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THE ASKING PRICE


When Madge returned to the kitchen all trace of friendliness had gone. Her eyes were hard and glittering.


‘Why did he come here?’ she demanded.


David had made the strange day seem right somehow. Kirsty refused to be intimidated.


‘To put my mind at rest,’ she said.


‘He was hopin’ you’d be alone.’


‘In this house? I’m never alone.’


‘Oh, aye, you’d like fine to have us all gone so you could do what—’


‘That’s enough,’ Kirsty snapped, barely holding her temper. ‘I’ve heard enough out of you, Madge Nicholson. You may think what you like of me but do you honestly imagine for one damned minute that David Lockhart’s that kind of man?’


‘They’re all—’


‘Are they? Well, I expect you know more about men than I do,’ said Kirsty.




The only men who truly lose are the many who go on living continually as if sin were a curiosity which did not concern them.


Sören Kierkegaard.





Part One





February



Kirsty Nicholson opened her eyes and stared into the darkness. No sound came from the cot in which her son slept and she wondered what had wakened her at such an ungodly hour on a black and bitter February morning.


It could hardly be birdsong. Only sparrows and pigeons roosted on the ledges of the Glasgow tenement and it was far too early and far too cold for those crafty feathered urchins to be awake and squabbling. She lay on her side, cheek pressed to the pillow; nose and one ear like ice, and watched her breath form in a faint white cloud in the bed recess.


Through a gap in the curtain she studied the dim familiar shapes of kitchen furniture. The fire had gone out. No amount of tending, it seemed, would keep it alight through these dead cold, windless nights. She sighed. Now she would need to take out the ashes, set and rekindle the fire and wait, shivering, for a good half-hour for the kettle to boil so that she could brew herself a pot of tea and make a proper start to breakfast. She wished that there was money enough to hire one of the model gas stoves that stood shiny-bright in the window of Dawsholm Appliances, one of their Ready water-heaters too, but since her in-laws had turned up out of the blue in September of last year, 1897, there had been nothing to spare for household luxuries.


Gordon, Craig’s young brother, had found work in a carpet factory but he was only ‘a sweeper’ and his wage contributed little to the domestic purse. With five mouths to feed, not counting the baby, Kirsty occasionally felt that she was tottering on the edge of poverty. This situation had come about simply because her mother-in-law, Madge, had decided that living under the wing of her firstborn in Glasgow was infinitely preferable to preserving her independence and struggling along on her own on the Carrick steading of Dalnavert.


There had been no direct contact between Craig and his mother in the period after he had defied her wishes and run off with Kirsty to Glasgow. When she arrived on the doorstep there had been no trace of that acrimony or of recrimination. Madge had breezed into the tenement apartment in a flurry of affability, dragging Gordon and Lorna with her. She had declared that she had relinquished the lease on the tenant farm and that wild horses would not drag her back to the country. Kirsty liked Gordon and Lorna well enough. But she resented the influence that Madge soon had over Craig and was annoyed that what had seemed at first a temporary arrangement had become permanent. She had not been consulted at any stage in the process. High-handedly Craig had assumed that she would be pleased to inherit a ready-made family. It did not occur to him that after all the tribulations of their first years of ‘marriage’, Kirsty might wish to have him, and the house, to herself. She still regarded herself as the house’s custodian, its guardian, at least when Craig was on duty and, hearing the noise again, she sat up at once.


It could not be much after five o’clock. She had no need to rise before six. Craig never came off night duty with the Greenfield Burgh police before seven. Gordon would not roll, yawning, from his bed in the tiny front parlour until twenty past, Lorna ten minutes after that. Madge Nicholson would be last of all to get up. Even the baby, now that he was weaned, would sleep soundly until Craig came home and his daddy’s deep, masculine voice wakened him. Who could it be? She was still troubled by fears that had plagued her in the months following Bobby’s birth. He had been premature, so puny as an infant that all Kirsty’s time and attention had had to be devoted to him, every minute of every waking hour. She had dwelt in a permanent state of anxiety, not only about him but about everything.


She swung her feet to the floor and grabbed her stockings, drawers, vest, skirt and blouse from the chair-back. She dressed rapidly, stepped into her shoes and tiptoed to the cot. A beaded shawl was draped over it, making a sort of tent. Bobby’s cheek, a spring of dark hair and his button nose were just visible. When she placed her face close to his she felt, with relief, the tickle of breath against her skin. He would need changed as soon as he wakened. Meanwhile he was snug under layers of soft wool and the quilt that Nessie Frew had bought for him.


Kirsty straightened. Was the outside door open? She sensed the cold-stone emptiness of landing and stairs. Lorna, afraid of the dark, would not venture out to the closet on the half-landing but used the pot under the bed. Madge was also too lazy to make the trip and Gordon just never seemed to need to go at all. Kirsty’s nervousness increased. Every change in routine made her apprehensive. Once, not so long ago, one of the villains that Craig had put away had escaped from prison and had come in search of revenge. In spite of Craig’s assurances to the contrary she was terrified that it might happen again. Cautiously she opened the door that led from the kitchen to the tiny hallway. Doors to the parlour and front bedroom were closed. The heavy outside door, however, stood ajar. She groped for the hook above the coal-bunker and found to her relief that the lavatory key had gone. At that moment the outside door swung open.


‘Gordon!’ Kirsty exclaimed.


She would not have been too surprised to find him in his nightshirt, with an old stable jacket draped over his shoulders for warmth. But Gordon was fully dressed. A knitted muffler was wrapped about his neck and a snappy tweed cap pulled over his ears.


‘Jeeze!’ Gordon muttered. ‘That’s torn it.’


‘Where have you been?’


He hesitated. ‘To the lavvie, of course.’


‘Don’t lie to me, Gordon.’


‘Wheesh. You’ll waken Mother. Go inside. I’m frozen to the bone.’


‘All right,’ Kirsty whispered. ‘But give me the key first.’


When she returned to the kitchen minutes later she found that Gordon, on his knees, was raking out the ash-pan. He still wore his muffler and cap and his hands shook with cold as he tipped the ashes into an iron pail which would later be emptied into the midden in the backcourt.


‘All right, Gordon, out with it.’ Kirsty kept her voice low so that the baby would not be disturbed. ‘Where have you been until this hour? Are you courtin’ some lassie?’


The question amused him. ‘God, no! I’m only a wee boy, Kirsty. What would I be doin’ with a girl in the dead o’ night?’


‘Don’t play the innocent with me, Gordon.’


‘Promise you’ll not tell Mother – or Craig?’


‘No promises,’ Kirsty said.


She reached over Gordon’s head and lifted the kettle. She carried it to the sink and filled it from the tap and placed it back on the range. Gordon busied himself with sticks and twists of newspaper. The lighting of fires, like all household chores, was considered to be woman’s work. Gordon, though, seemed to know what he was doing. Kirsty said no more until he had struck a match and lighted the protruding fuse of newspaper. He sat back on his heels and looked up at her.


‘Playin’ cards,’ he said.


‘Cards?’


‘Three-card Brag.’


‘For money?’ said Kirsty sternly.


‘Well, it wasn’t just for fun.’


He was apprehensive but not frightened of her. He grinned. In spite of herself Kirsty felt her annoyance melt. At eighteen Gordon had a boyish charm that most women found disarming.


‘Where do you do it?’ she asked.


‘At a pal’s house. His name’s Jimmy Moffatt. He plays the cornet in the band in the Gem theatre.’


‘Just the two of you?’


‘Three or four of us. There’s Harry Warden too. He’s a barman in a pub in Byres Road.’


Buskers and barmen sounded like the elements of bad company. Kirsty remembered how easily Craig had fallen in with a parcel of rogues soon after they had arrived in Glasgow, and what it had led to.


‘Gordon, I saw you go to bed.’


‘I sneaked out again.’


‘How often do you do this?’


‘Once or twice a week – when Craig’s on night shift.’


‘Don’t you know that betting’s against the law?’


‘Only makin’ book or gamblin’ in a public place,’ said Gordon glibly. ‘The coppers aren’t goin’ to crash into Jimmy Moffatt’s kitchen and break our heads for havin’ a friendly game o’ cards.’


‘What does Mr Moffatt’s wife have to say about it?’


‘Hasn’t got a wife. He lives with his old mother, and she’s deaf as a post.’


Kirsty knew nothing about gambling. She had seen the big pitch-and-toss schools in the distance once, in a field across the river from Scotstoun, and, more often, little groups gathered furtively behind the wash-house in the backcourt. She had watched young boys flicking cards into a cap or rattling dice in a jam jar. Personally she could not see much fun in it but she knew that football and horse-racing attracted men by the million. She had heard that even sober, sensible folk like Sergeant Hector Drummond and Superintendent Affleck had a wee flutter when Partick Thistle were playing Queen’s Park or Belfast Handicap tickets were on sale.


‘It’s small wonder you look so washed out, Gordon, if you’re goin’ without sleep night after night.’


‘I can sleep on my feet all day,’ he said, ‘for all the mental effort the job requires.’


‘It’s a start in life, Gordon.’


‘Some start! Sweepin’ floors.’


‘Some boys of your age would be glad of the work.’


‘Most boys of my age are fit for nothin’ better.’ He fished three or four small lumps of coal from the scuttle and pushed them through the spars of the fire-grate. ‘Is it the money you’re worried about?’


She was only a few months older than Gordon and despised herself for sounding like a shrewish old scold, for trotting out those clichés by which the mothers in the close taught their sons morality and the rudiments of responsible behaviour.


She said, ‘I don’t want to see you get into debt.’


He grunted, fished in his trouser pocket and produced a grubby banknote. He held it out between his finger and thumb.


‘Ten bob,’ he said. ‘Take it, Kirsty.’


‘Where did you get that? Did you steal it?’


‘Jeeze, Kirsty! What do you take me for? I earned it fair and square. Here, take it.’


She studied the note, pink and brown and wrinkled. It was more than she used to earn for forty miserable hours in Oswalds’ bakehouse. Something in her recoiled from Gordon’s lightness, the casual manner in which he flashed such a sum of money.


‘Keep your – your gains, Gordon,’ she said. ‘I won’t take your money.’


‘You take my wages.’


‘That’s different.’


‘Sometimes, Kirsty, I think you’re even more of a prig than my brother.’


‘Think what you like. I won’t take cash that has a taint on it.’


‘Suit yourself.’ Expertly he folded the banknote and slipped it into his pocket again. He turned from her and contemplated the smoking coals. ‘I wish that bloody kettle would boil.’


Ten shillings would put down a generous deposit on a new gas stove, then they wouldn’t have to wait for hours on these cold winter mornings for a kettle to boil. Ten shillings would buy Lorna a new pair of boots with fleece linings to wear to school. Her old pair were almost beyond repair. It would be money scrimped and saved from Craig’s weekly wage that would have to pay for replacements. The gas stove and water-heater would have to remain dreams beyond her reach. She was tempted, hesitated. Really she could see nothing wrong in sharing her brother-in-law’s good fortune. She thought, though, of the questions that Craig would ask. He would be bound to notice if she spent money that he had not given her, even on something like shoes for Lorna.


‘Aren’t you going to bed?’ she asked.


‘It’s hardly worth it. I’ll sit up an’ keep you company.’


‘If Craig finds you up an’ about he’ll want to know the reason.’


‘Tell him you couldn’t get the fire to light so you wakened me to do it for you.’


‘He’ll never swallow that.’


‘Say nothin’, then.’ Gordon got up, unwound the scarf from about his neck and draped it on a chair. ‘I’ll concoct some story that he will swallow.’


‘I’ve come to the conclusion you’re very good at tellin’ lies,’ Kirsty said.


He put his arm about her before she could retreat, gave her a quick, affectionate squeeze and a peck on the cheek. ‘Ah, but I never lie to you, Kirsty, and never will.’


‘Set the table,’ Kirsty told him. ‘Do it quietly.’


‘Quiet as a wee mouse,’ said Gordon.


There was no escape from the paralysing cold. As night lengthened it manifested itself in a bristling frost that coated pavements and cobbles and turned the knurls of old snow in the gutters as hard as marble. It was not a pretty, sparkling frost but a grey, sifting thing that hoared the constables’ coats and helmets and lined their eyebrows and moustaches like French chalk. It froze their lips too and made their words sound wooden, though that inconvenience did not stop young Ronald Norbert from prattling on and on, as he did every shift. By five o’clock Craig had had enough of Probationer Norbert and was tempted to strangle the idiot just to shut him up.


Ill-luck had saddled Craig with the postulant. He vowed that when the time came to make a report on Norbert’s fitness to become a fully-fledged policeman he would be honest to the point of cruelty. It would serve no purpose, of course. Recruiting problems and a rash of resignations, common in winter, had thinned the ranks of the burgh force and the Chief Constable would sign on anyone who was keen to don a uniform.


‘Think they’ll cancel Thursday’s parade because of the weather?’ said Norbert.


Craig answered through clenched teeth. He had been asked the same question not two hours ago. ‘I told you, Ronnie, the Chief enjoys full musters. He won’t cancel under any circumstances.’


‘He won’t keep us there for hours, will he?’


‘Twenty minutes at most.’ Craig was surprised at his own patience. ‘Twice around the parade ground, a general salute, a prayer and off we go home.’


‘Are you sure we don’t get paid for it?’


‘For the tenth time – no, we don’t get paid for it.’


‘It’s so inconvenient,’ said Norbert, ‘killin’ time from seven to nine just to tramp round a stupid parade ground.’


‘If you don’t like parades, Ronnie, withdraw your application and resign right now.’


‘I didn’t say I didn’t like them. I just said—’


‘Put a bloody sock in it, eh?’


Ronnie Norbert was twenty-two years old, only months younger than Constable Nicholson. Craig seemed much more mature. He had been seasoned by experiences that had changed and darkened his character. He was tall and muscular and the moustache on his upper lip did not look jejune or foolish. He preferred to keep himself to himself, though this trait did not seem to have communicated itself to the young probationer who, after walking half a block in silence, started to chat once more.


‘By God, I could do with a smoke.’


Craig did not respond.


He was staring up at the edge of the roof of the Ollenshaw Oil & Colour Company’s warehouse, which had a low pitch, so low that any enterprising thief could scamper along the ridge and prise open a skylight without much trouble. Ollenshaw was mean and employed only one night-watchman, old John Simpson. The warehouse had been raided three times in the past twelve months but Craig doubted if any self-respecting thief would poke his nose out of doors on a night like this one. Even so he scanned the roof carefully, and listened.


‘Don’t you smoke, Craig?’


‘Not on duty.’


‘It’s hard for me,’ Norbert bragged. ‘I’ve been puffin’ the weed since I was ten. Consequently—’


‘Shut up, Ronnie.’


Ahead of the officers an arc lamp illuminated the entrance to the warehouse yard. The gate would be locked but he, Craig, would be able to see old John crouched in his cubby, eking out the meagre ration of stove coal that Ollenshaw allowed him.


Ronald Norbert said, ‘Aye, I was tossin’ back whisky before I was twelve, an’ all. Loved the stuff. Still do.’


Ronnie was from the small Border town of Annan. His father was a seedsman and, if Ronnie was to be believed, quite well-to-do. With six brothers in the family there was not enough profit to support them all and Ronnie had struck out for Glasgow to make his way in the world. Craig’s guess was that Ronnie had been run out of the family business because he could not hold his tongue.


‘As for women—’ Norbert began.


‘I said, shut it.’


‘What is it? Do you hear somethin’?’


Ronnie Norbert was silent and still too. The officers stood motionless, both listening. But there was no sound at all in the grey air. Even the little groans and grumbles of the sleeping city seemed at that moment muffled.


‘I don’t hear a bloody thing,’ whispered Norbert.


‘Keep it quiet, Ronnie.’


‘Right.’


As soon as they stopped walking, cold gripped them. Even through layers of lambswool underwear, flannel and serge, it shrivelled their flesh. Fleetingly Craig thought of the kitchen at home, of a blazing fire in the grate, of hot porridge and hot tea, sizzling bacon and fried egg. He hoped that his mother would be up and about, wearing the fancy robe he had bought her. She was always bright and cheerful in the morning, which Kirsty was not.


He had put out of his mind the memory of his mam as a termagant who ruled Dalnavert with a rod of iron, how she bullied his dad and terrified them when they were younger. Growing up, becoming a police constable, had changed his perspective on many things. His attitude to his mother, as well as his wife, was one of them.


Ronnie Norbert said, ‘Do you want me to nip round the back? I could shin up the wall an’ take a look along the roof.’


‘Nobody’s up there, Ronnie,’ Craig answered. ‘The roof’s like a glass sheet tonight. We’ll give old John a shout, ask if he’s seen anythin’ suspicious.’


The old man was watching for them. A constable came at approximately the same time every night. It comforted the old chap to know that the officers of the law kept an eye on him. He did not emerge from the box at the angle of yard and passageway, however, did not come forth to unlock the gate. He pushed open the window of the caretaker’s box and called, ‘By gum, it’s cold the night, lads, is it not now?’


‘It’s all that, John,’ Craig said. ‘Is all quiet?’


‘Quiet as the grave.’


‘Have you been on your rounds?’


‘Back ten minutes ago. All is safe an’ sound.’


‘Are you sure?’ put in Ronnie Norbert.


‘Aye, I’m certain.’


‘Constable Nicholson thought he heard—’


‘Ronnie, that’s enough,’ Craig murmured.


Taking the probationer by the elbow, he gave the night-watchman a salute and moved on.


‘Sometimes I don’t understand you,’ Ronnie Norbert said.


‘We don’t want to scare the old joker, do we?’


‘I suppose not,’ Ronnie Norbert admitted. ‘But if there was a noise—’


‘Damn it, there wasn’t.’


The officers trudged north out of the warehouse district into a maze of old tenements that marked the bottom of Greenfield’s thoroughfares. In one of those streets, Canada Road, Craig lived. In another, Ottawa Street, was the police station. At the nether end, though, the sandstone buildings were dark and sullen, defined only by hazy gaslight or a flicker of sparks from a recalcitrant chimney.


The streets were deserted in that dormant hour before night-shift workers crawled home to bed, and early birds set off for a day’s labour. It was so cold now that even Ronnie Norbert’s lips were sealed. The constables walked in silence, street by street, until they came to the door of the Buttercup Dairy, a seedy little shop, hardly wider than an arm’s span, that sold skimmed milk, salted butter, fat back bacon and the worst sausages in Glasgow. The Buttercup Dairy opened its door at half past six to catch early-morning trade but it was an hour and more short of that time and its gate, of twisted and rusty metal, was still padlocked. Litter had blown against it and the man was sprawled amid the debris. One fist was frozen to the spars of the gate as if he had tried, vainly, to lift himself upright. His cap had come off. His hair was coated with frost and his eyes were wide open.


‘Oh, God!’ Probationer Norbert whispered. ‘What’s that?’


‘That,’ said Constable Nicholson, ‘is a deader, unless I’m much mistaken.’


Kneeling, Craig groped for the man’s wrist. No pulse. He slid a hand under the flap of the tattered jacket and pressed for a heartbeat. None, of course.


The man had been sick. A crisp bib of vomit hung from his chin. A bottle was still clenched in his right hand, plain glass, without a cork. It held a few drops of colourless liquid. Showing no distaste, Craig bent closer to the body and sniffed at the neck of the bottle.


‘Arsenic?’ said Ronnie Norbert.


‘Raw spirits,’ Craig said.


‘Isn’t there blood? Isn’t it murder?’


The probationer did not recoil. In fact, he seemed intrigued by the sight of the corpse. Hands on hips, he bent to study the remains for himself, hopeful that he would become involved in some dreadful and notorious case.


‘Stab wounds?’ Ronnie enquired.


‘No, there’s no trace of violence.’


Craig unclipped a carbide lamp from his belt, shook it to let the gas accumulate and lit it with a match. He directed a milky beam on to the dead man’s features.


Brows, lashes and stubble had caught spidery threads of frost but his mouth was shut and his expression, even in death, seemed fierce and defiant. Craig eased the head forward and examined the back of the skull. Rigor was already well advanced. He found no injury to the head, no tears on the back of the jacket. The clothing adhered to the pavement and came away with a thin ripping noise as Craig heaved the corpse into a sitting position and propped it against the gate.


Craig said, ‘It’s my guess he died of exposure, or poisoned himself with the muck he was drinkin’. Anyway, he’s stiff as a board an’ there’s nothing’ we can do about it. Take down the particulars, Ronnie. Check the exact time on your watch. Make sure you get it right. We’ll both have to make a report in writing to the duty officer, and perhaps to the Procurator Fiscal. It looks simple enough but you never can tell what the surgeon will find.’


‘Maybe he was done in,’ said Norbert. ‘Is that what you mean?’


‘You’re a ghoul, Ronnie,’ said Craig. ‘I’ll go back to the station and have Sergeant Drummond telephone for the meat wagon. You stay here, in the vicinity of the victim. Take a look along the street, see if you find anything that might be pertinent.’


‘Like what?’


‘How do I know?’


‘Do you want me to find the shebeen that sold him the spirits?’


‘God, no!’ said Craig. ‘Forget about the shebeen. He could have bought rot-gut any one of a dozen places.’


Probationer Norbert had his notebook and pencil out and had taken off one mitten. He held the glove in his teeth and tried to steady his hands, to make his writing legible. It was cold, not shock, that made him shake so.


Ronnie Norbert said, ‘You didn’t check his pockets.’


‘They’re empty.’


‘No identification?’


‘Don’t need identification,’ Craig said. ‘I know who he is.


‘Who is he, then?’


Craig said, ‘His name’s Reynolds.’


Norbert looked up sharply. ‘Sammy’s old man?’


‘That’s him,’ Craig said. ‘That was him.’


‘Poor Sammy. Poor wee bastard,’ Ronnie Norbert said. ‘Who’ll take the word? Who’ll tell the boy?’


‘I will,’ said Craig.


It was still pitch-dark and frost on the window panes had not yet begun to melt with the warmth in the kitchen. But the fire was bright now and the stove hot and Kirsty had clashed the pan and served Gordon a good breakfast.


Gordon liked his sister-in-law. If things had worked out differently he might even have been her husband. He had always fancied her, even when he was just a laddie running about Bankhead school playground. She had seemed much older than him in those days, calm and assured and mysterious. She looked even better now, though. Her hair had darkened, become more auburn. The sprinkling of freckles across her nose and cheeks had faded. It was difficult to recall that she had once been despised as an orphan brat from the Baird Home, mother a whore and father unknown, had been a servant-slave to Duncan Clegg up at Hawkhead Farm, away in the secret hills. He could not blame her for running away from that sly, lascivious wee bastard.


It was Dad who had given Craig money and urged him to run off with Kirsty, to strike out on his own and not become bonded to the run-down acres of the tenant farm at Dalnavert. Mother had been furious when she discovered that Craig had flown the coop. She would have journeyed to Glasgow to find her errant son and drag him back home if, for once, Dad had not stood his ground. What a half-year that had been for Lorna and him, caught in the middle of the angry war between their parents; then Dad had dropped dead of a heart seizure and, almost overnight, Mam changed.


At first she had tried to persuade Craig to give up his new life in Glasgow and return to take over the farm. Craig would have none of it, and when it became clear that she would not have her own way Mam had wasted no time in selling up. She had packed their belongings into five bags and whisked them, Lorna and him, off to Glasgow without shedding a single tear. Gordon had protested, just for the sake of it. In reality he had been infected by her eagerness to make a fresh start. Moving to a city had always been his dream. He could not say that he was sorry to leave the country and the place where he had been born and raised. But sweeping floors in a carpet factory for eleven shillings a week had not been part of the dream. He hated the gnashing chatter of power looms and filthy dust and the way the carpet weavers treated him, as if he was a bumpkin without a brain in his head.


It was Craig who had found him the job. He would have preferred to be a policeman like Craig, but he was too short in stature to meet the minimum requirement. Bossing them all, as was his way, Craig had planned Lorna’s future too. She would stay at school for an extra year’s instruction, then he, Craig, would find her a position as a clerk. All cut and dried – by Craig. Craig had taken command of all their lives; except that it was Mam who pulled his strings.


Gordon mopped up slick yellow-red egg yolk with a piece of bread, popped it in his mouth and pushed his plate away.


‘Well, that’ll set me up fine,’ he said.


Kirsty was seated opposite him, a teacup cradled in both hands. The baby, Bobby, slept still in his tented cot, undisturbed by the murmur of familiar voices and the timpani of crockery and pans.


‘You’ll not be happy until you get out of that factory, will you?’ Kirsty said.


‘I loathe the bloody place.’


‘Why don’t you apply for a trade apprenticeship?’


‘Two years learnin’ how to manage a hammer an’ chisel at a wage that wouldn’t feed a sparrow,’ Gordon said. ‘That’s not for me.’


‘What sort of job do you want?’


‘Somethin’ with scope for enterprise.’


‘I can’t think what you mean.’


‘I don’t want to sponge off you an’ Craig one minute more than’s necessary.’


‘Aren’t you comfortable here?’


‘’Course I am,’ said Gordon. ‘But it’s not right, not for you.’


‘I – I don’t mind,’ Kirsty said.


Gordon grinned. ‘Now who’s tellin’ lies? I’ve seen how Mother treats you. She doesn’t give you your proper place. She’s got Craig twisted round her finger. He spoils her somethin’ awful.’


‘He’s just tryin’ to make amends.’


‘For runnin’ off with you? Jeeze, it’s the best thing he ever did.’


‘The house could become too small,’ said Kirsty, thoughtfully, ‘if the family gets bigger.’


‘Hey, are you expectin’ another bairn?’


She was taken aback. ‘No, I am not.’


It would hardly be surprising if she was, Gordon thought; though, as far as he could deduce, his brother and his wife never lay down together these days. Craig slept in the front parlour too because it was quieter and his shifts were irregular. It was a larger house than most in the Greenfield but when the family grew the house would shrink accordingly; in that Kirsty was right.


Kirsty said, ‘Craig will never let you move out, even if you could afford a place of your own.’


Gordon said, ‘I suppose Mother might decide to marry again.’


‘Do you think it’s possible?’


‘Well, she’s seein’ this bloke, Mr Adair—’


Kirsty sat forward in her chair. ‘What do you know about him?’


‘Precious little. She won’t talk about him.’


‘Is she ashamed of him, do you think?’


‘Why should she be ashamed of him?’ said Gordon.


‘Perhaps he’s married.’


Gordon slapped his brow with his palm. ‘I never thought of that.’


Kirsty shook her head. ‘No, Gordon. I’m sure your mother would never stoop to goin’ out with a married man.’


‘She might,’ said Gordon, ‘if it suited her.’


The clock on the mantelshelf chimed the hour. Kirsty rose, cleared dishes and put them in the sink. Chin on hand Gordon watched her perform her chores. He saw her take a clean egg-cup and a strainer from the cupboard, a spoon with a looped handle from a drawer. When Bobby wakened he would find everything ready for him. Gordon liked to watch Bobby being fed, to see how patient Kirsty was with the baby, how she coaxed him to eat. He wondered if Mam had been as patient with him when he was tiny. He supposed she must have been.


Kirsty returned to the table. He waited for her to take up the threads of the conversation once more, but she did not. She was usually quiet in the mornings, preoccupied with getting the day off right.


Her hand brushed affectionately over his hair.


‘You look terrible, Gordon.’


‘Thanks very much.’


‘Change your shirt. Have a wash. I’ll boil a kettle for you.’


‘All right.’ He yawned, stretched. ‘About this morning—?’


‘No,’ she said. ‘I won’t say a word to Craig.’


‘Take the money, Kirsty. I’m sure you could use it.’


This time, Gordon noticed, she did not even pause.


‘No, Gordon,’ she said.


He nodded, got up, hugged her once more and went into the front parlour to change.


Ottawa Street police station was lighted and heated by piped coal gas. Chest-high bronze radiators gave off a fine fierce heat and a smell like burned turnip. As soon as he arrived for day duty Sergeant Stevens, a lean dry man from Islay, would order the windows to be flung open to drain the turbid air that had built up during the night. Sergeant Drummond, on the other hand, preferred to keep the windows sealed as long as possible to thaw out his coppers when they returned numb and sullen from the beat. Sergeant Drummond had even set up a special tea urn and saw to it that his men were served with mugs of piping-hot tea before being called to file their reports. The sergeant had had the nod for this irregular procedure from Lieutenant Strang, the duty officer, for Drummond and Strang had been outside, making rounds, and knew only too well how cold it was.


It had been a very quiet night. The log was almost devoid of entries. The cells in the basement were being used not for criminals but to shelter a few down-and-outs who had been scooped up for their own protection and would be fed and released, without charge, when daylight came. Police Court would be peaceful today too, which was just as well as Chief Constable Organ’s monthly muster would go ahead as usual in the drill yard behind Percy Street headquarters. Mr Organ liked every officer to be there, if possible. He fair enjoyed the sight of all his uniforms marching under his paternal gaze.


Constable Craig Nicholson did not enter the station in haste. He did not display any of the agitation which a less stable officer would have been incapable of disguising. He did not pause at the radiator to warm his hands, though, but came directly to the desk, notebook already in hand.


‘Found a deader, Sergeant,’ he said.


Sergeant Drummond reached immediately below the desk and brought out a buff-coloured form. He spread the printed form upon the counter, dipped a pen into the inkwell and, with belly pressed against the edge of the desk, nodded to Constable Nicholson to read off the details.


Craig provided all salient facts in order of their occurrence in the official jargon that fiscal authorities preferred. He concluded, ‘There was no visible evidence of wounding or injury. Evidence suggests that the victim was intoxicated at time of death.’


‘What evidence?’


‘The bottle of spirits in his hand.’


‘Empty?’


‘Almost,’ said Craig.


‘Did you leave Norbert to guard the body?’


‘I did, Sergeant.’


‘Did you find any identification on the corpse?’


‘No, Sergeant. But I recognised him.’


‘Did you, indeed?’


‘It’s Sammy Reynolds’ father.’


Sergeant Drummond glanced up, pen poised. ‘Do you say now? Are you positive?’


‘Yes, Sergeant.’


‘Have you seen the boy recently?’


‘Saw him yesterday, Sergeant.’


‘Is he as daft as ever?’


‘Aye, he is. In fact, I think he’s gettin’ worse as he gets older.’


‘He didn’t appear – distressed?’


‘No, Sergeant. He was blowin’ his whistle and jumpin’ about after us. As usual.’


‘I wonder where he is.’


‘He’ll be at the Madagascar, I expect, in Rae’s tenement.’


‘I think you’d better check on Sammy, Constable Nicholson.’


‘Aye, Sergeant. Will I break the bad news to him?’


‘You’d better.’


Sammy Reynolds was well known to Ottawa Street coppers. In particular he had attached himself to Craig who had once been responsible for arresting him on a charge of petty theft. In Craig, in the impressive uniform, Sammy had discovered a ready-made substitute for the authority that his drunken father could not provide.


‘Sammy?’ said the sergeant. ‘What age is he?’


‘I think he’s about fifteen,’ said Craig. ‘I doubt if he knows himself for sure.’


‘If no relatives are traced, relatives willing to take him in, I fear it will be the workhouse for the poor lad,’ said Sergeant Drummond, adding ominously, ‘or since he’s not quite all right in the head, a ward in the asylum.’


Craig said nothing but his mouth set hard as if the notion of Sammy Reynolds afloat on the boundless sea of parish charity angered him.


‘I’ll knock up the surgeon,’ said Hector Drummond. ‘I’ll accompany the wagon to pick up the remains. Norbert can hold the fort until the end of the duty since it’s only a half-hour or so. Meanwhile, you cut along to the Madagascar and see if you can locate Sammy.’


‘What will I do with him?’ said Craig.


‘Bring him back here,’ the sergeant said.


Lorna Nicholson was at an awkward age, neither child nor young woman. By turns she was sullen and rebellious, secretive, confiding, bashful and vain. She had a long oval-shaped face and a pretty mouth and, like the rest of the Nicholsons, a mind of her own.


Currently Lorna was obsessed with a little rash of pimples that had appeared on her brow. She would creep about with hands over her face and head hung down or spend hours trying to comb her dark springy hair over the blemish. To the girl’s chagrin Kirsty had bought a jar of purifying cream from the chemist’s. She had handed it to Lorna without a word and received, for her kindness, a murderous glare. Now, four or five days later, the blemishes had begun to smooth away and would soon vanish completely. Not that Lorna showed gratitude. That February morning she was making ready for school with the despondent air of a felon about to step on the gallows.


At least Lorna, unlike so many of her schoolmates, would be dressed for harsh weather. She had long drawers, long black woollen stockings, a lined vest, an overcoat, a tammy for her head, gloves and stout, if not fashionable, shoes. Thus protected, with a nourishing breakfast inside her, she would be shielded from the umpteen maladies that swept the classrooms and, before winter was out, would cull three or four weakly constituted children from the school rolls.


It was Kirsty, not Madge, who showed concern for Lorna’s health and welfare, who fed her Scott’s Emulsion, and Ipecacuanha Wine when the girl had sniffles or a sore throat. Madge would simply lay a hand on her daughter’s brow, inspect her tongue, declare, ‘Oh, you’ll live to fight another day,’ and pack her off to school regardless. Kirsty wondered if she would ever develop the knack of being unconcerned. She was far too devoted to Bobby to be so off-hand. She knew that her days would be shaped by his needs, by Craig’s needs too. But on dark bitter mornings the prospect depressed her a little. The love she bore her son and her pride in her home did not seem quite enough to compensate for the feeling that she was trapped on a march down a road to nowhere.


Craig was late. White-faced with fatigue, Gordon had eaten a second breakfast and had gone off to the carpet factory. Lorna had risen, complaining of ‘pains’, and Bobby had wakened and demanded to be fed. At twenty-five past eight Lorna left for school. Still Craig had not returned. Racking her memory, Kirsty thought she recalled him saying something about a general muster that morning. Usually, though, he would return before a parade to snatch some breakfast, polish his boots and buttons and go off in the gathering light as if he relished the prospect of marching round the square at Percy Street. For all she knew, perhaps he did.


Changed, fed and comfortable, Bobby clung to her as she went about the kitchen doing her chores. He gurgled in her ear, reached out for everything with curious fingers. Soon she would put him in his cot again with his jingle-rabbit to keep him amused.


The clock ticked. Still no sign of Craig.


She had learned from the other police wives in the tenement that it was not riots and street fights that a constable had to fear but the trivial violence that erupted without warning; a stray dog turned vicious, a domestic squabble that ended with a copper catching a bottle in the face. Every little street farce and comic turn contained a mustard-seed of tragedy. She was always glad to see him come through the door, though she hid her relief and made her kiss of welcome seem casual. After all, she did not wish to embarrass him.


At a quarter to nine Madge Nicholson finally stirred. She had probably been lying awake for some time, luxuriating in the warmth of the double bed that she shared with her daughter, though she would have been up at once if she had heard Craig return. She would have appeared in the robe that he had bought for her, all soft and motherly and caring. She would have served his breakfast, folded his nightshirt over a chair to warm, would even have plucked Bobby from his cot and petted him, suggesting that he had been, somehow, neglected by his mother. Craig would seem to be taken in by the performance. He would grin and banter with his mother as he seldom did with Kirsty.


As usual Madge had not pinned up her hair. She was wrapped in the fleecy pink flannel robe with its Plauen lace trimming, fleecy sleeping-socks and dainty pink kidskin slippers. She had thick fair hair and a clear complexion. Even Kirsty had to admit that she was a remarkably handsome woman now that she had shed the trappings of farmer’s drudge. A kailyard stridency could still be detected in her voice from time to time but when she applied herself she could shed her Ayrshire accent and adopt a timbre that made her sound like a large amiable tabby-cat. It was Kirsty, not Craig, who often saw the claws, heard the spitting hiss of ill-temper. Madge liked to keep Kirsty off balance. It was not her intention to destroy the marriage but merely to maintain the love of the breadwinner, her son, and dominance over his wife.


Madge had a life outside the tenement, however. She did not discuss what she did at concerts and soirées and whist drives, talked not at all of the man who courted her, attracted by her vigour and generous figure. Kirsty had to make do with church society, her friends at St Anne’s, Nessie Frew and David Lockhart. For some reason Madge deeply resented those outside influences, the pleasures that Kirsty found in ‘religion’.


Shaking out her thick, leonine hair, Madge came into the kitchen and made straight for the teapot on the hob.


‘Where’s Craig?’


‘He’s not home yet.’


‘I can see that,’ said Madge. ‘Where is he?’


‘I think there’s a parade today.’


‘Has Bobby been changed?’


‘Yes.’


‘Has he eaten his breakfast?’


‘Yes.’


Madge poured tea, added sugar and carried the cup to the table. She seated herself, back to the fire, and fished a packet of cigarettes from the pocket of her robe. She lit one with a match, sipped the strong, black tea, inhaled a mouthful of cigarette smoke, coughed and sighed with satisfaction. Craig disapproved of women who indulged in nicotine but, alone with Kirsty, Madge flourished the cigarette in a manner that she believed to be both ladylike and bohemian.


She glanced at the window. ‘Still freezin’?’


‘Aye, there’s no sign of a thaw,’ said Kirsty. ‘I can’t wait any longer for the tap in the wash-house to unblock. I’ll take the clothes to the steamie later.’


The ‘steamie’ was public wash-house used by all the women in the close when they had heavy things to be laundered.


‘When I was your age—’ Madge began.


Kirsty interrupted. ‘I know – you had to trample your dirty clothes in the burn.’


‘In all weathers too,’ said Madge. ‘Who told you about that?’


‘You did,’ said Kirsty. ‘A dozen times.’


The story was untrue. Bankhead Mains, where Madge had worked as a servant before her marriage, had had a well-appointed laundry room.


Madge said, ‘Dryin’ will be difficult today.’


‘If I hang the stuff out it’ll freeze in minutes.’


‘You’ll just have to load the pulley.’


Madge glanced up at the long wooden rack that was hoisted close to the kitchen’s high ceiling. The spars were already festooned with stockings, drawers and napkins.


Madge said, ‘Best make sure it’s all done before Craig has his dinner. He’ll not be wantin’ dripped on while he’s eatin’.’


‘Will you look after Bobby while I’m out?’ Kirsty asked. ‘I hate takin’ him to the steamie with me. The dampness isn’t good for him.’


False politeness was the price she had to pay for enlisting her mother-in-law’s help in matters that should not have required negotiation.


Madge blew smoke, cocked her head. ‘Can your “posh” friend not look after him?’


The pettiness and repetitiousness of Madge’s song-and-dance about Nessie Frew irked Kirsty but she did not rise to the bait, did not show her annoyance.


‘If you mean Mrs Frew, she has quite enough to do without being burdened with a baby to look after.’


‘What does she have to do, tell me?’ Madge said.


‘She has a house to run.’


‘With servants to help her.’


‘One girl, that’s all.’


‘Can the servant not—’


‘I happen to know,’ said Kirsty, ‘that Mrs Frew has a previous engagement this afternoon.’


‘I wish I was a lady of leisure who could have “previous engagements” when it suited me,’ said Madge haughtily.


She put her hands behind her head and gave her mane of hair another shake, a strange, girlish gesture, vain and sensual.


Soon she would cook herself a huge breakfast for, like her children, she had a farm-buddy’s appetite. She would then repair to the front bedroom and spend an hour grooming herself. She would not appear in public until she was as smart as a painted pole, even if she was just taking Bobby out or doing some shopping. Madge’s style impressed the other wives in the tenement. They took her for half a lady at least, and envied Kirsty for having such a well-bred woman in her household to offer wisdom and counsel.


‘You’ve plenty of engagements,’ said Kirsty. ‘Why, you’ve hardly been in a night this week.’


‘You don’t grudge me my pleasure, I hope. God knows, I’ve earned it.’


‘I don’t grudge you anything,’ said Kirsty.


‘I’m glad to hear it.’


Bobby had so far ignored his grandmother. He had been twisting the limbs of his jingle-rabbit with ferocious concentration. Suddenly, however, he found voice, thumped the toy against the side of the cot and chanted crossly, ‘Ayyy-ayyy-eyyy.’


‘He needs changed, poor lamb,’ said Madge.


‘He’s been changed,’ said Kirsty. ‘Look, I’m not goin’ to beg.’


‘Beg? Beg for what?’


‘To have you look after him this afternoon.’


‘Oh, so that’s it,’ said Madge. ‘I didn’t say I wouldn’t.’


‘Will you?’


‘Of course I will.’ She tossed the cigarette-end into the fireplace and advanced on the cot, arms akimbo, face wreathed in loving smiles. ‘Won’t ’e come wi’ his gran den, wee darlin’? Down t’ Mr Kydd’s shoppie t’ buy a barley-sugar, eh?’


Bobby rocked back, eyes round, as the woman leaned demonstratively over him. Madge was clever, though. She waited for the baby to ponder and decide. Only when he thrust out his arms to her and uttered a little grunting gabble did she pick him up. She pressed him against her breasts and gave him a smacking kiss on the cheek. Bobby chuckled.


Kirsty reached for her apron.


Madge went on, ‘I’ll tak’ care o’ you, my wee sweetheart, while your mama’s gallivantin’.’


Kirsty flung a wet washcloth into the sink and spun round.


‘Washing at the steamie is hardly gallivantin’.’


Madge was all innocence. ‘I was just chattin’ to my wee lamb, that’s all.’


‘Well, I’ll thank you to mind what you say.’


It had been a long cold morning. She had achieved very little in the hours since she had got up and, for once, Madge’s teasing sarcasm had got under her skin. Madge did not yield easily, though she preferred cut-and-run tactics.


‘I’ll say what I damned-well like. It’s not your house,’ Madge retorted.


‘It is my—’


Sounds from the stairs outside stifled the quarrel and made Bobby too fall quiet.


‘Craig!’ said Madge, and carrying the baby, stepped away quickly from Kirsty.


Craig it was, but he did not enter the kitchen alone.


He called out, ‘Is everybody decent in there?’


‘Company!’ Madge exploded. ‘Oh, my God! He’s brought company, an’ me lookin’ like a hay-rick.’


Craig peeped round the kitchen door. He had removed his helmet but still wore his muffler and greatcoat. He grinned and ushered before him a young ragamuffin in a jacket that was too short and trousers so large they had to be held up by twine. Tousled and filthy, he wore no shirt and no hat. Only a jersey with a sagging V-collar protected his thin body against the cold. Looped on an old leather bootlace about his neck was a rusty police whistle.


‘You’ve heard me talk about Sammy Reynolds,’ said Craig. ‘Well, this is him.’


Arm on the boy’s shoulder, Craig steered the boy towards the fire. Madge drew the baby away from the stranger as if she suspected that he had escaped from a fever ward.


‘What – what’s he doin’ here?’


‘He’ll be staying for a while,’ said Craig.


‘What!’


‘How long, Craig?’ Kirsty asked.


‘He’s not stayin’ in my house,’ Madge cried. ‘Look at the state o’ him. Dirt off the streets. How dare you bring such a—’


‘His daddy just d-i-e-d.’


Sammy remained upright by the chair that Craig had drawn out for him, motionless and awkward. He glanced from Craig to Kirsty, from Kirsty to Madge.


Kirsty said, ‘Does he know? Does he understand?’


‘I think so,’ said Craig.


Kirsty had heard talk of Sammy Reynolds. He was soft in the head and neglected. He had made a hero out of Craig and believed that one day the rusty whistle about his neck would be replaced by a shiny new one, that he would become a member of Greenfield’s burgh police force. It was laughable, pathetic, yet Craig would brook no serious teasing of Sammy’s ambition though his dog-like devotion was frequently a nuisance and sometimes an embarrassment.


‘Why isn’t he cryin’, then?’ said Madge.


‘He cried enough when I told him.’


‘Sammy,’ said Kirsty, ‘wouldn’t you like to sit down?’


‘Look at his hands,’ said Madge. ‘Filthy. Look at his hair. It’s crawlin’.’


‘How did it happen, Craig?’ said Kirsty.


Craig shrugged. ‘Drunk in the street, the bottle still in his fist. Froze to the pavement.’


‘Awful, just awful.’ Kirsty shuddered.


‘Be that as it may,’ said Madge, ‘he can’t stay here.’


‘Got no place else to go,’ said Craig matter-of-factly.


‘He must have a family. He can’t be alone,’ Madge protested.


‘If he has relatives,’ said Craig, taking off his coat, ‘only God knows who and where they are. Sammy’s lived in the Madagascar with the old man for seven or eight years.’


‘Letters? Papers?’ said Madge.


‘Not a scrap.’


‘The school—?’


‘The truant officers gave up on him ages ago,’ Craig answered. ‘They hounded the old man for a while to no effect, then got round the regulations by declaring that Sammy was over school age. I’ve no idea what age he is, really. Even Sammy doesn’t know that. Do you, Sam?’


‘Nuh, Mr Nicholson.’


‘Would you like a cup of tea, Sammy?’ said Kirsty.


‘Uh-huh.’


He was shy but no longer distressed. When Kirsty pointed to the chair, he fitted himself into it at once.


Angrily Madge swung the baby away and plopped him into his cot where he lolled against the pillows, girning. She turned on Craig. ‘You may regard yourself as a servant o’ society, Craig Nicholson, but it’s not part o’ your duty to drag home every dirty tink you come across.’


‘It’s only for a day or two, Mother.’


‘A day or two!’ Madge shouted. ‘If you think I’m stayin’ in the house alone with that creature after dark—’


‘For God’s sake,’ said Craig wearily. ‘He has to go somewhere.’


‘Not here.’ Madge was adamant. ‘Let the welfare officers find a home for him. If you ask my opinion he should be locked away in the madhouse. Look at him. My God, he’s smilin’.’


Sammy’s lips were pulled back to reveal broken brown teeth. It was not a smile of pleasure, Kirsty saw, but of uncertainty. Had he, she wondered, truly grasped the meaning of the news that Craig had given him? Did he know that his life had been dramatically altered? If he had been an ounce less stable perhaps he would not have sensed at all that things had changed, and that would have been a blessing.


‘Did he have to be shown the – I mean, did you have to take him to that place?’ she asked.


‘No need for it. I found and identified the b-o-d-y. Bloody Ronnie Norbert an’ me. That idiot Norbert was hopin’ it was murder.’


Madge had become aware that Craig was taking no notice of her protestations. ‘I thought you were on parade this mornin’?’


‘Drummond will post me excused. I’m not bothered about missin’ a damned parade,’ Craig said.


‘More bothered about him, I suppose.’


Craig ignored the remark. He tapped Sammy on the shoulder and demonstrated in dumb-show what he wanted him to do.


‘You’ll have to wash your mitts if you’re goin’ to eat at my table, Sammy,’ Craig told him. ‘See how I do it.’


Sammy’s head jerked, the smile fixed on his lips.


He had fluffy stubble on his chin and was well muscled. His colour was similar to Kirsty’s and he had freckles too upon his cheeks. Perhaps Madge was right to be concerned. After all, daft lads could be unpredictable in their behaviour. Kirsty put her doubts aside, lost in pity for the boy, with his vacant expression and faded uncomprehending gaze.


‘I got a whistle, missus,’ he told her.


‘So I see, Sammy,’ said Kirsty. ‘Listen, are you hungry?’


‘Aye.’


‘Wash your hands then an’ I’ll give you something to eat.’


Kneeling in his cot Bobby watched intently as the stranger stood elbow to elbow with his daddy at the sink, washed his hands under the tap and dried them, copycat fashion, on a length of clean towel, watched him come to the table and eat from the bowl of thick porridge that his mammy put down, watched him put away ham and sliced sausage and, still emulating Daddy, push his plate away with a lordly gesture of satisfaction.


‘Grand,’ said Craig.


‘Grand,’ said Sammy.


Fuming, Madge swept out of the kitchen and slammed the door behind her. She would sulk in the front room until she could catch Craig alone and bring all her powers of persuasion to bear on him. It was the first time that Craig had stood up to her, defied her. It seemed odd that it should be over a boy, a daftie. There was nothing sweet or appealing in Sammy Reynolds’ appearance now, yet Kirsty felt for his plight. She knew what it was like to be at the mercy of strangers, an indiscriminate victim of charity.


‘He can’t go on living in the Madagascar, can he?’ she enquired.


‘Impossible,’ said Craig.


‘Can he work?’


‘I suppose he could, given the right sort of job.’


‘Can’t you find him the right sort of job?’


‘I never thought of that,’ said Craig.


Sammy wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He watched Craig light a cigarette. Craig rested both elbows on the table. Sammy copied the gesture.


‘We can’t take him in, Craig,’ said Kirsty.


‘Oh, I know that,’ Craig said.


‘I wish we could, but we haven’t room.’


He glanced up at her and she detected in his eyes a trace of an emotion that she could not identify.


Craig said, ‘I couldn’t just drag him down to the station, Kirsty, not cold out of his bed an’ his old man – you know.’


‘I understand.’


Craig shrugged. ‘Mother’s got a point, though. It’s all laid down in law how cases like this should be dealt with. Some board or committee will decide what’s to become of him.’


‘They’ll put him away, won’t they?’


‘Aye, they might,’ Craig conceded.


‘Can’t you stop them?’


‘How? I’m only a copper.’


‘Find him work.’


‘How?’


‘David could help,’ said Kirsty cautiously.


It was months since Craig and she had talked like this, since she had had so much of his attention. Now she had managed to raise David Lockhart’s name without it seeming calculated.


‘Lockhart?’ Craig paused. ‘What the hell could he do?’


‘He might know somebody who would take Sammy in.’


‘Be a bloody miracle if he did.’


‘Or find him suitable employment.’


Craig paused again. ‘If Sammy had a job, a paid, regular occupation, I could get him a place in a lodging-house. I’m sure I could.’
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