affairs, but Trevor was right. They were both young and impressionable, Susan having just passed her twenty-first birthday and Alison nineteen. It was their duty as parents to keep a close eye on them and make sure they didn’t get into any trouble.

Why did Trevor leave everything up to her? she lamented inwardly. On the other hand, he could be so forthright that the girls would probably take offence and there would be one hell of a row. So, determined to keep the conversation amicable, Rachel said in a teasing voice, ‘Your father and I were just saying last night that we don’t see much of you two lately.’

The look of amusement that the sisters shared and then bestowed on her showed her plainly that they were not fooled.

It was Alison who spoke first. ‘Ah, me dad has asked you to find out what we’re up to. Is that right, Mam?’

An embarrassed flush crept up Rachel’s face. ‘If you could be a wee bit more open about your affairs we wouldn’t have to pry,’ she declared. ‘But no, you disappear every evening dressed to kill and we don’t know where you are or who you’re with. When I ask where you’ve been, all I get is “Out!” You can’t blame us for being worried. We do right to worry about your welfare. Some of the young ones are so permissive these days.’

‘Well, since you put it that way, if you must know,  I’m seeing a very nice bloke. Shall I bring him home for you and Dad to run your beady over?’ Alison asked and laughed as alarm registered in her mother’s eyes.

‘It must be serious if you’re willing to bring him home,’ she cried. ‘Do be careful, Alison. You’re young and have your whole life ahead of you.’

‘You can’t have it both ways, Mam! Do you want to meet him or not? It’s not serious. At least not as far as I’m concerned. I had no intention of inviting him to tea, but if it sets your mind at rest I’ll bring him home on Saturday. I know you’ll like him. I just hope it doesn’t give him any ideas.’

Rachel looked more alarmed than ever. ‘Ideas? What kind of ideas?’

‘He might think I’m keen on him since I’m bringing him home to meet the family. You know, getting his feet under the table, you might say.’

Susan rose to her feet and, to avoid any awkward questions being directed at her, said, ‘Do bring him to tea, Alison. Let’s have a look at him.’

Alison looked sternly at her mother. ‘I’ll invite him to tea as long as you promise he won’t be given the third degree. All right?’

‘I can’t speak for your father, Alison, but I will have a quiet word of warning in his ear before the lad arrives.’ Rachel turned to her other daughter before she could escape. ‘What about you, Susan? Would you like to bring your young man home on Saturday, as well? Make a night of it?’

Trying to appear nonchalant, Susan asked, ‘What makes you think I’ve got a young man?’

‘Haven’t you? Where do you go every night, then?’ 

‘I’m with Ruth a lot of the time, and now and again I go out with a boy. Nothing serious.’ She wept inwardly. Four months of dating had not lessened her feelings where Jim Brady was concerned and she was sure he felt the same. It was serious; very serious. She just had to persuade him that they were meant for each other.

‘Will you be here to meet Alison’s young man on Saturday night, then?’

‘Yes, I’ll be here to tea, but I’ll be going out shortly afterwards,’ she warned.

‘So will I!’ Alison cried in alarm. There was no way she was going to sit in on a Saturday night. ‘I’ll bring Graham to tea, Mam, but I’m not staying in all evening. Do you hear that?’ She emphasised, ‘I’ll be going out as well.’

No matter what her mother said to try to convince her otherwise, Alison made it clear that she had no intention of sitting in the company of her mother and father on Saturday night, and Rachel had to give in gracefully.

 
Trevor straightened his tie and patted his thinning hair into place before turning to his wife. ‘Well, will I do? Although why we have to dress up to meet some lad we don’t even know, I’ll never understand.’

‘We want to make a good first impression, just in case he turns out to be Mr Right.’ Rachel smoothed her hands over her hips and wiggled the material of the pale-grey crêpe dress she was wearing into position. It was a long time since she had worn this dress and she was dismayed to find that she had put on a little weight. She hoped Trevor wouldn’t notice.

He did, and in his usual blunt manner remarked on it, running a critical eye over her body and exclaiming, ‘You’ve put on a bit of weight, girl. Don’t let it get out of control. You know I can’t stand fat women.’

Rachel smiled wryly as she watched him pull his tummy in. He was so conceited he would never admit to being overweight. ‘I could say the same about you, Trevor, if I was as tactless as you, that is.’

He buttoned his jacket, patted his stomach and smiled smugly. ‘There you are. Look at that.’

‘I advise you to keep your jacket open or that button will pop the minute you sit down,’ Rachel warned. ‘Let’s go downstairs. He’ll be here any minute now.’

Graham was already standing on the doorstep gathering the courage to ring the bell. It had come as a great surprise to him when Alison had invited him to tea. He cared deeply for her. Did this mean she cared for him? It was up to him to make a good impression. Straightening his shoulders and fidgeting with his tie, he reached for the bell.

It was Alison herself who opened the door. She looked good enough to eat, dressed in a short white dress of clinging material that left little to the imagination. Her hands reached for his and drew him inside. ‘Hello, Graham. I might have guessed you’d be on time.’ As she spoke she was slowly leading him towards the lounge. ‘Don’t look so scared,’ she whispered. ‘They won’t bite.’

Her parents rose to their feet when Alison pushed him gently ahead of her into the lounge. ‘Mam, Dad, this is Graham Robson.’

Her father eyed him and apparently liked what he saw. But then Alison had expected him to, hadn’t she?  Graham was every parent’s idea of a suitable suitor for their daughter. Grasping his hand, Trevor said, ‘Welcome, son. What would you like to drink before the meal? Sherry? Whiskey?’

‘A small whiskey please, with plenty of lemonade.’

Rachel’s mouth gaped slightly. She couldn’t believe her ears. Imagine Trevor offering Alison’s boyfriend alcohol. But then this was no young lad, this was a mature young man. A frown furrowed her brow. Surely he was much too old for Alison?

Aware of her surprise, Graham cleared his throat and turned to her. ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Mrs Cummings.’

Still a mite perturbed, Rachel smiled briefly at him. ‘Take a seat, Graham. I’ll see how things are going in the kitchen.’ Leaving the room, she quickly crossed the hall and entered the big modern kitchen that was her pride and joy. A far cry from the little scullery in the house she had been reared in on the Shankill Road. Stretching the length of the house, it had the latest in modern equipment.

At times like these, to leave herself free when entertaining someone new, she called on the assistance of two sisters who ran a small catering business. For a nominal fee they could be persuaded to cook a meal in your home for anything up to twelve people. Their cuisine was always mouth-watering and Rachel had no doubts that everything would be just fine. ‘How’s it going, Evelyn?’

The smaller of the sisters greeted her with a smile. ‘Everything’s fine, Mrs Cummings. We’re ready to serve any time now.’

Rachel drew in a deep breath of appreciation. ‘Mm, it smells delicious. Give us another ten minutes, then serve it. Is the dining table set?’

A nod of the head confirmed this. ‘Everything’s in order, Mrs Cummings. Just leave it to us.’

‘Good! Ten minutes then.’

As she crossed the hall again, Susan came down the stairs. ‘Well, is he presentable enough for Father?’ she whispered.

‘Hush!’ Her mother gave her an anguished look. ‘He might hear you.’

‘For goodness sake, Mam, these walls are thick. There’s no chance of being overheard. What’s he like?’

‘Very nice. But . . .’ The doubt in her voice caused Susan’s brows to rise in query. ‘He looks much older than I anticipated.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes. Come see for yourself.’

Trevor and Graham were deep in conversation, while Alison, looking bored, was leafing through a magazine. Graham rose courteously to his feet when they entered the room.

‘Have you met my other daughter, Graham?’

‘No, Mrs Cummings, I have not had that pleasure.’

‘This is Susan, my eldest daughter.’

‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Susan.’ A charming smile, exposing even white teeth, accompanied the words, and Susan was surprised to feel the colour rise in her cheeks as his eyes openly admired her. He really was charming, but then, she agreed with her mother, he was much older; old enough to have acquired such charm. Where on earth had Alison met him?

‘Likewise, I’m sure.’ She returned his greeting with a warm smile.

Graham proved to be a great conversationalist and kept them entertained during the meal. Afterwards they retired to the lounge and Alison became alarmed when her father offered Graham another drink. ‘No, Dad. If Graham takes another drink he won’t be able to drive.’

‘Well, he can get a taxi home and pick his car up tomorrow. Is that all right with you, Graham?’

‘I’d like that, if Alison doesn’t mind?’ With raised brow he awaited Alison’s reaction.

‘Alison does mind, as a matter of fact! She minds very much.’ A baleful glare was bestowed on him. ‘You promised to take me to the Orpheus tonight.’

‘Orpheus? What’s the Orpheus?’ Trevor cried in bewilderment.

‘It’s a ballroom, Dad. It’s above the Co-op, in York Street. This will be my first time there. Graham, you promised! You know you did.’

Graham smiled wryly at Trevor. ‘I did promise, Mr Cummings, and I’m a man of my word. It was lovely meeting you and Mrs Cummings. The meal was delicious. I really enjoyed it. I hope we will get to know each other a bit better in the future.’

‘Feel free to visit us any time you like.’

Alison had shrugged into her coat and, grabbing her handbag, tugged at Graham’s arm. ‘Oh, come on, Graham, or we won’t get in.’

Seeing that Susan had also donned her coat, Graham asked politely, ‘Can we give you a lift into town, Susan?’

‘Yes, please, Graham.’

On the short journey to town Susan sat in a daze.  Every Saturday night for the past few months she and Jim had frequented the Orpheus. It had come as a shock to her to hear Alison say they intended going there tonight. She always met Jim in the foyer, but now she asked Graham to drop her off at the corner of Donegal Street. When the car stopped Alison twisted round in her seat. ‘Where are you going tonight?’

‘I’m not sure yet. Thanks for the lift, Graham.’

Before any further embarrassing questions could be directed at her, Susan jumped from the car. What on earth was bringing them to the Orpheus tonight?

She waved the car out of sight on its way to the car park, then set off along York Street.

 
Jim Brady watched Susan hurry towards him and a wave of tenderness washed over him. She was so beautiful and such a lovely person. He felt guilty wasting her time. They couldn’t go on as they were. The longer they continued to meet, the harder it would be to break up and the more hurt Susan would be. The attraction between them was too strong. It was becoming increasingly hard to hold his emotions in check. He wanted her with a desire that put everything else from his mind. If only there was a chance that one day they could wed, he would be the happiest man in the world. But marriage was out of the question and anything less was not good enough for her.

Her eyes lit up when she caught sight of him and a smile of pure joy wreathed her face. She stopped, breathless, in front of him. ‘Hi there,’ he whispered and his voice throbbed with passion. They gazed at each other  for some moments, then he took her by the arm and led her towards the lift. ‘Let’s get up to the ballroom. I want to hold you close.’

In a daze, she had been following his lead. Now she stopped in her tracks and tugged frantically at his sleeve. ‘Jim, Alison and her boyfriend, Graham, are coming here tonight. Can we go somewhere else instead, please?’

He stopped and stood lost in thought for a short while. ‘Does it matter if your sister sees us? After all she’s bound to guess that you are seeing someone.’

Susan stood undecided and he leant closer. ‘Let’s stay. I’m just aching to hold you close, more than anything else in the world. Mm?’

Encouraged by these words, she ventured, ‘We could go somewhere where we could really be alone.’

He drew back instantly. His passion was too raw to seek solitude somewhere. Afraid of wavering in his resolve, he cried abruptly, ‘That’s out of the question, and you know it! Come on, let’s dance the night away.’ And without further ado he took her arm and led her towards the lift from where the strains of ‘Misty’ could be heard drifting down from the floor above.

 
Agog with excitement, Alison stood at the entrance of the grand Orpheus ballroom. Used to Sammy Leckie’s small dance hall, she was bemused by the size of the Orpheus. And tonight there was an orchestra playing. Imagine dancing to live music instead of records. Her eyes rose to the ceiling, where a huge silver ball slowly rotated, throwing slivers of light on to the swirling bodies below.

A sigh of contentment escaped her lips. She turned to Graham. ‘Isn’t it marvellous?’

He laughed at her excitement. The band was playing a waltz and the couples on the floor twirled gently to its beat. ‘Let’s join them.’ Without another word he swept her into the swaying mass.

Graham had plenty of practice and was a competent dancer. He twirled her in and out of the other dancers and she closed her eyes and gave herself up to the magic of the music. As the waltz drew to a close, she reluctantly opened them again and was amazed to see her sister and a tall man dancing close by.

Susan hadn’t seen her. How could she? She was gazing spellbound at her partner and had eyes for no one else. Not that Alison could blame her! Oh, no. She would be the first to admit that he was a very handsome fellow. Grabbing her sister by the arm as she was about to move off, Alison cried indignantly, ‘Susan! Why didn’t you say you were coming here?’

Embarrassed, Susan lied. ‘I wasn’t sure where we would finish up tonight.’

The men shared a perplexed glance and edged their partners to the side of the dance floor. They waited expectantly to be introduced.

The silence lengthened and Alison said, ‘Well . . . aren’t you going to introduce us?’

Reluctantly, Susan did so.

Shaking Alison and Graham by the hand, Jim - always the gentleman - said cordially, ‘Grab a table and I’ll fetch some drinks. What would you ladies like?’ Fruit juices were ordered and Jim raised an eyebrow at Graham. ‘What’s your poison, Graham?’

‘I’ll come to the bar with you. You won’t be able to carry them all, and I know from experience that trays are like gold dust in here.’

The bar was crowded and as they waited their turn the two men eyed each other. Graham was wondering how come Alison had no idea that her sister was courting. It was obvious to him that Jim and Susan were very much in love. It was in the air all around them. It was he who spoke first. ‘Have you met the girls’ parents yet?’

A crooked smile twisted Jim’s mouth. ‘No, and I don’t think I’m likely to.’

‘Oh . . .?’

‘I’m from the wrong side of the track, you see.’

‘But surely, in this day and age, things like that don’t matter?’ said Graham with genuine surprise.

‘My mother’s a widow and I’ve two younger sisters to keep an eye on. My wage is needed every week. Can you see her father welcoming me as a suitable husband? Especially as I’m a Catholic.’

‘Hmm, I see what you mean.’ After a short pause Graham continued, ‘You seem very attracted to each other. I wish Alison would look at me like that.’

Embarrassed, Jim was non-committal. ‘It’s where it all ends that counts. But there’s no future for us.’

‘I’m sorry. Forgive me. I should mind my own business. ’

‘No harm done. Here, grab a couple of these glasses.’

 
The two girls sat at one of the small tables that dotted the sides of the dance floor. Alison’s eyes glowed as she looked around her. ‘It’s wonderful here. I suppose you come all the time?’

Stretching the truth a bit, Susan confessed, ‘Most Saturdays.’

‘You’re a dark horse, Susan.’ Alison’s voice was accusing. ‘Jim’s gorgeous. Why are you making a big a secret of him?’

Susan smiled slightly at her sister’s obvious admiration. ‘He is gorgeous, isn’t he?’ she agreed. She had a feeling that her sister would want to stay with them the rest of the evening and she was thinking of ways to put Alison off. She wanted Jim to herself. ‘Graham is also very nice. I could see Mam and Dad were impressed with him.’

‘I’m sure they’d like Jim, too. Why didn’t you invite him to tea?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t agree with you there. He wouldn’t get much of a welcome in our house, I can assure you of that.’

Alison’s eyes widened, then closed for a few seconds as comprehension dawned. Her voice was full of pity. ‘Of course. How stupid of me. With a name like Jim Brady he has to be a Catholic.’

‘Here you are, Susan,’ Jim handed her a glass of juice. ‘Graham is coming with yours now, Alison. He stopped to talk to someone.’

‘I’m here.’ With a flourish, a glass of juice was set on the table in front of Alison. ‘Cheers.’ Graham raised his glass.

A chorus of ‘Cheers’ was followed by a brief silence as they quenched their thirst.

To Susan’s consternation, after a few minutes of desultory conversation Graham asked her to dance with him. With a startled glance at Jim, she reluctantly followed him on to the dance floor.

Alison looked expectantly at Jim and he responded. ‘Shall we?’

As they circled the floor Alison gazed up into Jim’s face. ‘Have you and Susan been seeing each other for a long time?’

‘Not very long. Why do you ask?’

‘You look very lovey-dovey together.’

A wide grin split his face at the audacity of her remark. ‘Do you think so?’

‘I do indeed!’ An insinuating look accompanied the words.

His deep-blue eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled and she thought how handsome he was. ‘Just what are you suggesting, Alison?’

She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But I’d hate to see Susan get hurt.’

‘She’s a big girl. She knows the score.’

‘Are you sure? She believes everything she’s told. She’s very trusting. Not like me.’ Alison tossed her blonde curls. ‘I take everything with a pinch of salt.’

He laughed - anyone would think she was the older sister. ‘Believe me, she knows the score.’

‘Are you planning to marry, then?’

‘If you don’t mind my saying so, I don’t think that’s any of your business. Are you going to marry Graham?’

‘Who knows? It’s early days.’

‘Has he asked you to marry him?’

‘No.’ She laughed aloud. ‘But he will,’ she added confidently.

They were passing Graham and Susan, who were covering the floor in silence and noting the ease with which Alison was engaging Jim in conversation. Susan  remarked, ‘Our Alison would feel at home in the company of the Queen. I wish I had her personality.’

Graham grimaced. ‘She’s not always so forthcoming with me.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really. And there is nothing wrong with your personality. I think you’re charming, and it’s obvious that Jim is besotted with you.’

His admiration was apparent and Susan coloured slightly under his gaze, receiving the compliment graciously. ‘Thank you.’

They smiled at each other and she thought what a nice person he was. Her sister was a lucky girl. Over her shoulder, Graham watched Alison laugh and flirt with Jim and his eyes were bleak. Why couldn’t she tease him like that? Did she care about him at all? Surely she must, or why ask him home to meet the family? If only she were more like her sister.

 
Susan’s earlier premonition proved right. After the next dance Alison and Graham sought them out and it was taken for granted that they would share a table. The two men got on like a house on fire and Susan had to admit that she enjoyed the light-hearted banter. Her only fear was that Jim would insist that she go home in Graham’s car. These fears were unfounded, however. At the end of the evening Jim politely but firmly turned down Graham’s offer of a lift home. He said he was taking Susan for a bite of supper.

‘What a good idea,’ Alison cried delightedly. ‘Why don’t we join them, Graham?’

Graham stood silent. He could understand Jim’s  dilemma. If he accepted, Jim and Susan would have no opportunity to be alone.

They were standing outside the Orpheus and, to her delight, Jim reached for Susan’s hand and tucked it beneath his elbow. ‘If you don’t mind, Alison, we would like to be alone for a while. Mm?’

‘Oh, I see.’

Noting her disappointment, Jim suggested gently, ‘Perhaps we could all join up again next Saturday night?’

Afraid that Alison was going to insist on joining them for supper, Graham quickly agreed. ‘That’s a great idea, Jim. I look forward to meeting you again. Good night. Good night, Susan.’ With these words he propelled a protesting Alison along York Street, leaving Jim and Susan alone.

‘That puts a stop to our Saturday nights together at the Orpheus,’ Susan mused.

‘Why? I think it’s a good idea that we meet up. I enjoyed their company.’

‘So did I,’ Susan admitted. ‘But I thought you liked being alone with me,’ she added peevishly.

They were cutting through Smithfield Market area and he pulled her into the doorway of a pet shop. ‘I do. I love being alone with you, so that I can do this.’ His hand caressed her breast.

Her eyes lit up and she lifted her face for his kiss. The kiss was long and satisfying and their passions rose.

‘You see? This is what happens when we’re alone. I can’t keep my hands off you.’

‘But I want you to touch me,’ she cried in bewilderment. ‘We were meant for each other, Jim. Surely you can see that? Don’t!’ He had removed his hand and she  tried to pull it back. ‘Don’t push me away like this, Jim. I love you.’

Reluctantly he widened the space between them even more.

‘We can’t go on like this, Susan.’

‘I know! I know we can’t. We could get married quietly, and go somewhere outside Belfast to live.’

‘Ah, Susan. Susan.’ He shook his head in despair. ‘I told you there was no question of us marrying. Remember? It isn’t just our religious differences. You know that. I’ve explained to you that my mam’s a widow. I’ve to provide for her and the girls. You said you wouldn’t hold it against me when the inevitable happened and we had to part.’

‘Are you saying that you don’t want to see me any more?’ she cried aghast, fear sending a shiver down her spine.

‘No, of course I’m not saying that, but we can never marry.’

‘Well, then, whatever you like, Jim. I don’t care what people say. I’ll live with you.’

Resting his hands on her shoulders, he gazed at her beseechingly. ‘Susan, I love you and I will never use you in that way. Now, can we continue to see each other without any strings attached?’

Left without any choice, she nodded glumly, the tears threatening to fall.

‘Then let’s go get something to eat. I’m starving.’

The idea of eating anything made her feel sick. How could he even think of food? Nevertheless she managed to nibble at a sandwich and drink a few sips of tea while she talked brightly to him. She would tolerate anything just to be with him.

Jim watched the effort she was making and thought how unfair life was. It must soon end; it could only get harder. But not yet, his heart cried. Not just yet. Surely he deserved some time with her? He loved her so much.

 
To Susan’s deep regret, Saturday night at the Orpheus became a regular foursome. Oh, she loved the company, but she missed the intimate moments between dances when Jim sat with his arm around her shoulders whispering sweet nothings in her ear. In spite of sulks from Alison, Graham never again offered them a lift home. There was an unspoken agreement that they part company outside the Orpheus, and this pleased Susan no end. Then, one Saturday night a few weeks later, it was absolutely pouring down when they left the hall after the dance. There had been a slight drizzle when they arrived, but now the rain was literally bouncing off the pavement. They eyed it in silence for some moments.

Graham diffidently offered them a lift. ‘I know you would prefer not to, but that rain looks as if it’s in for the night.’

Jim drew Susan to one side. ‘I think it would be a good idea if you went home with Graham and Alison tonight. I’ll get a taxi.’

‘No, Jim. I want to stay with you for a while. We haven’t had a minute alone all evening. I’ll get a taxi home later on.’

‘Be reasonable, Susan. Even if we go for a bite of supper, we’ll be soaked to the skin by the time we get there. If Graham gives us a lift to the café, Alison will want to join us and it would be churlish to refuse her.  It would become a habit, so it would. Do you want that?’

She could see his point of view and shook her head glumly.

‘So please accept Graham’s offer of a lift.’ Jim tilted her face up to his and kissed her. ‘See you on Tuesday night as usual.’

Graham had tactfully led Alison out of earshot to give them more privacy. Now he moved forward as Jim turned towards them, an inquiring look on his face. ‘We’d be very grateful if you would give Susan a lift home, Graham. And I’ll see you both next Saturday.’

 
Jim hurried along Royal Avenue and turned up Castle Street hoping to catch the last bus. He was lucky and caught it by the skin of his teeth. Nevertheless, he was already soaked to the skin. But he begrudged paying for a taxi home. He needed to be careful with his money if he was to entertain Susan twice a week. Money was no real problem to her and she didn’t understand. He stared at his reflection in the bus window. His hair was plastered to his head and his eyes had a bleak look. Susan’s annoyance at his decision to send her home with her sister rankled. After supper every Saturday night he always got a taxi to her street to make sure she got home safely. Then he walked home, but that was out of the question tonight; surely she understood that?

Another problem had cropped up. His youngest sister Louise was due to leave school soon and Sister Vincent, the head nun at St Vincent’s School, had sent for his mother and asked her to consider sending  Louise to St Dominic’s College for further education. His mother had been against the idea, saying that they couldn’t add to the burden Jim already carried, but with his other sister May already at St Dominic’s, how could he deny Louise her chance? It was the penalty of having two clever sisters. But with all these commitments, when would he ever be in a position to get married?

It felt as if he carried the worries of the world on his shoulders. He felt like a man who had been married for years. Susan thought that religion was the only stumbling block to their marrying; if only she were right. Why, if that was the case, he would defy the Church and her father, and marry her no matter what the cost.

 
It was a month later when the bottom fell out of Susan’s world. The Saturday night started off as usual. Susan arrived with Alison and Graham, and Jim was waiting in the foyer for them. Greetings were exchanged and they made their way to the ballroom. Soon, however, alert to every nuance where Jim was concerned, Susan became aware that something was wrong. As they circled the floor he held her with a desperation that was very apparent to her.

‘What’s up, Jim? What’s bothering you? Do you feel ill?’

He shook his head in denial. ‘I’m perfectly all right.’ After all, a breaking heart was not considered an illness.

‘Jim, come off it! I know something’s wrong.’

His lips trailed her face and a sigh escaped his lips. ‘We will talk about it later.’

He would say no more and she had to curb her  impatience and wait. The other two seemed unaware of anything out of the ordinary and the evening passed slowly.

As usual, they said good night to Alison and Graham outside on the pavement. It was a cold night and, arms entwined, they hurried to their special café, where they always sat at the table in the corner and talked and talked. Tonight Jim was silent, locked in his own deep thoughts. Her patience, which had been sorely tried all evening, suddenly snapped.

‘All right, Jim, I can’t stand the big silence any longer. Let’s hear all about it.’

‘First things first. What would you like to eat?’

‘I’m not hungry, thank you.’

These words brought a reluctant smile to his drawn face. ‘You’re always hungry.’

‘Not tonight, I’m not. Food would choke me.’ The waitress had approached their table and Susan gave her order. ‘Just coffee for me, thank you.’

‘Make that two coffees, please,’ Jim seconded her.

He reached across and clasped her hands in his. ‘Susan, you know I love you, don’t you?’

Sensing bad news, her heart started racing and her nails bit into his hands. ‘Yes. What is it, Jim, what’s the problem? Is your mother ill? Can you not see me for a while?’

‘Not for a while,’ he said slowly. ‘In fact, I think it’s time to call it a day.’

She swallowed deep in her throat, hurt beyond measure. ‘What do you mean, call it a day?’

‘You know what I mean, Susan. It’s not fair to you, to go on as we are.’

‘I’m not complaining.’ Her lips twisted in a wry smile. ‘Well, not often anyhow.’

‘You’re a young, attractive woman, Susan, and I can’t waste any more of your life.’

‘What are you suggesting, Jim?’

‘I think it’s time we parted.’

The waitress arrived with the coffee and Jim released her hands. ‘Thank you.’

Susan felt bereft without his touch. This is how she would feel if she never saw him again. ‘Just tell me this, Jim. Have you met someone else?’ she whispered fiercely.

‘Don’t be daft! I could never look at another girl while I have you.’

‘Well, then, I can’t see why we can’t keep on meeting. We’re certainly not doing anything wrong. Your priests could certainly find no fault in our relationship.’

His lips tightened and an angry colour crept up his face. ‘And how long do you think I can stand this? Think, Susan. Do I have to spell it out for you? I’m a man! I can’t bear to be with you and not have the right to show my feelings.’

She leant eagerly across the table and whispered urgently. ‘But we can show our feelings. I feel the same. You know I do. We will just have to be careful, Jim.’

Her heart sank. He was shaking his head before she had finished speaking. ‘I’ve too many commitments. As you know, our Louise is starting at St Dominic’s College. I’ve already spent the few savings I had tucked away for a rainy day. She needed uniforms, books and other bits and pieces. I’ve actually had to go into debt. Then there will be extra bus fares. If we had stayed in Spinner Street instead of moving up the Falls, we wouldn’t have  had a mortgage and the girls could have walked to college. But we did move! It seemed a good idea at the time, but that was before I met you. As things stand, I can’t see any hope for us at all.’

‘I’ll wait, Jim. I’ll wait as long as necessary. I didn’t realize that you were so worried about money. Why, that’s no problem. I can pay for our outings.’

‘Do you think I’d let you do that? No. I’ve made up my mind about this. Lord knows it wasn’t an easy decision, but we can’t keep on seeing each other.’

Their coffee grew cold as they argued, but he was adamant. In the taxi on the way home, Susan was all over him. She would make him realise just how wonderful life could be, whether or not they were married.

In the shadowy corner shielded by tall hedges, where they usually said good night, she went wild, full of passion and offering her all. To her delight, instead of pushing her gently away, as he normally did when she got worked up, he lost control. Gripping her tightly, he pounded his body against hers, his mouth savagely devouring hers. Feverishly, she clung to him, egging him on. Her heart was singing. At last he was going to be hers. She was wise enough to know that once Jim took her, in his eyes they’d be as good as married. It wasn’t the way she would have planned it, but what did it matter if it was here on the corner, so long as it meant he was committed to her?

Suddenly she found herself flung back against the hedge as he turned his back on her. ‘Jim?’

For some moments he stood, shoulders heaving, fighting for control. Then he swung round and lashed out  at her. ‘Stop tempting me, Susan. Can’t you see any further than your nose? You’re being very unfair.’

‘I only want to show you how much I love you,’ she whispered. Her arms reached out appealingly to him. ‘Come on, Jim. We won’t be hurting anyone.’

He shook his head sadly and moved away. ‘I’m sorry, Susan. More sorry than I could ever say.’

Without a backward glance he left her. She stood there, petrified, watching him out of sight, unable to believe it was all over.

For some time she remained where she was, trying to come to terms with his rejection. Surely if he had any feelings at all for her he would not have turned down her offer in such a crude way. She felt like a prostitute who had not come up to expectations. Shame sent a hot flush washing over her body as she relived her wanton actions. It abated, leaving her icy cold and shaking all over. There was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. Tears rolled down her face and she brushed them angrily away. She would show him, so she would. He’d never get another chance to reject her.

Nerves ragged, she made her way up the street and entered the driveway to her home, all the while muttering angrily to herself. Dismay brought her tirade to a halt as she saw Graham leave the house and head for his car. She turned and hurried down the drive again, hoping to elude him, but he caught sight of her and started towards her. ‘Susan . . . Hey, there.’

Forced to retrace her steps, she was glad of the shadows; hoped he wouldn’t look too closely.

Peering anxiously at her, he asked, ‘Susan, is anything the matter?’

An involuntary shiver passed through her body. He put an arm round her shoulders in concern. ‘Come on, let’s get you into the house where it’s warm.’

‘No. No! I can’t go in just yet. I can’t face anybody at the moment.’

He was in a quandary. He couldn’t leave her out here in this state, but what else could he do?

His eye lit on his car and, taking her by the arm, he said, ‘Let’s sit in the car until you feel better. It will be a lot warmer there.’

I’ll never feel better again, she thought bitterly, but allowed herself to be helped into the back seat of his car.

He clasped her cold hand between his and tried to rub some warmth into it. ‘You’re frozen, Susan. Tell me what’s wrong. Have you and Jim quarrelled?’

Suddenly his kindness made it all too much to bear and harsh sobs tore from her throat.

Aghast, Graham gathered her close and murmured words of comfort in her ear. ‘It’ll be all right. Why, Alison and I also had a tiff tonight. All couples disagree sometime or other. It’s human nature.’

Her mouth yawned wide in protest. ‘Uh-huh. It’s worse than that. He doesn’t want to see me again.’

‘Don’t be silly! He loves you.’

Pressing her forehead against his chest, she burrowed wildly against it, wailing away. ‘He doesn’t. He doesn’t. You don’t understand! I made such a fool of myself. I’m so ashamed. I offered myself to him and he pushed me away in disgust.’ She drew back and gazed up at him, to see his reaction to her words. ‘Would you turn Alison down, if she wanted to . . . to . . . you know what I mean.’

In the dim light he smiled wryly. Turn Alison down? Chance would be a fine thing. She kept him firmly at arm’s length. Alison took all she could get and gave nothing in return. He was having second thoughts where she was concerned. Meanwhile he couldn’t believe that any full-blooded man would turn a girl like Susan down. Over the weeks he had found himself very attracted to her. She wasn’t as pretty as her sister, but she had more between the ears. He had been amazed at how much he looked forward to his dance with her every week. Now here she was, in his arms, and every nerve in his body was aware of her.

‘I bet he wasn’t disgusted,’ he said gently. ‘You’ve misunderstood, so you have. Why, it’s obvious Jim loves you.’

His fingers entwined in her hair and he gently drew her head back so that he could see her face. ‘No man in his right senses would turn you down, Susan. No man. You’re lovely.’

Her eyes widened into great dark pools of mystery and her lips trembled at his words of admiration. He warned himself to be careful; she trusted him and didn’t realize how tempting she was being.

‘Let’s get you inside. Your parents have retired and I’m sure Alison will be in bed by now. Come on, I’ll make you a nice cup of tea before I go.’ He put her gently from him and turned to leave the car. She was so vulnerable; he had to get away from the temptation, before his body betrayed his desire for her.

Relieved to hear that her parents were in bed and she wouldn’t have to face them, Susan relaxed. ‘Give me another couple of minutes, Graham. If Alison is still  awake, she’ll ask all kinds of questions. She won’t give up until she hears the truth, and I couldn’t bear that.’

He left a space between them and turned in his seat to watch her.

Her eyes searched his face, seeing the sadness there. Momentarily distracted from her own misery, she asked gently, ‘Why did you and Alison quarrel tonight, Graham?’

‘Oh, the usual. Nothing important. To be truthful, we’ve quarrelled quite a lot lately.’

A cold hand reached out to cover his. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that. You’re a very nice person.’

He covered her hand with his. ‘You’re still freezing.’ She moved closer and his arm circled her waist as she snuggled against the warmth of his body and gazed up at him. Her lips were so close. Too close for comfort. Should he risk a kiss? No, it would be too dangerous!

He could never figure out who made the first move, but her lips were soft as velvet and moved beneath his with a hunger that matched his own. Passion mounted as his hands caressed her body; soothing the hurt and pain of rejection away, all thoughts of Jim and Alison were forgotten.

 
In a daze, Susan groped for the handle of the car door and stumbled out on to the drive. She gaped in confusion at Graham as he followed her. What had she done?

‘Susan, I’m sorry. I got carried away. Can you forgive me?’

She tore her eyes away from the anguish in his. ‘Just go home, Graham. Please go.’

‘No!’ He couldn’t just leave like this, as if nothing had  happened. He had to make her understand that he really cared for her; had meant no disrespect. The fact that she had been a virgin floored him. ‘No. We must talk.’ He stepped towards her. ‘Let’s go inside.’

‘No. Go home! Do you hear me? I don’t want to talk to you.’

Hearing the hysteria rising in her voice, he hesitated. Then he opened the car door and climbed inside. ‘All right, I’ll go. But we must talk about this, Susan. It can’t be ignored.’

She turned and climbed the steps to the house, fumbling in her handbag for the key as she went. Glad that the house was silent, she quickly climbed the stairs and entered the bathroom. For some time she sat on the edge of the bath reliving the events of the evening. How could she have done those terrible things? Flinging herself at one man and then eagerly succumbing to another man’s advances. After Jim’s rejection, Graham’s lovemaking had been balm to her hurt feelings. And she had enjoyed it! Every single moment of it. Even the sharp pain had only enhanced the pleasure. She hadn’t expected to enjoy intercourse, especially in the back of a car of all places, but she had and now she felt sated.

Stripping, she entered the shower cubicle and ran the water as hot as she could bear it. Her body still glowed with the aftermath of passion and she allowed herself to revel in it. It was wrong, her mind cried. You are the lowest of the low, encouraging the man who may be your sister’s future husband to make love to you.

Why not? her heart cried. No one need ever know. Graham certainly wouldn’t broadcast the fact that he had seduced his girlfriend’s sister. And I might never  know anything like it again. Tears poured down her cheeks; why couldn’t it have been Jim? Jim . . . Jim, how can I live without you? But no, it had to be her potential brother-in-law. She wished she had never been born.




Chapter Two

The train shunted to a halt and Susan rose wearily to her feet. She had been travelling since early morning and every bone in her body ached with fatigue. With each passing hour she had become more depressed. Rushing off to visit her Aunt Edith had seemed the answer to her problems - a chance to sort out her affairs - but what if she sent her packing? What would she do then? She would be stranded in a strange town with little money and nowhere to go. Not that her aunt would just show her the door! No, she wasn’t like that. However, she might try to persuade her to return home, and that Susan couldn’t do.

Early that morning she had left Belfast in a positive frame of mind, determined to put the past behind her and make a new life for herself over in England, but as the day progressed doubts had set in. Without Aunt Edith’s help she would have to return home and face the music. Her heart quailed at the thought of the reception her news would evoke in her parents. Their wrath would know no bounds! Her father would never again be able to hold his head high, would never be able to preach what his daughter was obviously not practising.  Though why he should be held to account for her failing, she would never understand. She supposed it was all in the mind. As for her mother, although kind and gentle, Rachel was such a proud woman, and her daughter’s news would absolutely devastate her.

The journey over on the ferry from Larne to Stranraer had been stormy and Susan had felt quite ill, bringing up all she had eaten that day but feeling no better for it. Terrified that she had perhaps put the baby at risk and was about to lose it there and then, she had sent prayers heavenwards. To her great relief they had arrived in Stranraer without further mishap. Once on  terra firma her heaving tummy had settled and after a short wait she had boarded the train to Carlisle in a better frame of mind. On the journey down through Scotland the still-breathtaking autumn scenery of fiery red and orange hues - especially when mirrored on lochs, doubling their beauty - had absorbed her full attention, lulling her into a sense of calm. Surely in such a wonderful world it was wrong to despair? Life must be worth living, no matter what the hardships might be.

At Carlisle she had changed trains and soon found herself in Newcastle. Here, she knew from past experience, there would be a long wait for the connection to Darlington. She checked and found that her memory had served her right: there was indeed a long time to wait before her next train was due. She did some window shopping, but eventually the sharp wind sent her in search of warmth. Entering the cosy atmosphere of a small café, she ordered some sandwiches and a pot of tea to pass the time. To her surprise she discovered  she was quite ravenous and devoured the sandwiches, which were unexpectedly tasty.

Now, at last, she had reached Darlington, her destination. Soon she would know her fate. Her Uncle Billy was meeting her at the station. From there they would go to Albert Hill, known as ‘Little Ireland’ because so many Irish people had settled there over the years. It was five years since Susan had last been over on holiday. Then she had been a carefree young girl; now here she was, back again, a woman scorned. A woman scorned was indeed a terrible thing. It made one want to lash out at anything and everything. Look what she herself had done when Jim Brady had refused her wanton offer. Shame washed over her as she recalled his words. Gentle, kind words, but rejection nevertheless. Well, in her misery she had encouraged another man and certainly made a mess of things. Now she must pay the price.

She had been a gangly teenager the last time she was in Darlington. Although she had grown little, she had filled out and knew that she looked quite different. Would Billy Devine recognise her now? Straightening her shoulders, she grabbed her suitcase and left the train to stand on the platform amongst the bustling crowd. She had enjoyed her last stay in Darlington and it was every bit as busy as she remembered it. Even at this late hour there was a lot of activity. Anxiously she scanned the faces of those obviously waiting for their family or friends. She saw Billy at once; he stood head and shoulders above the crowd. His eyes examined her face and passed on. Smiling slightly, she gripped her case with both hands and approached the big man. Placing her  case to one side, she tentatively touched his arm. He frowned down at her and then his face lit up and he cried, ‘In the name of God, Susan, but haven’t you grown up. You were this height . . .’ a large hand gestured a ridiculous height, ‘the last time I saw you!’

Some of the tension left her body as she laughed aloud at the very idea that she had been so small just five years ago. ‘I was a bit bigger than that, Uncle Billy. I really haven’t grown all that much. I’ve just filled out,’ she laughed gaily.

He reached for her hands and pulled her into a bear hug. ‘You look wonderful, love. Let’s get a taxi and get you home. Edith is so excited. She can’t wait to see you.’

Susan hesitated, not wanting to put him to the expense of a taxi, and said haltingly, ‘Can we not walk, Uncle Billy? If I remember correctly it’s not very far.’

‘Not in a taxi, it’s not, and I’m certainly not trailing you through the streets in this freezing weather. Besides, I can afford it, so hold your tongue. Is this your suitcase? Well, then, let’s get a move on.’

He was right. In the taxi it was just a short journey from the station through the town to Albert Hill. Her Aunt Edith had the door open and was on the narrow footpath before the cab stopped.

Gripping her by the hands, she gazed into her niece’s pale face. ‘You look tired, love. But then, sure you’ve been on the go all day.’ Pulling her close, she cried, ‘Oh, it’s good to see you again. But what am I thinking of, keeping you standing out here in the street? Come on inside where it’s nice and warm.’

The house seemed smaller than Susan remembered it. Only the knowledge that her cousin Jack, their only  son, had gone to work in London had encouraged her to seek asylum with them. Would she be too much of a burden?

‘Take off your coat and hang it behind the door, Susan. Then sit yourself by the fire while I lift the dinner. I’ve a nice casserole simmering away here. Billy, put that suitcase upstairs and entertain her until I’m ready.’

Billy quickly did as he was bid and, descending the stairs again, took the armchair facing her. He smiled fondly as his wife’s excited voice shouted questions from the kitchen. ‘She’s been like a cat on a hot griddle all week preparing for your arrival,’ he confided.

He eyed his niece keenly. She looked worried. He had a feeling this was to be no short visit and it bothered him. Had she fallen out with her da? If they had plenty of room, it wouldn’t matter in the slightest how long she stayed. Edith would revel in her company. However, although there were three bedrooms in the house, the smallest was used for storing all those out-of-date bits and pieces too precious to throw out, and the other room was Jack’s. If things didn’t work out for Jack in London, what then? His son must have a room to return to.

Pushing his worries to one side, for after all he could be wrong, he asked, ‘How’s your mam and dad, love?’

‘Well. Very well.’

A smile cracked Billy’s long, solemn face, sending it into a wreath of wrinkles. ‘Is your dad still holding up a pillar of the church, then?’

She smiled in return, her heart warming to this big man. Her father never could understand what had possessed his good-looking sister-in-law to run off with  Billy Devine. A married man who had given up a good job with a good pension attached to it, to run off with Edith. He had also left behind a very embittered wife. Edith had been pretty enough to turn any man’s head, but what had she seen in him? Ugly as sin and as common as muck, her father had often said of Billy whenever his name cropped up in conversation, which it did often enough over the years. The fact that he was a Catholic hadn’t helped matters much.

‘And what about Alison? Is she still as lovely as ever?’

‘She is indeed. She’s courting, you know?’ At his shake of the head Susan laughed and said, ‘How could you know? But yes, she is. I expect an engagement will soon be announced.’ It saddened her to think of Alison marrying Graham. She was so offhand with him. Treated him like dirt. He deserved better. She smiled inwardly. Imagine her defending the very man who was responsible for her present predicament. Wonders would never cease.

Nevertheless, Alison would soon be walking down the aisle on the arm of her proud father. And Trevor would be very proud; anything his youngest daughter did was all right by him. She was the apple of his eye and apparently never put a foot wrong. In his opinion, Graham was a great catch. Would she herself ever walk down the aisle? She doubted it. She doubted it very much. What man in his right mind would settle for second-hand goods?

Edith’s voice reached them from the kitchen. ‘You can move over to the table now. The dinner is ready.’

They sat at the pine table and Susan sniffed in appreciation as Edith removed the lid from the steaming  casserole. ‘That smells delicious, Aunt Edith.’

Smiling her thanks at the compliment, her aunt informed her, ‘It’s lamb, well, I suppose I should say mutton, but the best taste for a casserole comes from mutton, and the vegetables are from the market. Did I hear you right, there? Is Alison about to become engaged?’

‘She is indeed. In a few weeks’ time - at Christmas, I imagine - she will get engaged to Graham Robson.’

Dishing ladles full of the thick casserole into the bowls that were sitting ready, Edith handed Susan one and eyed her with raised brow. ‘She’s a bit young, isn’t she? The vegetables are in that dish and the potatoes are in the small one.’
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