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  The Wise Child




  

    

      ‘I met her yesterday.’




      ‘Met . . .’




      ‘Your bunty,’ Kirsty said. ‘She seemed very nice. Too good for you, in fact.’




      He leapt to his feet, the chair crashing to the floor. Startled, Bobby crawled to safety beneath the table, a strip of bacon pinched in his teeth.




      ‘You bitch! You bloody interferin’ bitch!’ Craig shouted. ‘What right had you . . .?’




      ‘Every bloody right,’ Kirsty said. ‘I’m your wife, in case you’d forgotten. I’m the one you were goin’ to abandon, desert, when you ran away with .

      . .’




      ‘She told you.’ He tossed his arms up, palms spread. ‘Jesus, she told you.’




      ‘She only told me what I’d already guessed . . . That you don’t give a tinker’s damn about us.’




      ‘I’m here, am I not?’ Craig shouted. ‘I’m still bloody-well here.’




      ‘Only because she wouldn’t take you on . . .’
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  The Leaning Tower
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  Eight families occupied the close at No. 154 Canada Road. The breadwinners were all employees of Greenfield Burgh Council; a fireman, an inspector

  of weights and measures, and six policemen. In addition there were a score and a half of that class of citizen disparagingly recorded as ‘dependent relatives’, by which was meant

  children and wives.




  On the ground floor lived the Boyles, Free Church adherents, who had scrimped and saved to buy their only child, Graham, the benefits of a private education. They were quiet and stand-offish in

  contrast to the McAlpines. Constable Andy McAlpine was a rowdy devil given to heavy drinking and, when the mood took him, to punching his wife, Joyce. On the top floor resided the Pipers, a large

  family devoted to Gaelic culture who were forever skirling on bagpipes or practising strathspeys to the detriment of the Swanstons’ ceiling below.




  The empress of the close occupied the middle landing. Jess Walker’s husband was a sergeant which gave her status as well as an extra six bob a week in the pay packet. In addition she

  already had one son in constable’s uniform and three more shined and polished to follow in father’s footsteps. For all her airs and graces Jess Walker was a kindly soul and often looked

  after Kirsty Nicholson’s child when no other minder could be found.




  The Nicholsons were something of a mystery to the other occupants of the close. The husband was tall, handsome and as dour as sin. He had come into the Police Force by the back door and was

  known to be supercilious and ambitious. Kirsty was as different from her husband as chalk is from cheese. She was fresh and obliging, always ready to make the best of things. She’d had a lot

  to put up with this past twelve months for the year of 1898 had not been kind to her. She’d had her husband’s family to contend with, then she had lost a baby three months into term and

  finally, just as the New Year began, her old friend Nessie Frew had died, though Kirsty, it was said, had come in for a bit of money in the will.




  It did not bother Jess Walker that Kirsty was late returning from an errand to St Anne’s church that February afternoon. What did bother her was a distressing rumour that had reached her

  through Mrs Swanston who’d had it off John Boyle who had just come off day-shift at Ottawa Street station.




  Jess took everything that Eunice Swanston said with a pinch of salt. Nonetheless she was disturbed by the story which did not, for once, seem exaggerated. What made her uncomfortable was that

  she had charge of Kirsty’s child, Bobby. Inevitably she would be the first to confront the young woman when she returned from her outing. She was uncertain what to do, what to say, and Jess

  Walker was not used to indecision.




  She had made a batch of scones and had rolled out an extra length of dough to keep her youngest, Georgie, and Bobby Nicholson amused. Georgie was almost ten now but you never really lost the

  urge to play with soft dough and Bobby’s visit provided a grand excuse for childish high jinks and maternal indulgence.




  As the afternoon wore into evening Jess became more and more apprehensive. Both her husband and eldest son were on back-shift and would not be home until after ten so that she could not check

  with them the validity of Mrs Swanston’s tale. If only Madge Nicholson, Kirsty’s mother-in-law, had still been lodging in Canada Road, Jess might have put the problem into her hands.

  But Madge had lately married Albert ‘Breezy’ Adair and, with her younger son and daughter, had moved up in the world. That too had been a source of much gossip in the close and had

  caused a serious rift in the Nicholson family for, in Craig’s opinion, Breezy Adair was more crook than businessman.




  Kirsty Nicholson’s connection with St Anne’s and the posh folk of Walbrook Street was not held against her by the other police wives. The fact that she could hobnob with her betters

  and not seem out of place was a bit of a triumph for a lass who’d been raised in an Ayrshire orphanage and had drudged on a remote hill-farm until Craig Nicholson had run off with her and

  brought her to Glasgow several years ago.




  Jess Walker was more astute than her neighbours, however. She had sensed in Kirsty’s unhappiness a lack of fulfilment that stemmed from her man’s anger and resentment, from the fact

  that he seemed to despise her for the very qualities that other folk found admirable and appealing.




  Jess was waiting on the landing when at last Kirsty climbed the stairs. She had Bobby by the hand. He was dusted with flour and had pressed a moustache made of dough to his upper lip. Georgie

  Walker was similarly adorned but was more selfconscious about it.




  ‘See, see, Mammy,’ Bobby cried as soon as his mother appeared.




  Kirsty crouched to study her son’s disguise.




  ‘My, my! What a fine ’tash you’ve grown.’




  ‘Better’n Daddy’s?’




  ‘Oh, far better.’




  Kirsty glanced up at Jess who, oddly, did not seem to be engaged with the game but looked distant, almost perplexed.




  Jess was a small, sturdy woman, heavy-bosomed. Her light-brown hair was flecked with grey. She wore it in a tight roll fastened with three jet combs. Now that the family had two wages coming in

  she indulged her taste for floral taffeta dresses and wore one even about the house.




  Not to be outdone, Georgie said, ‘How ’bout mine, Mrs Nicholson?’




  ‘Aye, it’s a cracker too.’




  At that moment the moustache became detached from Georgie’s lip and fell with a plop to the stone floor. The boys stared at it, dismayed, then Bobby disengaged his hand from Jess

  Walker’s and patted his pal consolingly.




  ‘Ne’r mind, Georgie. I not got one neither.’ Bobby peeled the dough from his face and flung it to the floor in a gesture of solidarity. ‘See, my ’tash gone

  too.’




  Kirsty felt a wave of affection for her son. But with it came the first pang of guilt at what she had done that afternoon. She had made love with David Lockhart, an act as distant from

  Bobby’s innocent world as China was from Greenfield, yet one, she now realised, that might ruin his little life if ever Craig found out.




  ‘Georgie,’ Jess Walker snapped. ‘Pick up that stuff this minute. I’m not wantin’ my clean landin’ soiled.’




  Schooled in obedience Georgie did as bidden. He knelt and scraped the dough strips from the stone and crumpled them into his fist.




  ‘What’s wrong, Jess?’ Kirsty lifted her son into her arms. ‘Has Bobby been a nuisance?’




  ‘No, no. He’s been as good as gold.’




  Guilt grew in Kirsty, making her breathless.




  ‘I’m – I’m sorry I’m so late. I was – detained.’




  ‘No matter.’




  Jess sounded unusually tart. Could Jess have found out what had happened that afternoon in the servant’s room in No. 19 Walbrook Street? Could news have reached Greenfield in less time

  than it had taken Kirsty to walk home?




  Until that moment Kirsty had felt no regret for what she had done, only a strange sense of relief that David and she had finally been together. It would have been different, of course, if he had

  not been leaving for the North China mission field tomorrow morning, if there had not been the hurt of final parting to contend with and the knowledge that, in all probability, they would never

  meet again.




  ‘Somethin’ is wrong, Jess,’ said Kirsty, anxiously. ‘Won’t you tell me?’




  Jess shook her head. ‘It’s nothin’ really. Mrs Swanston’s been gettin’ on my nerves again, that’s all.’




  ‘What’s she been sayin’ this time?’




  ‘Och, just some daft story.’




  ‘About – about me, was it?’




  ‘Some nonsense from the station,’ Jess said. ‘You know how Eunice makes mountains out o’ molehills. I expect Craig might be late home tonight, though.’




  ‘Another street fight?’




  ‘Somebody didn’t turn out for muster,’ Jess said. ‘Sergeant Drummond’ll be readin’ them all the riot act, I imagine.’




  Kirsty understood only too well how minor disruption to Ottawa Street’s routines could affect not only a husband’s mood but could also throw out of kilter the harmony of the

  home.




  ‘Who was it?’ Kirsty asked.




  ‘I really couldn’t say,’ Jess Walker told her. ‘Georgie, go inside an’ take the wee pan off the stove. Be careful not to spill it.’




  ‘Aye, Mam.’




  ‘I’ll not keep you,’ said Kirsty, taking the hint. ‘I’ll just thank you again for lookin’ after Bobby.’




  To Kirsty’s surprise Jess nodded, stepped back into the house and abruptly closed the door.




  Kirsty hesitated. She was filled with doubt and apprehension, not about the trivial gossip from the station but in respect of what had taken place at Walbrook Street. It had seemed so natural,

  so safe. Tomorrow David would be gone from her life and she’d supposed that she would have no lingering regret about their love-making, only the pain of being without him. Now she was not so

  sure.




  She shrugged Bobby close against her shoulder and carried him upstairs. He had become long-bodied and heavy of late. He would probably be as tall as his father when his growth was full

  gained.




  ‘Did you have a nice time, son?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  She was anxious to be indoors, safely alone in her own kitchen. She was relieved that Craig was on shift and selfish enough to hope that he might be kept late at the station. Tonight of all

  nights she did not want him to come to her bed.




  In fact it had been weeks since Craig had shown a sexual interest in her. He had been distant and indrawn for most of February, not simmering with rage and frustration, though, as he had been at

  New Year, smarting over his mother’s marriage to Breezy Adair and the ‘desertion’ of his sister Lorna and brother Gordon. Wounded pride had hurled him into those black moods but

  what had given rise to his recent withdrawn state Kirsty had no idea. She was, however, certain that Craig had not guessed that she had been in love with David Lockhart.




  In spite of all that had happened she was still grateful to Craig for having rescued her from servitude on Hawkhead farm. And yet she had fallen in love with David. Now David was gone, summoned

  by duty to his family in the China mission, by his calling as a minister.




  Once more she was isolated in the tenement suburb with her child and husband. Nothing had really changed because of what she had done that afternoon. She realised now that by her foolishness she

  had only compounded the predicament of her common-law marriage.




  She unlocked the front door and pushed into the narrow hallway. It was dark in the kitchen, no flicker of fire in the black iron grate. Craig must have left the house early, long before he was

  due to report for shift.




  Kirsty’s disquiet increased. She set Bobby down and groped across the kitchen to the gas jet by the side of the hearth. Bobby remained by the kitchen door, waiting for light to make the

  kitchen friendly again.




  ‘It’s all right, son,’ Kirsty assured him.




  But it was not all right.




  Even with the gas lighted the kitchen did not seem like a haven.




  She put down the brown paper parcel that David had given her. It contained an old album of photographs of China that had once belonged to Nessie Frew. She took off her coat and flung it across

  the bed in the recess. She still reeked of Lily-of-the-Valley. She still wore her best petticoat, her blue garters and the silver pendant that Nessie had given her in happier times. She must take

  them off, must hide them away, together with the album. She must wash the scent of perfume from her body before Craig got home. What had happened that day must remain her secret.




  She had other secrets too, secrets from the neighbours and secrets from Craig. She had told him that she had received only fifty pounds from Nessie’s estate. In fact it had been two

  hundred pounds. She had deposited the balance in an account in a Glasgow bank in her own name; money enough to leave him if it should ever come to that, money enough to pretend that she could

  escape.




  ‘Mammy?’




  Bobby was standing by the table. He had stuck a strip of the old dough that Georgie had slipped to him across his upper lip.




  ‘Gotta new ’tash, see.’




  ‘My, so you have! That’s amazin’!’




  On impulse she picked the child up and seated herself on one of the kitchen chairs, settled him on her knee.




  ‘Like Daddy?’ Bobby asked.




  ‘Yes, just like Daddy.’




  She hugged him to her breast, rocking gently.




  She must not cry, not for the loss of David, not for herself. There was nothing to be done but get on with the life that she had chosen in the hope that it might change for the better.




  She sighed, sniffed and kissed Bobby on the brow.




  ‘Tea time,’ she said. ‘Are you a hungry policeman, Constable Nicholson?’




  And Bobby proudly answered, ‘Yes.’




  

  Dusk had settled into the lane that backed Ottawa Street police station. The February day had been clear and mild. Now a prickling white frost rimed the bars and worn stone coping of the

  basement window. Head in hands, Craig could hear the familiar sounds of the station clearly but paid them no attention. He remained slumped on the three-legged stool in the bare basement room,

  motionless, his back to the door.






  Change shift had taken place. Constables gone clumping off into the cold streets. Others had gone hurrying home to supper. Those who were lucky enough to be unmarried would be sitting down to a

  piping hot meal in the police barracks around the corner in Edward Road.




  Craig waited.




  The door of the sergeants’ room slapped open and shut. A desk lid thumped. Voices were raised in laughter and immediately silenced by Sergeant Drummond’s gruff reprimand. From the

  lane came the clack of horses’ hoofs. Ordinary sounds, part and parcel of everyday routine. Tonight, however, they seemed edged and menacing, turned inward and downward and pointed against

  him.




  He had been alone in the holding-cell for what seemed like hours, waiting for something to happen, for somebody to take action. His muscles were tense, his mind fogged, not with alcohol but with

  the shock of rejection. Worst of all, he no longer gave a damn what they did to him, even if they booted him off the Force. He wanted them to arrive. He was desperate to get it over with, to be

  discarded, punished, dismissed.




  He tried not to think of Greta. He tried not to think of her laughter, her derision.




  He had offered everything, the sacrifice of his marriage, such as it was, and a fresh start in another part of Scotland. He had shown her the forty pounds that he had signed out of the shared

  account. He had assured her that he would be true to her, would cherish her and her child, would never desert or abandon her.




  And she had laughed in his face.




  She’d asked him if he’d gone loony.




  He’d told her he thought she loved him.




  She’d laughed again.




  He’d taken the banknotes from his pocket and had shaken them in her face and she’d shouted at him not to be so bloody daft, that she’d never run off with another woman’s

  husband.




  The kitchen had been dappled with afternoon sunlight.




  The bairn, Jen, had been seated at the table, eating bread pudding, thick, yellow and studded with raisins. Her cheeks had been smeared with the stuff. She’d been wearing a blue frock with

  a lace bib and she’d watched him warily, as if she could see right through him, as if her innocence made her perceptive and wise. He could never bring himself to hate the wee girl but at that

  moment he’d come mighty close to it. He’d pulled Greta round to face him.




  He’d shouted, ‘What the hell’s wrong with me?’




  ‘You want too damned much, Craig Nicholson.’




  He’d tried to be calm, to explain what was on his mind, the new life, the new beginning.




  ‘I don’t fancy a new life, not with you, Craig, not with nobody,’ Greta had told him. ‘It’s not me that’s runnin’. It’s you.’




  ‘What about Jen? Doesn’t she need a father?’




  ‘The last thing she needs is a father like you.’




  Again he’d shouted, ‘What’s wrong with me?’




  ‘If you’re willin’ to do it once, you might do it again. As soon as you got tired of us, you’d be off.’




  ‘It’s different wi’ you, Greta. Last time was a mistake. Anyway, Kirsty doesn’t need me.’




  ‘An’ we do?’




  ‘I’ve – I’ve taken the money.’




  ‘Put it back.’




  ‘Is that it?’ he’d shouted. ‘Is it because you think I’m married?’




  ‘God, you’ve a right cheek on you, Craig, to assume I’d give up everythin’ for you, married or not.’




  ‘You gave me plenty in that bed.’




  ‘It’s what you wanted from me.’




  ‘You liked it.’




  ‘I’m not denyin’ it. But that’s no reason to give up my house, my work, my freedom – ’




  ‘Greta, don’t you understand: I love you.’




  ‘I doubt it.’




  ‘What can I say, what can I do to convince you?’




  ‘Nothin’ will convince me, Craig.’




  Jen had giggled then. He’d found her femininity, her archness infuriating. Her dark eyes had seemed coy and full of something instinctive, not learned. He’d been torn between a

  desire to pick her up and hug her protectively and a fleeting urge to smash her head against the table.




  Sensing danger, Greta had said, ‘Stop it, Jen.’




  He’d taken a deep, deep, deep breath.




  ‘I’ll never ask again, Greta,’ he’d told her.




  ‘You should never have asked in the first place.’




  They had been lovers for almost a year. He had met her in the streets, had been drawn to her gradually. She was all the things that Kirsty was not, or so it seemed. She was perfect for him, a

  perfect mistress, shameless, independent, available. But he hadn’t imagined himself to be in love with her until recently.




  ‘More money, would that do it?’ he’d asked.




  ‘Not all the bloody money in the world.’




  ‘Is it the job then? Don’t fret about that. I wouldn’t be a copper any longer.’




  ‘It’s the best thing you can be,’ she’d told him. ‘It’s the best thing you’ll ever be.’




  The child had gone back to her pudding. She’d supped it with a large, long-handled spoon, gripped not in her fingers but in her little fist. Her back had been to him and she’d swung

  her legs, rapped her heels on the spar of the chair, blotting him out of her existence and humming contentedly as she did so. That innocent rejection had hurt him more than anything.




  No, he mustn’t think of them. He must try to put Greta Taylor and her child out of his mind.




  Polished black boots with metal-capped toes tapped on the stone steps; Sergeant Drummond. It hadn’t been Drummond who’d been on the desk when he’d staggered into the station

  earlier that afternoon but Sergeant Stevens, a lean, dry man from Islay, who had smelled the whisky on his breath and had yanked him out of the muster and bundled him unceremoniously down into the

  basement.




  Archie Flynn and Peter Stewart, his pals, had tried to prevent him turning out, had scuffled with him. He’d even had the whisky bottle on him, a conspicuous bulge in his notebook pocket.

  He’d told his pals to bugger off and had reeled into the muster room as bold as brass.




  ‘On your feet, Constable Nicholson.’




  For a split second he resisted the command. He could make sure of it right this very minute. He could stand up, swing and punch old Drummond right in the mouth. That would do it. By God, it

  would. That would free him from the job, and from all obligations.




  ‘Do you not hear me?’ Drummond demanded. ‘Are you still so intoxicated that you cannot find your pins?’




  Thirty years in Glasgow had not roughened Sergeant Hector Drummond’s lilting Highland accent. He was over fifty now, clean-shaven, crop-haired, portly. He had served all his days in

  Greenfield Burgh Police and had witnessed the rise of many a constable and the downfall of many more. He was old now, or nearly so, stoical, efficient and caring. Craig could not bring himself to

  strike old Drummond. If it had been Sergeant Stevens things might have been different. But not Drummond.




  Craig got to his feet.




  ‘I am not intoxicated, Sergeant.’




  ‘Not now, since you have had time to sober yourself.’




  From behind his back Drummond produced a half-pint bottle, labelless and nearly empty.




  ‘Can you deny that this bottle was removed from your person by Sergeant Stevens after you had presented yourself for duty at approximately ten minutes to three o’clock this

  afternoon?’ Drummond said.




  ‘I can’t deny it, Sergeant.’




  ‘Can you deny that you had been imbibing from said bottle an alcoholic beverage and that you entered the station for duty in a condition that was less than sober?’




  ‘Slightly less than sober,’ Craig said.




  Drummond nodded. ‘Where did you purchase the whisky?’




  It was an offence under the Burgh Police Act of 1892 to supply drink to a constable in uniform and carried a penalty of five pounds. Craig realised that he was more recovered than he had thought

  himself to be. He answered without hesitation. ‘I bought the bottle last night, Sergeant, when I was in mufti.’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘I can’t remember.’




  ‘Och, don’t lie to me, son. I know shebeen whisky when I see it. You bought this from an illicit source.’




  ‘No, Sergeant.’




  ‘Who filled the bottle for you? Was it Jackie Neville, by any chance?’




  ‘No, Sergeant.’




  ‘Was it her?’




  ‘Who?’




  ‘The woman in Benedict Street with whom you’ve been keepin’ company?’ Drummond said. ‘Did she give you the drink?’




  ‘What woman in Benedict Street?’




  ‘Aye, I should have nipped that relationship in the bud a long time ago,’ the sergeant said.




  ‘There was nothin’ to nip, Sergeant Drummond.’




  ‘Were you with her this afternoon?’




  Craig said nothing.




  ‘I have to know the truth,’ Drummond said, ‘or I can’t help you.’




  ‘Yes, I was with her,’ Craig said. ‘But not in the way you mean. I’ve never been with her in that sense.’




  ‘I have a bit of trouble believin’ that, son.’




  ‘It’s the truth, Sergeant.’ With a strange sense of separation Craig heard himself say, ‘In case you’ve forgotten, I’ve a lovin’ wife at

  home.’




  ‘Tell me what happened. Tell me why it happened,’ Drummond said. ‘And, most important of all, tell me it will not happen again.’




  God, Craig thought, Drummond’s buying the lie. He was going to get away with it after all. He had not had to admit anything, not even that he had bought the whisky from the back window of

  Jackie Neville’s house, where the odour of illicit distillation was strong enough to kill rats. He had not had to bow and scrape, swear on his father’s grave that he had done nothing

  awfully wrong. All he’d had to do was invoke his loving wife, to conjure up Kirsty as a goddess of humdrum respectability and let sentimentality do the rest.




  ‘Is it not recorded?’ Craig asked.




  ‘Aye, of course it’s recorded,’ Drummond answered. ‘Sergeant Stevens is very meticulous, as well you know. He was not well pleased at your truculence.’




  ‘I – I only had a taste.’




  ‘How is it then that the bottle is near empty?’




  He thought of Greta and how she had spurned him. He thought of her sprawled on the bed, near-naked, and imagined that she had lured him into the affair just to humiliate him, to take revenge on

  all that he represented, decency, security, a disciplined society.




  ‘I took it from her, from the woman in Benedict Street,’ Craig said. ‘You’re right. It is shebeen whisky. She drinks a lot of it.’




  ‘You should have reported – ’




  ‘It’s not my beat,’ Craig said. ‘In any case, Greta Taylor’s not the sort you sweep up off the street.’




  ‘What sort is she?’




  Craig shrugged. ‘She has a hard life, Sergeant. The drink’s her only consolation. I worry about the child, though, her child. She’s a holy terror for wanderin’ off, that

  bairn.’




  ‘And you took it upon yourself – ’




  ‘To keep an eye on her, yes,’ Craig said.




  It was easy, so easy to fly on the back of lies.




  ‘And to share her bottle?’ Drummond raised one grey eyebrow.




  ‘It was a warm day,’ Craig said. ‘I only had one suck. I never realised that it would be so potent.’




  ‘Pot whisky has floored better men than you, son,’ Drummond said. ‘How do you feel now?’




  ‘I’ve a bloody thick head, Sergeant, I can tell you.’




  ‘So you would have now.’




  Craig said, ‘Have you ever – you know?’




  ‘Once,’ Drummond said. ‘By accident.’




  ‘I suppose you could say it was an accident, Sergeant,’ Craig went on. ‘Not that that’s an excuse. I know I have t’ take my medicine.’




  ‘You won’t be dismissed,’ Drummond assured him. ‘Not for a first offence.’




  ‘You have my word that it’ll never happen again.’




  ‘And the woman in Benedict Street?’




  ‘That’s over,’ Craig snapped.




  ‘Over?’




  ‘She’ll just have to look out for her own welfare from now on.’




  ‘John Boyle’ll keep an eye on the child.’




  ‘Good,’ Craig said. ‘What happens now, Sergeant Drummond?’




  ‘You go home.’




  ‘I should be on back-shift.’




  ‘Not tonight. You go home now and polish your buttons, son. Tomorrow at nine o’clock you report to Lieutenant Strang at Percy Street.’




  The sergeant reached behind him and opened the gate. Two pairs of boots vanished from the top of the stairs at the gate’s oily clang. Craig wondered who had been listening to his reprimand

  and to his lies. Friends or enemies?




  ‘You’re not due in court tomorrow, are you?’ Drummond asked.




  ‘No, Sergeant, not tomorrow.’




  ‘Nine o’clock, Percy Street,’ Sergeant Drummond said, and, standing to one side, let the chastened young constable precede him upstairs.




  

    Craig’s sudden appearance caught Kirsty off guard. She had not expected him before half-past eleven at the earliest. She jumped from her chair at the table with such a

    start that Bobby, who had been feeding himself with two spoons, was frightened and began to wail. Craig had his helmet off and tunic unbuttoned before he entered the kitchen and one glance at his

    face filled Kirsty with fear.


  




  The album of photographs that David had given her was still on the bed, together with her garters and frilly petticoat. To Kirsty the air seemed redolent of Lily-of-the-Valley. But Craig paid no

  attention to any of these things. He flung his tunic on to the bed, went at once to the sink and twisted the brass tap. He stooped and drank from the flowing jet, swirled water in his mouth and

  spat it out into the sink. Bobby continued to wail.




  Kirsty said, ‘Craig, what is it?’




  She was utterly confused and close to weeping. She went to him and put her hand on his back, felt the muscles under his shirt go tense. He flinched and he shook her off but did not otherwise

  acknowledge her presence. He was, she noticed, trembling.




  ‘Craig, Craig, what is it? Have you been hurt? Are you sick?’




  He did not turn around but offered her his shirt collar as if that were an answer. Automatically she took it from him and stared down at it. Craig washed, laving his face and neck with soap,

  splashing water everywhere. Bobby climbed down from the chair and, still keening, clung to the back of Kirsty’s skirt.




  ‘Can you not shut him up?’ Craig snapped.




  ‘Why are you home so early?’




  She handed him a towel as he rose, dripping, from the sink.




  ‘Ach, you’ll hear soon enough, I suppose,’ he said. ‘I got sent down for bein’ in drink.’




  ‘Oh!’




  She was enormously relieved at the information. She swung away from him to hide it. Craig buried his face in the towel and dried himself vigorously. Kirsty lifted Bobby and walked with him

  towards the bed. She lifted the tunic, folded it one-handed and dropped it on the brown paper parcel, drew the curtain over the recess. She turned just in time to catch the towel that Craig threw

  to her.




  ‘Is that all you can say about it?’




  ‘Was it true? Were you in drink?’ Kirsty said.




  ‘I had a touch, a taste, that’s all.’




  ‘Did Drummond smell it on you?’




  ‘Stevens. He hauled me out the muster.’




  ‘You haven’t – I mean, you haven’t been dismissed?’




  ‘Christ, no. One shift, that’s all.’




  ‘They’ll dock you a week’s pay, though, won’t they?’




  Craig peeled his shirt over his head. ‘How do you know so bloody much about it?’




  Bobby had quieted. He studied his father now with an expression of belligerent curiosity that was pure Nicholson.




  ‘Joyce McAlpine told me. It’s happened to Andy more than once. He’s on final warnin’.’ Holding Bobby firmly against her hip Kirsty stretched out and shifted the

  kettle on to the hot plate. ‘It could have been worse, I suppose.’




  ‘Fifteen bob an’ a black mark on my record,’ Craig said. ‘I’ll draw cash out the bank account tomorrow so we’ll not go short. Right?’




  It was on the tip of Kirsty’s tongue to remind him that the money in the shared account had been intended as protection against the proverbial rainy day, not to pay for his indulgences.

  She kept silent, though, sensing the blackness of his mood.




  Craig’s father had been a drunkard, quiet and undemonstrative but hardly ever sober. She had always believed that it was Madge who had driven Bob Nicholson to drink, that the solace of

  whisky had become his only escape from her nagging dissatisfaction with the life he had given her. Craig, though, had nothing to escape from, unless it was marriage itself, marriage and its

  responsibilities.




  ‘I’ll make your supper,’ Kirsty said.




  ‘No need. I’m goin’ out.’




  Again she felt relief and, tonight, no sense of exclusion.




  Something else had happened at the station, of that she was sure, something that Craig had not revealed. She would find out tomorrow. Eunice Swanston, or one of the other wives, would tell her.

  There were precious few secrets that did not seep from Ottawa Street into Canada Road.




  ‘Da . . . Daddy?’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘I . . . I got a ’tash.’




  ‘What’s he bletherin’ about?’




  ‘Oh, he’s made a moustache out o’ dough,’ Kirsty explained. ‘He wants you to see it.’




  ‘Well, he’ll just have to wait,’ Craig said. ‘I’ve no time for his nonsense right now.’




  Without another word to either his wife or son, Craig left the kitchen for the bedroom and, within minutes, was gone from the house once more.
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  Dinner with Dolphus
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  Gordon Nicholson would have been better pleased if he had been the only guest invited to dine with James Randolph Adair and his family. Even his

  rudimentary knowledge of social niceties, however, told him that such favours were not on. As it was he was flattered to be asked to visit the home of ‘the other Adairs’ without his

  mother and stepfather tagging along and managed to convince himself that it was Amanda, Randolph’s eldest daughter, who had put her old man up to offering the hand of friendship to the latest

  addition to the clan.




  Hobnobbing with the well-to-do was still a novelty for Gordon. He felt quite comfortable when Breezy was in the company but the prospect of sitting at Dolphus’s board, under the

  man’s scrutiny, shook even Gordon’s confidence somewhat. He could not quite trust his boyish charm to see him through the ordeal. He was afraid that he would make some dreadful gaffe

  that would confirm Dolphus’s opinion that he was nothing but a bumpkin and an upstart and that would have Johnnie Whiteside and Eric hooting with laughter for weeks thereafter.




  ‘Dinner with Dolphus, eh!’ Breezy said when Gordon showed him the formally worded letter of invitation. ‘My, but you are honoured.’




  ‘Johnnie and Eric will be there too.’




  Whiteside and Eric Adair were the managers of Breezy’s large warehouse in Partick East and Breezy seemed to trust and depend upon them. Gordon had worked under the pair for the best part

  of a year now but he hadn’t quite fathomed where he stood in the pecking order or what the cousins really thought of him.




  ‘The younger generation, yes,’ said Breezy.




  ‘Why does he call himself Dolphus?’




  ‘ ’Cause he’s a snob,’ said Breezy. ‘Bein’ just plain Jimmy wasn’t good enough for my dear brother. We all called him Randy for a while, until he

  threatened us with violence. Dolphus it became.’




  ‘What do I call him?’




  ‘You call him Sir,’ said Breezy.




  ‘I can’t think,’ said Gordon, ‘why he’d bother to ask me to dinner.’




  ‘Oh, stop fishin’, son,’ said Breezy. ‘It’ll be that pretty wee daughter that’s keen to see more of you.’




  ‘Amanda?’ Gordon tried to sound surprised.




  ‘She’s just come on the market for a man.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘A husband’s what I mean,’ said Breezy. ‘An’ what Amanda wants, Amanda gets. Besides, old Dolphus has four of the bloody things on his hands.’




  ‘What bloody things?’




  ‘Daughters,’ said Breezy. ‘He’s given them enough by way of education, now he wants them married an’ settled down, startin’ with Amanda.’




  ‘Wait a wee minute,’ Gordon said. ‘You don’t mean that I’m – well, in the runnin’ as a – well, husband?’




  ‘Why shouldn’t you be?’




  ‘I mean, well, surely she can have her pick.’




  ‘Meanin’?’




  ‘She’s rich. I’m not.’




  ‘Amanda’s not worth a penny in her own right,’ Breezy said. ‘In fact, between you an’ me, son, Dolphus hardly has two brass farthin’s to rub together. He

  didn’t make his money. He married it.’




  ‘He married Olive Carruth, didn’t he?’ said Gordon.




  ‘Indeed he did,’ said Breezy. ‘An’ you know what that means.’




  ‘I’m not sure I do.’




  ‘Then you haven’t been readin’ your Glasgow Herald,’ Breezy said. ‘Beer money. Brewery money, that’s what it means. Last year Carruth’s turned

  over one hundred and fifty thousand pounds.’




  ‘Dear God!’




  ‘Olive’s father was the brains behind it all. He was shrewd enough to purchase prime barley land in Lothian and Angus and he was one of the first of the Scottish brewers to expand

  the market south. Tied houses, managed houses, Carruth was fast off the mark to seize all the advantages of progress. Dolphus was brought in as a salesman after he’d wooed an’ won

  Olive. Give my brother his due, when it comes to raw commerce he’s not as big a fool as he looks.’




  ‘An’ I thought you were King Midas in this family,’ Gordon said.




  Breezy grinned. ‘I gave the beggar his start. I helped him earn his first half-crown. In fact it was through me that he met Olive Carruth in the first place. He doesn’t like to be

  reminded of those early days, by the way. I wouldn’t start a conversation about muckin’ out byres, if I were you.’




  ‘What should I talk about?’




  ‘Thoroughbreds.’




  ‘Hell!’ said Gordon. ‘You know I can’t talk about horses.’




  ‘Direct your conversation to Olive, if you can.’




  ‘The wife?’




  ‘Aye, she’s human,’ said Breezy. He added, with a wink, ‘Well, nearly.’




  

    ‘The Knowe’, James Randolph Adair’s estate, lay six miles north of the city, an inconvenient base for anyone who did not possess a stable of horses and

    umpteen carriages with which to cart the family to and from the railway station at Milngavie.


  




  Set in four verdant acres the house was a huge double villa designed and built in the 1850s by the famous architect ‘Greek’ Thomson. The knoll that had given the place its name had

  been dug away to form a protective horseshoe against the winds that whistled over the Moss. The grounds were planted with gigantic evergreens to protect the glazed colonnades and Romanesque windows

  from excessive weathering and when you came rattling up from the station all you could see of The Knowe was a corner of the deep-eaved roof and the glint of a window or two through the dense dark

  mass of the trees.




  Dinner with Dolphus was not exactly the sort of event that you anticipated with unalloyed pleasure, Gordon discovered. Seated in a big bow-fronted Sovereign with the coachman cracking his whip

  over your head and the tree-buried house looming closer, you could not help but feel your palms sweat a little and your mouth go dry.




  Even those worldly-wise men, Johnnie and Eric, puffed with forced nonchalance on their small cigars and fussed with their dickie-bow ties and stand-up collars. They too were nervous, though for

  what reason Gordon could not deduce. After all they were true-blue nephews of Uncle Dolphus and had been brought up in the privileged circle. Not only that, they were five or six years older than

  Gordon, and displayed, as a rule, a cynical arrogance that he could never match.




  Gordon had glimpsed James Randolph Adair only once, on the occasion of Madge’s wedding to Breezy. He had been impressed by Dolphus’s height and straight bearing, by the daring

  razor-cut side-whiskers that he’d sported in defiance of fashion. In the confusion of relatives, however, he had not identified Olive Carruth Adair. Later, at New Year, he had been so

  mesmerised by Amanda that he would not have noticed if she’d been accompanied by the band of the Grenadier Guards.




  By the time the Sovereign halted in front of a portico lit by two glass footballs clutched in wrought-iron claws Gordon was in a funk of anxiety. Down came the master to greet his guests.

  Rehearsed phrases fled from Gordon’s memory. He left Johnnie and Eric to do the honours and only managed a grunt when the lordly Dolphus shook his hand and led them all into the library off

  the hall.




  ‘The bride’s boy, hah,’ Dolphus said. ‘My daughter wanted you here. Can’t for the life of me think why. Sherry?’




  ‘Yes,’ Gordon whispered. ‘Please.’




  He was given the glass. It contained only a dribble of sour liquid. He sipped at it, coughed.




  Johnnie and Eric glowered at him and Dolphus Adair, positioned before the fireplace’s one smoking log, chuckled.




  ‘Not used to gentleman’s liquor, hah.’ His voice was tortured by unnatural inflexions. ‘Rather have ginger pop, would you? Hah?’




  ‘No . . . thank you, sir. Sherry is . . . fine.’




  In fact the sherry was dreadful, the sort of stuff that only desperate alcoholics could down without a grimace. Breezy would not have cleaned drains with it.




  ‘Not used to it, you see,’ Dolphus told his bona fide nephews, sure of their support in ragging the upstart.




  The room was lined with tawdry volumes that had probably been purchased by the yard from some cheapjack dealer. The rug was not genuine Persian but an imitation that had been washed too many

  times. The beautiful stone fireplace held but one green log, and the chairs were tattered and the tantalus from which an aged servant had poured the wine could have been purchased from

  Adair’s warehouse for a couple of shillings. The contrast between Dolphus’s reputation as a man of substance and the trappings of the big house set Gordon on his guard and prepared him

  for worse to come.




  ‘Drink up, my boys,’ said Dolphus. ‘And we’ll join the ladies in the drawin’-room, hah.’




  Dolphus plucked the glass from Gordon’s fingers and put it on the tin-plated tray that the servant held out, then he spread out his arms and gathered unto him Johnnie and Eric and led them

  towards the door, leaving Gordon to follow humbly in their wake.




  

    Dining with Dolphus was like being in the cast of one of those complicated dramas that got booed off the stage of the Queen’s. It was not the warmth of the

    welcome that melted Gordon’s self-consciousness and restored some of his cockiness but the various layers of unpleasantness that were uncovered as the evening progressed.


  




  Mother, for instance, was as sweet as pie to her guests, indifferent to her daughter, patronising to the servants and viperish in addressing her husband. She wore a gown that was laced so tight

  that her breasts seemed to swell out between the flounces and she fawned over Gordon and fanned his cheek with her eyelashes as if she, not Amanda, were in the market for a beau. Dolphus showed no

  sign of being piqued by such behaviour. Perhaps he was used to his wife’s outrageousness. He responded by paying an excessive amount of attention to Amanda, nuzzling her cheek with his

  razor-cut whiskers, squeezing her tiny waist with his arm. Amanda, in turn, played up to her father and batted her eyelids and pursed her rosebud lips in a performance that Gordon found almost

  sickening. Between Amanda and her mother, though, Gordon detected not rivalry but complicity.




  In all this shuttling of emotions between the Adairs the darkest thread was that of Dolphus’s attitude towards his wife. It was one of such subtle, unexpressed hatred that you could

  uncover it only if you were sharp enough to intercept a glance or catch the faint sneering inflexion in an apparently innocent remark.




  So intent were the Adairs on scratching at each other that there were spells throughout dinner when not only Gordon but Eric and Johnnie too were ignored and had no alternative but to

  concentrate on supping puddly soup or chewing stringy mutton.




  Amanda, however, almost made up for it. She looked breathtakingly beautiful by candlelight, gowned like a woman, not an adolescent. Her bare arms, though, showed gooseflesh for the dining-room

  was as cold as a tomb and the food, in its old silver dishes, was no better than lukewarm.




  ‘Not cold, darling, are you, hah?’




  Amanda gave her father a smile that would have melted an icecap. ‘Warm as toast, thank you, Daddy.’




  Dolphus glowered at his guests. ‘And you, hah?’




  ‘No, sir.’




  ‘Fine, sir.’




  ‘Very . . . very comfortable, sir.’




  ‘Oh, males are always hot-blooded at their age.’ Olive leaned over the Eve’s pudding and brushed a finger against Gordon’s frozen cheek. ‘He’s quite on fire,

  in fact.’




  It could not be the wine that had loosed Olive Adair’s inhibitions; the wine was weaker than tap water.




  ‘What do you have to say to that, Nicholson, hah?’




  ‘Nothing, sir.’




  ‘Not old enough to have opinions?’




  ‘Not . . . not about body temperatures, sir.’




  ‘Don’t you realise that my spouse was paying you a compliment?’




  ‘I hadn’t . . . Yes, of course.’ Gordon dredged up one of his professionally boyish smiles, so cherubic that Dolphus could not possibly take offence. ‘Thank you very

  much, Mrs Adair. I am just pleasantly warm, that’s all.’




  Olive emitted a gentle sigh and, to Gordon’s vast relief, leaned away from him at last, as if she had been defused by his rustic naivety.




  Eventually the family seemed to grow bored with skirmishing and the talk turned to horse racing and the breeding of winners. Naturally Johnnie and Eric were well versed in the subject and once

  more Gordon found himself excluded from the conversation. He crumbled a small piece of cheese on his plate and dabbed up the fragments with his fingertip. So far Amanda had paid him no special

  attention. He could not imagine why he had been summoned to appear before the Adairs. He began to wonder if the whole thing was some sort of plot to test his initiative and aplomb under

  pressure.




  Dinner was disposed of in less than an hour. Dolphus escorted his wife and daughter off ‘to do their little duties’ – a phrase that made Gordon squirm – while the boys

  repaired to the library for coffee and brandy.




  From a humidor on an Indian table Johnnie removed a cigar that was as dry as tinder and the colour of birch bark. He wrinkled his nose and put the object back into store. ‘He’s

  gettin’ worse, I fancy.’




  ‘And the Olive Branch?’ said Eric. ‘What about her?’




  ‘What the Olive Branch needs is another encounter with a sturdy young buck,’ said Johnnie.




  ‘Any volunteers?’ said Eric, nudging Gordon.




  ‘What?’




  ‘ “Quite on fire”! That’s rich!’ said Eric. ‘God, I wouldn’t take mine out in this house if my very life depended on it.’




  ‘Frostbite would have it,’ said Johnnie, ‘if nothing else.’




  ‘I thought some of the other fillies might be trotted out for inspection,’ said Eric.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Daughters.’




  ‘The second in line is just comin’ into bloom.’




  ‘What age is she?’




  ‘Fourteen, fifteen,’ said Eric.




  Gordon took a tiny cup and saucer from the tin-plated tray, poured coffee from the pot. ‘Is she as stunnin’ as Amanda?’




  ‘It’s all in the eye of the beholder, ain’t it?’ said Johnnie.




  ‘Listen,’ Gordon said, ‘I don’t quite understand what Dolphus expects from me.’




  ‘Gratitude, humility and respect,’ said Eric.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Do stop sayin’ that, old chum.’




  ‘Sorry,’ Gordon said. ‘It’s just that I can’t understand why you chaps aren’t in the runnin’.’




  ‘He who gets Amanda also gets the pelf,’ Johnnie said.




  ‘And old Dolphus knows us both too well to trust us to keep a bargain.’




  ‘What bargain?’




  Neither of the cousins answered.




  Eric said, ‘Come to think of it, the second might be more your type, Gordon.’




  ‘What’s her name?’




  ‘Phoebe,’ said Eric. ‘Feeble Phoebe, as she’s known in the trade. Yes, she might be just the ticket for you.’




  ‘Aye, an’ a punch on the ear might be just the ticket for you, Eric,’ Gordon said. ‘Anyway, I haven’t given up hope of throwin’ my hat in the ring for

  Amanda.’




  ‘Oh hoh! Vaultin’ ambition here, I see.’




  ‘I like her. She’s gorgeous.’




  ‘Highly desirable,’ John Whiteside said. ‘But would you have her under any conditions?’




  ‘I might,’ said Gordon. ‘If she’d have me.’




  ‘It’s all a bit beyond you, Gordon, ain’t it?’




  ‘I can’t deny I’m puzzled,’ said Gordon. ‘It’s some damned family, that’s all I can say.’




  ‘Damned is the word,’ said Johnnie.




  

    Dolphus seated himself on a scuffed leather greatchair by the hearth. He crossed his legs and thoughtfully swirled a film of brandy about the base of his bowl. He had

    returned without the women and had offered no explanation for his prolonged absence. He puffed on one of the pale, dry cigars, sipped from the glass and said, ‘Now, young fellow, tell me

    about this famous brother of yours.’


  




  Gordon was taken aback. ‘What?’




  ‘There he goes again,’ said Eric.




  ‘The brother who comes stridin’ out of a hayfield and immediately starts catchin’ dangerous criminals,’ said Dolphus. ‘That one.’




  ‘Craig’s a policeman with Greenfield Burgh,’ said Gordon. ‘Catchin’ criminals is his job.’




  ‘Perhaps so,’ said Dolphus. ‘I hear that he does not much approve of us.’




  ‘I don’t think he knows you, sir.’




  ‘He was exceedingly stiff with my cousin Sinclair.’




  Sinclair Smith was a bookmaker, one of several connected with the Adair family. No doubt it would be to Sinclair’s advantage to have a copper in his pocket so that he or his runners would

  not be harassed while plying their unlawful trade on the streets. But Sinclair Smith, so Gordon believed, represented the low end of the Adair hierarchy and it was hard to credit that the chairman

  of the board of Carruth’s could possibly be interested in what went on in the back streets of the Greenfield.




  ‘Craig doesn’t much care for bookies,’ Gordon said.




  ‘He’s a handsome lad, though,’ Dolphus said. ‘My wife remarked upon it at the recent nuptials.’




  ‘Craig’s married an’ has a child.’ Gordon lapsed deliberately into a broad Ayrshire dialect. ‘Merrit tae a bonnie wee lassie frae the Carrick

  grazin’s.’




  Gordon assumed that Dolphus was still trawling for husbands for his daughters. Why he did not search among eligible bachelors from his own social class Gordon could not imagine. He wondered

  where the three daughters were hidden. Phoebe and her sisters were probably upstairs, locked in some arctic dormitory with Nanny on guard at the door. Did they approve of Father bartering away

  their lives for some nefarious purpose of his own? Amanda didn’t seem to mind.




  Gratitude, humility and respect: was that all that Dolphus would demand from a son-in-law? Something sinister was going on and Gordon felt his curiosity quicken and the last wisp of

  self-consciousness vanish with the challenge. Breezy had been right to warn him not to underestimate James Randolph Adair.




  ‘Can’t my dear brother find a place for your dear brother?’ Dolphus asked. ‘Hah?’




  ‘I don’t think Craig’s interested in commerce, sir.’




  ‘I could find a place for him, I’m sure.’




  Gordon said, ‘My brother’s a policeman, an’ that’s all there is to it.’




  ‘In this family,’ said Dolphus, ‘we look after our own. I would prefer it if your brother was in rather than out. Could he manage one of my public houses, do you

  think?’




  ‘I doubt if he’d want to. Being a copper suits him perfectly.’




  ‘What about you, hah?’ said Dolphus. ‘What would suit you?’




  ‘I’m a salesman. I work for Breezy.’




  Gordon rose and helped himself to another cup of coffee from the pot on the tray. He did not return to his seat on the sofa but remained on his feet, the saucer balanced on the palm of his

  hand.




  The cousins lay back in their chairs, legs stretched, watching him. Apparently Dolphus did indeed wish to snare a Nicholson. Gordon could see a point to his own entrapment as a suitor for

  Amanda, assuming he passed the test. But why was Dolphus so interested in Craig? From far down in his consciousness Gordon fished up the image of Greta Taylor, the woman from Benedict Street.

  Johnnie and Eric knew her, knew her rather too intimately for comfort. Could there be a connection with Dolphus too, something that James Randolph Adair was anxious to cover up?




  Gordon opened his mouth to put a question then prudently changed his mind.




  ‘Something to say, hah?’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ Gordon told him. ‘Where’s the lavatory?’




  

    He came out from the closet under the dark oak stair and found himself alone in the spooky hallway. The library door had been closed behind him and he could imagine the three

    Adairs behind it, their heads together as they murmured and schemed. There was no sign of servants and the only sound was the gush of water in the cast-iron cistern and a faint groaning in the

    pipes.


  




  ‘Gordon?’




  He almost jumped out of his skin. He swung round.




  ‘What?’




  ‘Here. I’m here.’




  She beckoned to him from the doorway of a darkened room. She looked as ethereal as a phantom, slight and pale and insubstantial. He hesitated.




  ‘Come to me, Gordon,’ she whispered.




  He went on tiptoe.




  Her hand was icy cold when she touched his fingers and drew him into the great vaulted drawing-room.




  ‘Where’s your mama?’ Gordon hissed.




  ‘Retired.’




  ‘Already? What time is it?’




  ‘Oh, it’s been awful for you, Gordon,’ Amanda said. ‘Hold me in your arms.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Please, hold me.’




  He could not be sure but he thought that she had been weeping, that her cheeks were not only cold but were damp with tears. He put an arm awkwardly about her waist and left the rest of the

  embrace to her. He was gratified to discover that she was smaller than he was and her daintiness made him feel both tall and strong.




  The drawing-room door was ajar. They stood just inside it. A wan slit of gaslight fell upon her face when she tilted it up towards him. He could not help but kiss her and, yes, her cheeks were

  wet. She gave a tiny sobbing sigh and clung tightly to him. He was aware of her breasts pressed against his chest and her stomach against his waistcoat, and the softness of her. But his feelings

  were tender not lustful and the kiss was light and not prolonged.




  ‘I must see you again, Gordon. Soon.’




  ‘How?’ he said. ‘I mean, where?’




  ‘Johnnie will arrange it.’




  ‘Johnnie?’




  ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘Kiss me again, my darling.’




  She clung to him for several seconds then abruptly tore herself away, slipped past the door and across the hallway. Gordon watched her ascend the staircase. His heart was pounding and he felt

  that he could hardly catch his breath. She paused on the first landing, leaned over the balcony and blew him a parting kiss.




  A quarter of an hour later it was all over and he was back in the Sovereign with Eric and Johnnie, heading down the avenue of trees towards the Milngavie road.




  Squinting at his pocket watch, Eric Adair said, ‘Dinner with Dolphus in two hours dead. Not bad, eh!’




  ‘He has it down to a fine art, the old boy,’ said Johnnie. ‘He’d be frightened that we’d smoke his other cigar if we stayed longer.’




  ‘Is it always like that?’ Gordon asked.




  ‘Usually it’s worse,’ said Eric.




  ‘Why does he bother?’




  ‘Feels it incumbent upon him to be hospitable from time to time,’ said Eric. ‘The annual garden party is the giddy limit, though. Avoid it at all costs.’




  ‘Join the army,’ said Johnnie, ‘or run away to sea.’




  ‘Tonight had a special purpose, of course,’ said Eric. ‘Dolphus was so keen to meet you.’




  ‘Be glad he did,’ said Johnnie.




  ‘Why the hell should I be glad?’ Gordon said.




  ‘Because he liked you. He approves.’




  ‘Does he?’ said Gordon. ‘He’s got a bloody funny way of showin’ it.’




  ‘Dolphus likes you. Olive likes you,’ John Whiteside said. ‘In fact, Gordon, we all just think you’re grand.’




  ‘Oh, aye!’ said Gordon sceptically, and for the rest of the journey to the station kept his mouth shut and his suspicions all to himself.
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  Second Best




  [image: ]




  For almost twenty-four hours Kirsty saw nothing of Craig. She had been in bed in the kitchen recess before he had returned on Wednesday night. She

  had heard him stumble into the hall and on into the front bedroom and could tell by the racket that he was the worse for drink.




  In their first year of living together Kirsty would have dragged herself out of bed to go to his assistance. She would have made sure that he got out of his clothes and into his nightshirt. She

  would even have held a basin for him if he’d been inclined to be sick. But no longer. She’d listened to him blundering about the bedroom and then, when he’d fallen quiet, she had

  simply turned on to her side and had soon dropped down into a deep, deep sleep.




  On Thursday morning she was roused by the guttural cry of a coalman as he made his deliveries. She had taken Bobby into bed with her and he slept on, snuggled against her flank. She listened to

  the rumble of a coal load as it was discharged into the Swanstons’ bunker, the clatter of the man’s clogs as he went downstairs again. Next she heard the throb of a factory hammer and,

  soon after, the jangle of a handbell from the Forrester Primary School in the street adjacent to Canada Road. She sat up abruptly.




  The handbell told her that it was approaching nine o’clock. Obviously she’d forgotten to set the American alarm and had overslept. If it hadn’t been for Bobby she would have

  leapt guiltily from the bed. But he was so peaceful that she disentangled herself carefully from the bedclothes and left him to his rest. She must pull up the blinds at once, though, to let the

  world know that she was up and about. God knows what the neighbours must think of her lying abed until this late hour of the morning, and her not even ill.




  It was chilly in the kitchen but sunshine had already melted the frost from the window-panes and the tenement walls were slashed with brilliant light. Down in the back-court Mrs Swanston was

  pegging a family wash to the drying-line and the wash-house chimney sent up gritty black smoke that rose straight as a fakir’s rope into the china-blue sky.




  Kirsty peered at the clock on the mantelshelf: five past nine. She snatched her clothes from the chair by the fire, struggled into her vest and drawers, rolled on her stockings, hopping on one

  leg. Still dazed by her long sleep it was several minutes before she realised that she’d heard no sound at all from the bedroom. She knubbled her eyes with her knuckle and tried to recall why

  today had special importance.




  ‘Oh, God!’ she groaned.




  Half-clad she rushed through the hall to waken Craig who had told her that he was due to appear before the Chief Constable that morning.




  The bed was empty. His uniform was gone from its heavy wooden hanger. The drawers of the tallboy had been yanked open, his clean shirts rumpled, a tie hanging out like a strangled tongue. He had

  left without breakfast, without a word of farewell. She felt annoyance and guilt in equal parts. She tried to appease the feelings by tidying up the bedroom, without success. Perhaps, she told

  herself, he was too ashamed to face her first thing. Not much consoled by the excuse she had wished upon him, she returned, frowning, to the kitchen.




  ‘Mammy, see.’




  Bobby popped his tousled head through a gap in the curtains.




  ‘Lie still for a bit, dearest,’ she told him. ‘Keep yourself warm until I light the fire.’




  ‘Right-he-ho,’ said Bobby, and promptly vanished.




  Where did he learn such expressions? What other unsavoury phrases would her son pick up now that he was old enough to associate with the rapscallions in the close and to emulate their cheeky

  patter?




  She buttoned her blouse and tied on her apron, opened the vent under the grate and raked the embers noisily with a poker.




  ‘Eee-righteee-hoooh,’ Bobby chanted for his own amusement. ‘Walla-walla-walla-wooo.’




  ‘Bobby, be quiet.’




  Out came the head, bright as a new thrupenny piece.




  ‘Daddy still sleepin’?’




  ‘Yes,’ Kirsty fibbed.




  ‘Oooooo-aaah!’




  ‘I’ll oh-ah you, m’lad, if you’re not quiet.’




  Though he had only recently crossed the bridge from babyhood into boyhood, Bobby had already learned respect for the breadwinner. He dived instantly behind the curtain and bounced about on the

  mattress, unseen but not unheard. Kirsty was too absorbed in her own thoughts to take pleasure in her son’s exuberance this morning.




  By now David would be on the train to Inverness to take leave of his uncle. On Saturday he would travel to London on the overnight express and, in a week or so, he would embark for China. He had

  promised to write to her but Kirsty was not at all sure that she could bear to receive letters from him. True feelings could not be put down on paper. Besides, her news would surely seem trivial in

  reply. David’s kindness, his tenderness would not seem the same when conveyed in stilted handwritten sentences. Letters, perhaps, would only serve to increase the distance between them. Deep

  within her Kirsty knew that she had never been right for David Lockhart. She could never have been his wife even if she had not been bound by common law and twisted loyalties to Craig

  Nicholson.




  She would miss David but, oddly, she would miss Nessie Frew even more and the two hundred pounds that Nessie had left her was no compensation for being deprived of a good and trusted friend.




  If the day had not got off on the wrong foot, Kirsty might have found a moment to indulge in tears. As it was, though, she was all behind and would have to scurry to catch up, particularly as

  she did not know when to expect Craig or what he would require by way of a meal.




  She ran her hand along the mantel in the faint hope that he might have left her a note. It was not in Craig’s nature to communicate, however. It seemed that he, like a lot of men, expected

  not just service but second sight from a wife.




  ‘Bobby, get back into that bed,’ she snapped. ‘Set one foot on the floor before I’ve got the fire lit an’ I’ll spank.’




  Bobby sank through the curtain, arms akimbo, in a perfect pantomime of passive obedience.




  ‘Stay there. Don’t move,’ Kirsty warned. ‘I’ll only be a minute.’




  ‘Aye, Mammy.’




  Kirsty left the house door open and hurried downstairs to the water closet on the half-landing. She had not washed her face or combed her hair yet and must look a right ticket. The other wives

  in the close would have been up and at it for a couple of hours or more and she had probably lost her share of the drying-line and would have to negotiate with Mrs Swanston for an extra rope.




  The shafts of sunlight that soared through the stair window seemed to taunt Kirsty for her laziness as she went on downstairs to the ground-floor level.




  Constable John Boyle had just entered the close. As a rule he would have bidden Kirsty a polite good morning. But today he seemed startled to encounter her. He was a sandy-haired, sharp-featured

  chap in his late thirties but his Christian seriousness made him seem older.




  Kirsty nodded. ‘Mornin’, Mr Boyle.’




  He deliberately turned away. He studied the ceiling of the close as intently as if it had just been repainted by Michelangelo. He was, Kirsty realised, pointedly ignoring her. Before she could

  challenge him, put any sort of question, however, the door of the Boyles’ apartment whisked open and Mrs Boyle rescued her husband from further embarrassment.




  ‘Come in here this minute, John,’ the woman barked, without a trace of civility.




  John Boyle slunk past Kirsty and into the house and Florrie Boyle slammed the door shut. Kirsty felt as if she had been slapped. What had she done to offend them?




  Guilt took possession of Kirsty again and she hesitated before going on down the three shallow stone steps to the little close that led into the backcourt. The usual washday puddle stained the

  flagstones at the door of the brick house and water gurgled rudely in the drain. Mrs Swanston’s pail and empty basket stood by the open door.
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