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Part One




Chapter One


‘Two to the Jubilee, please,’ said the nurses.

They were young, fresh-faced, shaking raindrops from their capes. A morning lecture at the Infirmary had kept them late, they’d had to run through a shower for the tram. Had only just caught it, which was a bit of luck.

‘Might have missed our dinner,’ said Martie Cass, settling into a wooden seat beside Alex Kelsie, as the conductor pressed the bell and the tram moved off. ‘Such as it is. When are we going to get something decent to eat again? You’d think the war was still on.’

The Second World War had in fact been over for four years, but austerity was still with Scotland. There were still shortages of everything. Except, as Martie said with grim humour, TB cases. Always plenty of those.

The girls were in their second year at Edinburgh’s Jubilee Chest Hospital, both good friends, not just as colleagues. They had been brought up together in the Stockbridge Colonies, a little community of terraces by the Water of Leith, a mile or so from Princes Street, where their parents shared a house. It was perhaps not too surprising that both should have chosen nursing, but Alex had had a particular reason for wanting to nurse tubercular patients, and Martie liked to joke and say she was only in it for the extra money.

In fact, if it had been true, Alex wouldn’t have blamed her. Everyone knew that Martie’s folks, Sid and Tilda Cass, were a pair of skinflints, and that Martie, cheerful and outgoing, liked to spend, not necessarily on herself. Tall and strong, with honey-coloured hair and vivid blue eyes, she radiated vitality; she had been born to be generous. Looking at her in the tram that day, Alex thought again how life at home must have been for her an exquisite form of straitjacket.

Alex herself had loved her home. She had one brother, Jamie, who like her, had toffee-brown hair and eyes to match, and the pair of them had thrived in the atmosphere of home like loved and cherished house-plants. When everything changed and the cold wind of tragedy touched them, they had for a time withered, found it hard to recover. Jamie had gone into the army to do his national service and was now working with an insurance firm in Glasgow. Alex, as soon as she was eighteen, had followed Rose Burnett, a friend of hers and Martie’s, into nursing. And Martie, whether or not it was for the money, had followed her. Both were doing well and looking forward to next year and Finals, when with luck they should qualify as State Registered Nurses.

‘Then, who knows?’ Martie once said. ‘The world’ll be our oyster!’

‘The Jubilee’s my oyster,’ Alex had replied. ‘I’m staying put.’

The showers had become heavy rain by the time they reached the stop for the Jubilee.

‘Here we go!’ cried Martie, and they raced up the drive to the nurses’ home, a shabby old house, once part of a large estate that had been acquired for the original hospital many years before. In those days, the Jubilee had been almost in the country; now, it was surrounded by the city, its grounds a little oasis amongst stone and brick. Most patients were housed in large pavilions known as the butterfly wards because of their Y-shaped construction, though some slept in wooden chalets open to the weather. As fresh air was considered part of their cure, no one objected. Even on that cold wet November day, the two nurses could see a few brave souls walking round the lawns or digging in the allotments. Such activity after their long periods of rest in the wards gave them hope. And until the wonder drugs that everyone was talking about actually arrived, hope was mostly what the patients had.

‘Bet it’ll be mince again,’ groaned Martie, when she and Alex had changed from their wet things and made it to the nurses’ dining room. ‘And that rice pudding they make from grit. Or tastes like it, anyway.’

There was no mince, only rissoles, equally disliked.

‘What’s in ‘em?’ asked Martie, ‘we should be told.’

For pudding, there were small squares of pastry filled with strange jam. ‘No’ so bad with custard,’ remarked a probationer, which turned out to be true, so they had second helpings and cups of tea. By which time they had to be on their way again, hurrying to Butterfly Two.

‘Nurse Kelsie, Nurse Cass, may I have a word?’

Staff Burnett was coming down the corridor towards them, looking the very picture of crisp efficiency.

Alex’s heart lurched. She still thought of the staff nurse as Rose, as her friend who had skipped and played games with the children of the Colonies, even though she was not from the Colonies herself but Cheviot Square, which was so much more grand. It had taken a huge effort to accept her as someone quite different at the Jubilee, someone always ahead, a second-year nurse, a third-year nurse, and now a staff nurse. Someone who must be called Staff and not Rose, who, in spite of always being there to help and advise, held Martie and herself at arm’s length, because that was the way it had to be.

‘Oh, Lord, what have we done now?’ whispered Martie.

Alex, racking her brains to think, tried to find a clue in Rose’s expression. But she was only looking her usual striking self: oval-shaped face pale, dark eyes steady under distinctive brows, black hair shining beneath her cap. Rose had always been more than pretty, even as a child, perhaps because the seriousness of her nature added the dimension of beauty. This was not something Alex could ever have put into words; she just felt it and knew others felt it too. Dr Chris Maclnnes, for instance, though it was said Rose never gave him the time of day.

‘You’re on your way to Two?’ Rose glanced at the watch pinned to her uniform. ‘I won’t keep you a moment.’

‘We’re no’ late,’ Martie said quickly. ‘But we were held up at the lecture.’

‘Oh, yes, the lecture – physiology and hygiene, wasn’t it? Find it useful?’

‘Very. We enjoyed it.’

‘Good.’ Rose hesitated. ‘There’s just something I wanted to tell you. My brother is to be admitted to the Jubilee next week. He has a small shadow on his left lung.’

Martie’s jaw dropped. Alex’s hands at her sides tightened. Neither spoke.

‘I know it’s years since you’ve seen him,’ Rose went on. ‘He had to go into the RAF when he left school. But you remember him, don’t you?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said Alex.

‘When he came back from the war, he went to university to read law, felt a bit unwell lately, had tests.’ Rose paused again. ‘Now he’s coming here.’

‘I’m very sorry,’ Alex said softly.

Rose gave her a long dark look. ‘The prognosis is good, he should make an excellent recovery.’

‘So, what’s wrong for you?’ asked Martie with her usual bluntness.

‘It’s my opinion he shouldn’t be coming to the Jubilee at all.’ Rose shrugged. ‘But you can see how it is. I’m here and my mother thinks I can give him special care.’

‘Only natural, Staff.’

‘Maybe, but it’s not possible and the truth is he should be going somewhere privately. It’s difficult to get to Switzerland at the moment, but he could have gone to the Highlands. I could have given him a list of places…’

Rose’s voice trailed to a halt and she looked away, her eyes sombre. It seemed to them that they had never seen her so dispirited. This was not the Rose they knew of old, or the efficient Staff Nurse Burnett.

Suddenly she moved, snapping smartly back into her professional role. ‘Time you two were on duty. It’s my fault, I shouldn’t have kept you.’ With trembling fingers, she adjusted her cap that was perfectly straight.

Alex cleared her throat. ‘Thanks for telling us about your brother, Staff. We’ll look out for him.’

Rose gave an uncertain smile. ‘Yes, well, remember, no special treatment required!’

They watched her walk swiftly away down the corridor, her nurse’s shoes tapping, her back straight, her head, as always, held high. The nurses’ eyes met. Martie gave a long low whistle.

‘What do you make of that, then? Poor old Tim.’

‘Come on, you heard what Staff said, we’re due on the ward.’

‘How about Staff, though? I mean, talking to us like that! She’s never said a word before that wasn’t to do with work. Shows how she’s feeling.’

‘Shows she’s human. Needs someone to talk to, just like everybody else.’

‘And we knew her brother.’

‘We never knew him well.’

‘Might have liked to, eh?’

Alex made no reply, but hurried on down the corridor, her cheeks rather red.

Butterfly Two, a men’s ward, was quiet. It was the rest period, which every patient must strictly observe, and all in the different parts of the pavilion were lying motionless on their beds, eyes closed, systems shut down, in order that their lungs might have as little work to do as possible. While Martie conferred with Jill Berry, waiting to go off duty, Alex trailed in a wheelchair for Kenny Skene, who was to go to X-Ray.

He was from a slum tenement in the Old Town, only seventeen, cheeky and bright. It had taken several baths to cleanse him when he had first been admitted and his head had been almost completely shaved, but now he was scrubbed and rosy in hospital pyjamas, his ginger hair growing again and his eyes full of mischief. No one had told him how ill he was; all he knew was that he must lie in bed and do nothing, and he never complained.

‘Come on, Kenny,’ said Alex, holding his dressing-gown. ‘Time to go for a ride.’

‘Hallo, butterfly girl,’ he whispered. ‘Are you no’ gorgeous?’

She was smiling as she pushed him along to X-Ray. It was silly, to be pleased with a name, eh? But Kenny called all the nurses butterfly girls, because they were beautiful, he said. Because they could fly away from the butterfly wards, and he could not. Because they were free.

Ah, Kenny, thought Alex, you can never tell who’s free.



Chapter Two


Lying sleepless in her little room that night, Alex didn’t feel that she was free. Not locked as she was in her thoughts. In her memories. As the autumn wind howled round the old house and she shivered under her thin blankets, Tim Burnett’s fourteen-year-old face kept surfacing in her mind. The more she tried to block it out, the clearer it became, though she hadn’t thought of him in years. It was hearing his name that had brought him back, had brought everything back. Not just that silly time she’d fallen in love with him and endured such terror in case Martie found out and laughed, but all her childhood when she’d been happy. For in spite of sometimes crying into her pillow because Rose’s brother didn’t know she existed, in spite of worrying about Martie, she had been happy. Ma had been alive.

Looking back, she knew that they’d all been happy because of Ma. She was the one, plump and serene, who’d held them all together, listening, soothing, quietly doing her chores or sitting crocheting while Arthur Kelsie did his recitations. Alex could see her father now, short and strong, prematurely silver-haired, snatching up the poker, ready to declaim—

‘ “Is this a dagger which I see before me, The handle toward ma hand? Come, let me clutch thee.”‘ He lowered the poker to look at his audience. ‘ “I have thee not and yet I see thee still …” Are they no’ grand mysterious words, Letty? Do they no’ send a shiver down your spine, thinking o’ that fellow seeing a dagger that’s no’ there?’

‘Aye, they do,’ her mother answered, her crochet needle spinning along with thread and the lace appearing like magic on the cloth she was edging. ‘Is that Macbeth, then?’

‘Letty, Letty, it’s the Scottish play! Never, never say – you ken what. If ma dad had heard anybody say that—!’ Arthur rolled his hazel eyes. ‘Well, he was an actor, you ken, at the Royal Lyceum—’

‘Sceneshifter,’ whispered Jamie, laughing, and Alex remembered laughing too, because they’d heard it all before. All about Dad’s father at the Royal Lyceum Theatre, who might or might not have been a great actor, or might just have made the tea. Anyway, it was true that the poor man had dropped dead of a heart attack in the wings and that Dad had had to leave school and help his mother. He always said he’d been wasted as a factory tool-maker, he should have been on the boards, should have been a household name by now.

As it was, he hadn’t even been able to buy his home in the Colonies but had to rent, unlike Sid Cass on the lower floor, who only worked behind the counter in Dowie’s Grocery, though it was true nobody could slice bacon thinner than Sid, or weigh out carrots closer to the nearest ounce. Never a fraction over for the customer, if you got Sid to serve you, and it was no’ even his shop! Somehow he’d saved up the deposit to buy, though, and it had always been the aim of the Edinburgh Cooperative Building Company, who had built the original Colonies, that ordinary folk should be able to buy their own houses and have a bit of garden.

From a grand idea, they had produced a well worked-out scheme back in the 1860s, even arranging affordable loans for working men, but they hadn’t been able to keep the ownership principle going. Over the years sub-letting and renting had come in, which suited Arthur Kelsie. He and Letty had been able to take the pleasant little house in Mason Street and if they had to have Tilda and Sid Cass below, at least those two scrimps were quiet because they wouldn’t buy a wireless and always went to bed early to save the light. Poor old Martie, though!

‘Och, you’d think her folks would give her something better than socks and vests for her Christmas!’ Letty would exclaim indignantly, and always invited the Casses in for Hogmanay, to make sure that Martie had a good time.

Alex could still remember the first time she and the other Colonies girls had met Rose. They’d been skipping, with Martie as usual always stumbling on Rich Man when they played ‘who shall I marry?’ Rich Man, Poor Man, Beggarman, Thief. It was always Rich Man for Martie.

‘Martie, you did that on purpose!’ the girls had all screamed.

‘I didnae! I didnae!’ Martie screamed back, and what could you do? She went to church in a carriage, of course, not a wheelbarrow, and her wedding dress was silk, not cotton, but when they complained she only tossed her head and laughed.

‘It spoils the game if you dinna play fair!’ Jackie MacAllan had said earnestly, and they’d all been arguing when a tall dark-haired girl wearing St Clare’s school uniform came down the Archangel Steps towards them.

‘May I play?’ she asked.

They’d been struck dumb. They didn’t know her, she wasn’t from the Colonies, who was she? Her name was Rose Burnett, she told them, and she lived in Cheviot Square at the top of the steps. Oh, yes, they all knew Cheviot Square. Big tall houses, maids to clean the brass, a garden in the middle with trees and lawns where you could sit.

‘Why’d you want to play with us?’ asked Martie, studying Rose’s good shoes and wrist watch, her middle finger stained with ink.

‘I was doing my homework and heard your voices,’ Rose answered. ‘I thought I’d come down, see if I could join in.’

‘Are there no folk from your school up there?’

‘No, there’s no one.’

‘You know how to skip?’

‘Of course!’

‘How about playing Giant Steps and Baby Steps?’

‘I don’t know that one.’

‘That’s Martie’s favourite because she likes giving us orders,’ Jackie explained. ‘You all stand at the kerb, you ken, and try to get across the street, and the girl who’s it tells you to take big steps or little steps, or do a banana slide, or something like that, and if you start crossing when her eyes are shut, you go back to the beginning!’

‘I’ll play that!’ cried Rose.

She did and she won. That was the start of her coming down regularly, playing all their games, joining in as if she was a Colonies girl, born and bred. It didn’t seem to make any difference that her father was a lawyer, or that her mother played bridge every afternoon and never did a hand’s turn, Rose was just one of them. Unlike her brother. They saw Tim Burnett sometimes, when he came to call Rose home, but he never stayed. Rose said he had his own friends to meet from the Academy; it was understood he wouldn’t stay. Whether he did or not, was of no interest anyway to Alex, she hadn’t been in love with him then. That had come later, one summer afternoon in 1939, she could never understand why. What after all was different about him? But it was as though he had stepped that day from shadow into light. As though she was seeing him for the first time.

They hadn’t been at school, it was the holidays. The grown-ups had been talking about the war but the children never listened. It meant nothing to them, all they knew was that they were finished with school for four lovely weeks. No more standing on the form if you got your sums wrong! No more strap if you were caught talking! Off streamed the boys to play Kick the Can or Tig, or Ginger Man, which involved knocking on doors and running away, and Alex just hoped that Jamie wouldn’t get caught by the polis, or some cross house-owner. The girls, too, were out, ready to play – those who hadn’t had to go for the messages for their mothers, or look after younger children at home. Alex might have had to do that, for she had once had two little sisters, but they had both died in infancy.

‘Aye, they were only lent, the poor wee things,’ her mother would sometimes sigh, and her brown eyes would fill with tears. ‘But I’ve got you and Jamie, Alex, I’m lucky, eh?’

And Alex would put her arm round her mother’s plump shoulder and kiss her soft cheek.

That day they had really exhausted themselves, Rose as well, playing one game after another, with only a break for their dinners. Finally they were too tired to do anything but sit on the Archangel Steps, where they got in the way of passers-by, who were all talking about the war. Rose seemed to know a lot about it. She said her dad had said Hitler was spoiling for a fight, and that if there was a war it might go on for years. Then her brother would have to go.

‘And Jamie?’ asked Alex, in alarm.

‘Och, no’ Jamie?’ whispered Martie, whose blue eyes often followed Jamie tearing round the streets.

‘They say they’ll need women this time,’ Rose answered calmly. ‘If they do, I’d like to be a nurse. I think I’d like to be a nurse, anyway.’

‘No’ a bad idea,’ said Martie. ‘I might be a nurse, too.’

At which they laughed, because Martie was always saying she wanted to marry a rich man. How could she be a nurse as well?

‘Maybe I’ll meet a rich doctor,’ retorted Martie, laughing herself, then turning to look up the steps, because Tim Burnett was there and calling to Rose.

He came slowly down towards them, smiling agreeably, a lanky, fair-haired boy in cricket shirt and flannels, telling Rose in a voice like hers, more English than Scottish, that she was wanted at home. Their mother had come back from bridge early and needed Rose to help with their packing. Had she forgotten they were going to Aberlady tomorrow?

Alex never heard what Rose’s answer was, or what else Tim Burnett said, but that was the mysterious start of it. The light around Tim, the arrow in her ten-year-old heart, the fear that she would never see him again, the sorrow that he didn’t even know who she was and wouldn’t care if he did. Worst of all, maybe, was keeping it all hidden, from Martie, from Jamie, from her mother. There were the sleepless nights with the tears and sniffs, and strange looks from Ma, who never actually said anything, the walks round the square after the Burnetts had come back from holiday, always hoping he might appear.

When she did see him again, it was worse, really, than not seeing him, because those times when he came looking for Rose, or stood watching the boys play their games, never offering to join in, only made it more clear to her that he didn’t know she existed. He was very well-mannered, always smiled and answered politely if anyone spoke to him, but those grey eyes of his never rested on anyone in the Colonies for long. Never rested on her at all. Or, at least, she didn’t think so, but never actually had the courage to look. Sometimes she would order herself to be one of those who spoke to him. ‘Go on, you daft thing, say something – ask him what it’s like at his school – ask him what he’ll do if there’s a war – anything!’ But she was only just beginning to believe she might find the courage to do that, when he disappeared, and for good. Had gone to boarding school, Rose said, somewhere safe, up north, her mother’s idea. Rose might be going away to school, too.

‘And we’ll never see you again?’ asked Alex fearfully.

‘Of course you will! There are holidays, aren’t there?’ But though they did see Rose in the holidays, they never saw Tim. The strange thing was, it no longer mattered. Alex’s love had suddenly died. Just went out, like someone switching off a light, switching off that light round Tim. She could pinpoint when it happened. Having breakfast, scraping out the marmalade jar. Feeling happy, as though released. From Tim Burnett? She was already on her way to forgetting him.

But she was remembering now.



Chapter Three


Rose was off duty, spending the afternoon at her parents’ house with Tim, who was due to enter the Jubilee next day. They were in the upstairs drawing room, Rose by the elegant chimneypiece where a fire was burning, Tim stretched out on the sofa, his hands folded on his chest, his feet crossed. He was now twenty-four years old and handsome, with pale straight hair and regular features. Though he had lost weight recently and his eyes were sometimes anxious, he was remaining resolutely cheerful.

‘Do I look like a Crusader?’ he called to Rose. ‘You know, on a tomb? Don’t they have their feet crossed, like mine?’

Rose laughed, but he sensed the strain she was trying to conceal.

‘Maybe I shouldn’t mention tombs? In the circumstances?’

‘Oh, Tim!’ She shook her head and sighed, and he thought how young and vulnerable she seemed out of uniform, with her dark hair loose on her shoulders. Perhaps she was always vulnerable. Perhaps that was something else she had to conceal. They were both good at concealment, he and Rose.

‘I wish you didn’t mind so much,’ he said, getting up to stand by the fire and look down at her. ‘I mean, about my coming to the Jubilee. It doesn’t help, you know.’

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that you can afford to go elsewhere, and there are so many people in Edinburgh who can’t.’

‘You’re really annoyed with Mother, aren’t you?’

Rose shrugged. ‘She’s just being Mother, as usual.’

‘It’s only natural she’d want me somewhere close at hand, where she could visit, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, but can’t you see that apart from anything else it’s very awkward for me? Everyone will know you’re my brother and they’ll be watching me, waiting to see what I’ll do.’

‘Expecting you to slip me cigarettes and whisky or something?’ Tim smiled and flung himself back on the sofa. ‘They know you, Roz. There’s not a snowball’s chance in hell of you doing anything you shouldn’t.’

‘Just don’t play up, Tim, that’s all. Just do as you’re told.’

‘You don’t have to worry. I’m not going to embarrass you. I only want to get well.’

Rose lowered her eyes. She had heard those words so many, many times before, sometimes from those who never would be well. Hearing them now from Tim made her catch her breath with fear.

‘That’s all I want, too,’ she said quietly. ‘But, please, try not to worry. I know you’re going to be all right. You’ll be out of the Jubilee in six months, I promise you.’

‘Six months,’ he repeated stonily. ‘Oh, God.’

They had been sitting for some time in silence, watching the afternoon darken and the lights coming on in the square, when the door opened and a large grey cat strolled in, followed by Mrs Burnett, struggling with the weight of a loaded tea tray.

‘Isn’t it ridiculous?’ she gasped. ‘No maids now. Only girls in to clean, so I’ve everything else to do. Rose, dear, help me to set this down, please. No, no, Tim, you stay where you are, I forbid you to move. You’re supposed to rest all the time, isn’t that so?’

‘According to Rose I’ll be flat on my back for months.’

‘Maybe only a few weeks to begin with,’ said Rose, taking the tray from her mother and setting it on a small table. She stooped to pick up the cat and hugged him close. ‘Hallo, Smoky Joe, you darling! Have you missed me? He does miss me, you know, he’s like a dog, he counts us all.’

‘He’ll miss me tomorrow, then,’ Tim said lightly and Sylvia Burnett, pale and dark-haired like her daughter, gave a little cry.

‘I can’t bear to think of tomorrow, Tim, I really can’t! It’s like a bad dream. I keep thinking I’ll wake up and feel so glad it’s not true!’

‘Tim’s going to get better, Mother,’ Rose said patiently. ‘His case is not serious, he’ll be well in no time. And he’ll have the best of care at the Jubilee.’

‘Exactly!’ Her mother’s dark eyes flashed. ‘And you didn’t want him to go there, Rose!’

‘Let’s not go into all that again,’ said Tim, biting into a buttered teacake. ‘Listen, what are the doctors like? And the nurses? Any pretty ones?’

‘The doctors are excellent.’

‘Especially Chris,’ put in Mrs Burnett. ‘Chris Maclnnes, Tim. You know I play bridge with his mother?’ She gave a meaningful glance at Rose. ‘Joan says he’s very fond of you, dear.’

‘As for the nurses,’ Rose went on, coolly disregarding her mother’s remark, ‘they’re the best. Completely dedicated. Actually, you might remember two of them. Girls I used to play with in the Colonies.’

‘And why you ever wanted to go down there, I don’t know,’ said Mrs Burnett. ‘I was always very worried about your playing in the street.’

‘All children like playing in the street, Mother.’

‘Why would I remember these girls?’ asked Tim. I never went skipping with anybody.’

‘They remember you, they did meet you. One’s called Alex Kelsie, the other is Martie Cass. You’ll call them both Nurse.’

‘Did you say they were pretty?’

‘It doesn’t matter what they look like, they’re both good at their jobs. Alex Kelsie is particularly keen to help TB patients. Her mother died in the Jubilee.’

‘Poor woman,’ whispered Mrs Burnett, giving Tim a frightened glance.

‘Oh, look, her case was quite different from Tim’s,’ Rose said hastily. ‘She had miliary TB – that’s when the TB gets into the bloodstream. Tim has only a small shadow on one lung; he’ll be gardening in no time.’

‘Gardening?’ cried Mrs Burnett. ‘Is that considered part of the cure?’

‘Rest is the cure, rest and fresh air.’

‘And what about these new drugs? Joan Maclnnes said Chris had been talking about them.’

‘They’re not available here at the moment, and it will be years before they are. It’s not sure if they work long term, anyway.’

‘But Joan said they’d tried them in America. If it’s a question of money, Rose—’

‘Even if you managed to buy them, there’s no guarantee they’d be right for Tim. Let’s just leave it to the doctors to decide what’s best.’ Rose stood up. ‘Look, I’ve got to go. I don’t think I can wait to see Daddy.’

‘He’s here,’ said Tim. ‘I can hear him on the stairs.’

A moment later, Mr Burnett came into the drawing room, an older version of Tim, with fair hair receding and horn-rimmed spectacles. As he set down his briefcase and Smoky Joe weaved around his ankles, purring like an engine, Rose went to kiss him and he folded her in his arms.

‘How’s my favourite daughter?’

‘Very well, Daddy. Just looked in to brief Tim about tomorrow.’

Mr Burnett looked over Rose’s shoulder at his son. ‘All set then, Tim?’

‘All set, Dad.’

‘Sit down, dear, I’ll make fresh tea,’ said Mrs Burnett.

‘I’ll put the kettle on for you before I go out,’ Rose told her. ‘Daddy, I’m sorry, I have to dash, I want to be back for six.’

‘There’s no need for you to walk!’ exclaimed her mother. ‘I’ll ring for a taxi.’

‘It’s no distance.’

‘No arguments!’

As Mrs Burnett hurried out, Rose hugged her father again, then kissed Tim’s cheek.

‘See you tomorrow, Tim. Remember what I said.’

‘I’ll be as good as gold, Roz. You’ll be proud of me.’

‘I know I will.’

Dark thoughts held her mind in the taxi taking her back to the nurses’ home. It was true that Tim’s case was mild and she had probably been right to tell him and her parents not to worry, but as a nurse she knew that mild cases didn’t always stay mild. It all depended how well he responded to treatment, how well he cooperated. At least, he had given up smoking!

By the time she was back in uniform and busying herself with the medicine trolley, she was feeling better and even beginning to wonder if after all it was best to have Tim under her eye. She would see that he followed the regime to the letter and that should do it. He would be out of the Jubilee in six months, as she had promised.

‘Rose, you’re back!’

She looked up to find Dr Chris Maclnnes beside her trolley, looking down at her with eager eyes. He was a broad-shouldered, ex-Rugby player, who had lost several years of his career to the war and gained a Military Cross he never talked about. With his open face and curly hair, he seemed younger than his age, but Rose knew he considered himself old at thirty-five because she was only twenty-two. To Rose the age gap didn’t matter at all, but that was of no cheer to Chris, who knew he didn’t matter, either.

‘You didn’t take the whole day off, then?’ he was saying. ‘I’d been thinking I wouldn’t see you at all.’

‘I had some time owing, just wanted to tell Tim about tomorrow.’

‘How is he?’ Chris asked gravely.

‘Oh, in quite good spirits. He’ll do his best to obey orders.’

‘I’m really sorry, Rose. You know we’ll do all we can.’

‘You do that anyway,’ she said calmly. ‘Look, I must get on.’

‘Couldn’t we go out for a meal some time soon? To cheer you up?’

‘Oh, I don’t think restaurant meals are very cheering these days, do you? Let’s leave it for the time being.’

‘How about the cinema, then? Something highbrow, I suppose?’ Chris grinned. ‘French? Italian?’

‘I’d rather see Danny Kaye,’ she retorted, suddenly giving one of the smiles that could so transform her. ‘I think I saw there was one of his old films on somewhere. We could go next week, maybe?’

Feeling guilty at the delight she read in his eyes, she quickly pushed her trolley away before Sister or someone should see her gossiping with one of the doctors. What would she have said to one of the junior nurses caught doing that?

‘Rose, Rose, when can we go?’ Chris was calling after her, but she only waved her hand and went through the swing doors into Butterfly Two. Tomorrow afternoon, this would be home to Tim, and at the thought of that, her face had no more smiles.



Chapter Four


At three o’clock the following afternoon, Tim arrived alone at Reception in the Admin. Department of the Jubilee. By a quarter past three, his personal details had been taken by Staff Nurse Maxwell, he had signed several forms, been given a copy of the rules of the hospital and told to go with ‘Nurse’, who would ‘look after him’. The nurse was Alex Kelsie.

He hasn’t changed, she thought, battening down the memories, I’d have known him anywhere. He was a man now, not a boy, but as handsome as ever. Rather thin, as most new patients were, even a little gaunt, but holding himself well. No round-shouldered look, no febrile flush. He would get better. In spite of her determination to feel the usual required detachment, Alex’s heart lifted. For him, for Rose. Not for herself, of course. He meant nothing to her. No light shone for him now.

‘I’m Nurse Kelsie,’ she told him. ‘I’m going to help you get ready for the ward. Would you like to give me your case?’

‘My case? Oh, come on, I can’t let you take that!’

Conscious of Anita Maxwell’s bright eyes and flapping ears, Alex smiled politely.

‘Mr Burnett, you’re the patient, I’m the nurse, I carry your case. Would you please follow me?’

The rituals for incoming patients sometimes embarrassed them. Blood tests, injections, thermometers in their mouths – these were tolerable – but stripping for a bath, getting into pyjamas, then stripping again for X-rays made some feel vulnerable. Not so Tim Burnett. It was Alex who was self-conscious as she ran his bath and took his clothes.

‘I have actually had my bath today,’ he told her, ‘But I suppose it’s a rule, is it? All new patients take a bath?’

‘That’s right.’ She laid his pyjamas on a chair and hung up his dressing-gown, carefully not looking at him. ‘I’ll leave you to it, shall I? When you’re ready, I’ll take you to X-Ray.’

She felt ashamed of herself. Where was all her training? It was true, when you knew someone personally, the intimate aspects of nursing were difficult. But she couldn’t be said to know Tim Burnett. He certainly didn’t know her.

When he reappeared from the bathroom, wrapped in his dressing-gown, his fair hair plastered to his head, he surprised her, however, by asking if she hadn’t once played in the Colonies with his sister.

‘How did you know that?’

‘Rose told me. She said you were nursing here.’

‘You don’t remember meeting me?’

‘I’m afraid not. Did we meet?’

‘Sometimes. If you’ll wait here, Mr Burnett, I’ll get your wheelchair.’

That shook him. ‘Wheelchair? For God’s sake, who says I need a wheelchair? I can walk, you know!’

‘I’m afraid you’ll no’ be doing much walking for the next few weeks. When you’re in your bed, Sister’ll come and have a talk with you. She’ll tell you why you have to rest.’

Without another word, he sat in the wheelchair and allowed himself to be pushed away.

Some time later, when his X-rays were completed and he’d had a brief interview with Dr Maclnnes, Alex took him along to Butterfly Two. The rest period was over and in the wing where he had been allocated a bed, patients were awaiting his arrival with interest. Meeting new patients so lately in touch with the real world was always interesting, but this fellow was special, he was Staff Burnett’s brother.

Tim himself was pleasantly surprised by the spaciousness of the wing, the number of windows, the general feeling of airiness. There were six beds, all at generous intervals from one another and all near open windows. Tim’s was furthest from the door and as Alex pushed him across the expanse of polished linoleum, she introduced him to his fellow patients.

‘This is Mr Burnett, everyone. Make him feel at home, eh? Mr Burnett, meet Mr Napier, Mr MacNicol, Mr Hardie, Mr Gibson and Mr Skene.’

I’m no’ a Mister!’ cried Kenny Skene, whose bed was nearest to Tim’s. I’m Kenny!’

The others, clearing their throats, called out their first names, too, but Tim knew it would take him time to pin the right label on everyone. George, Barrie, Jack, Andrew. Two were about his own age, two slightly older, and Kenny, of course, only a boy.

I’m Tim,’ he told them, sliding into icy sheets.

‘Nice to meet you, Tim!’

‘Dinna worry, the first six months is the worst!’

‘That’s enough talking,’ said Alex. ‘I have to unpack Mr Burnett’s case.’

‘Is she no’ a sweetheart?’ asked Kenny. ‘Ma butterfly girl!’

Tim raised his eyebrows. ‘Butterfly girl?’

Alex blushed. ‘Take no notice, that’s just Kenny’s teasing. He calls us all butterfly girls, because we work in butterfly wards.’

‘Och, it’s no’ just that!’ cried Kenny, but Alex shook her head at him and put her finger to her lips.

‘Mr Burnett, I’ve put your wash things and razor in your locker and your spare pyjamas in the little drawer. Try to keep your locker top clear. These cardboard containers here are for sputum; be very careful always to use them and keep them for collection. We take them for analysis, you see, the sputum count is very important. These are your paper tissues, use those instead of handkerchiefs, you’ll get a fresh supply when needed. I’m no sure what you want to do with the books you’ve brought – we’ll no’ want you to be reading much to begin with.’

‘I can’t read? You’re joking, aren’t you?’

‘It’s just to begin with, like I say. Complete rest, you see, is what you need.’

‘I’ll go mad!’

‘No, you won’t.’ She gave him a smile, so sweet, so compassionate, it made him lower his eyes. ‘It’ll no’ be for long. Now – about your case and your clothes – is there anyone who could take them home for you? Most patients bring someone with them to do that.’

‘I wanted to come in alone,’ he said shortly. ‘Maybe Rose’ll take them. I thought she’d have been to see me by now.’

‘I’m sure she’ll come soon.’

‘After Sister’s pep talk?’ he asked sourly, then cleared his brow. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t take my feelings out on you, you’ve been very kind.’

‘That’s all right, Mr Burnett, it’s what I’m here for, to look after you.’

‘I did say my name was Tim.’

‘For your friends in here.’

‘Aren’t you a friend?’

She looked round and whispered quickly,

‘Don’t say any more – Sister’s here!’

As a tall woman in dark blue made her way down the ward, the patients lay quite still, arms by their sides, and Alex standing by Tim’s bed seemed like a soldier waiting for the commanding officer’s inspection. ‘This is Sister Clerk,’ she managed to say, and the ward sister nodded.

‘Thank you, Nurse. You may get on with your duties. I will just have a quick word with Mr Burnett.’

She was a handsome woman, her features clear-cut, her eyes shining grey, her hair, her skin, everything about her, immaculate. She had clearly been born to be a senior nurse, a sister or a matron, one who would always have the welfare of her patients at heart, provided they did what they were told, who would be totally fulfilled by her career. It occurred to Tim that Rose could end up like her if she didn’t watch her step, but young Nurse Kelsie – no, she’d be different.

‘I hope you are settling in well, Mr Burnett?’ the ward sister asked.

‘Very well indeed, thank you, Sister. Everyone’s been very good.’

‘I’m glad to hear it. Now, I won’t talk too long, I don’t want to tire you, but I always try to explain to new patients why it’s essential that they follow the hospital’s regime without question.’ She fixed him with her clear gaze. ‘It is the only way to get well, do you understand, Mr Burnett?’

‘Perfectly.’

‘I know that some patients find it very difficult to accept that in the beginning complete rest means exactly that, and I agree that it is not pleasant to have to be blanket-bathed, to have to use bedpans—’

‘Bed-pans?’ Tim looked stunned.

‘It will only be necessary for a short time, Mr Burnett. As soon as you make progress and your temperature stays down, you will be permitted more independence. But, think about it – if you had broken your arm, you wouldn’t expect to use it till it healed, would you? Your lungs are the same. They must be rested till they are well. Sometimes, surgery is required to collapse a lung and allow it to recover, but we need not go into that now.’

‘Shall I need surgery?’ he asked quickly, but Sister Clerk refused to be drawn. That would be for the doctors to decide. All Mr Burnett should concentrate on was following the rest-cure. In no time at all, he would find himself recovering and going home.

‘My sister said six months,’ said Tim.

‘As I say, no time at all,’ Sister Clerk agreed, smiling glacially. ‘But again, that will be for the doctors to decide, not Staff Burnett, much as we appreciate her.’

‘Speaking of angels—’, Tim, seeing Rose approaching, was grinning, but Sister Clerk was not amused.

‘I beg your pardon?’

Rose moved smoothly in. ‘I’m sorry, Sister, I didn’t realise you were here, I came to collect my brother’s things.’

‘That’s quite all right, Staff, I am just leaving.’

When Tim had declared his humble thanks, and Sister Clerk had left them, her brow rather dark, Alex melted away, and Rose packed Tim’s case.

‘You didn’t let Mother come, then? She’s just rung me, feeling very aggrieved.’

‘Couldn’t face it.’

She laughed. ‘Well, now you’re here, how are you feeling?’

‘Damned cold. Don’t they believe in heating here? Apart from that, as well as can be expected, I think is the phrase.’

‘Too much heating is not considered helpful. But, cheer up, you’re not too bad.’ Rose lowered her voice. ‘When you get to know about other people here, you’ll soon realise that.’

‘Why can’t they hurry up and let us have those new drugs? God, if I could just take a pill, instead of lying here for weeks! Why didn’t you tell me I’d have to use bed-pans, Roz?’

‘Thought I’d leave that to Sister,’ Rose smiled. ‘I knew you’d take it better from her.’

‘Doesn’t like you much, does she?’

‘Sister Clerk? Why, what did she say?’

‘I just got the impression. Maybe you’re a rival.’

‘A rival for what, for heaven’s sake? Look, I’m going to leave you now. You mustn’t talk any more. Just rest.’

He closed his eyes and Rose with his case walked quietly away.

‘ ‘Bye, ‘bye, Butterfly Staff!’ cried Kenny, with an impudent grin.

Rose’s look was indulgent. ‘Now, now, Kenny, you know nurses keep their feet on the ground, they don’t fly anywhere.’

‘Speak for yourself, lassie,’ said Jack MacNicol. ‘I’ll bet there’s some that do!’

‘Is he in?’ Martie asked Alex, when they met up in the sluice.

‘Who?’ asked Alex.

‘You know who – Tim Burnett. I’ve been in theatre, I’ve no’ seen him.’

‘He’s settled in very well.’

Martie studied Alex’s averted face.

‘You’re blushing, just like you used to.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘In the old days, when you talked about him, you used to blush.’

‘I never did!’

‘Och, you did, Alex. You were sweet on him, everybody knew.’

‘They did not know!’

‘Well, I did,’ said Martie.



Chapter Five


As the days of Tim’ s initial bed-rest slowly passed, Alex concentrated on not showing any particular interest in him. As he meant nothing to her, it should have been easy. Yet every time she entered the swing doors of Butterfly Two, her eyes went instinctively to the bed at the end of the ward, and every time she found its occupant’s cool grey gaze brightening as it met hers. She tried not to feel that that welcoming spark was especially for her. Probably Tim Burnett was glad to see anyone coming who’d break the monotony of his long dull days. Certainly, he never tried to flirt with her as some male patients did, never tried to whisper to her, or touch her hand. Yet she had the feeling that he did think of her differently from the other nurses. He gave her no messages; it was strange she received them, all the same.

His parents visited him twice a week at the appointed times, bringing glimpses of another world to his fascinated fellow patients. His father would sit by his bed, loosening his overcoat, polishing his glasses, looking so much like someone in authority, everyone in the ward would fall silent in case he noticed them and told them what to do. His mother, in her furs and expensive shoes, her face made up, her scent wafting from bed to bed, made every man try to see her better and any other visitors who were present at the time would murmur among themselves and say things like, ‘Wha’s the duchess?’ and ‘Whativer is she doing here, then, should she no’ be visiting Holyrood?’

On one occasion, Alex was passing and Tim called to her to come and be introduced. In fact, Alex had already met Rose’s mother back in the old days, but didn’t expect to be remembered and wasn’t. Not that Mrs Burnett wasn’t very sweet and gracious, thanking Alex for all her kindness to her son, but Alex, moving on, had the impression that she was being thanked as a housemaid for making a specially good job of cleaning the silver or something.

‘Och, I shouldn’t be so touchy,’ she told herself. Mrs Burnett had been brought up in a certain way, you couldn’t expect her to change, even if times were changing around her.

Three weeks went by, then four, and on one wonderful morning, Dr Maclnnes brought Tim the news that he could join the dressing-gown parade the following day. Alex had just taken his temperature and was writing it on his chart; her eyes met his and at their radiance, she smiled.

‘Dressing-gown parade?’ he cried, laughing weakly. ‘Chris, I don’t believe it! I go to the lavatory tomorrow on my own two feet? I take a bath and wash myself? Who’d have thought happiness would come to mean this?’

Chris grinned. Though others on the staff would not have approved, he and Tim had become friends, more because they both had wartime experiences to share, when Tim was allowed to talk about his, rather than because their mothers played bridge together. Now Chris clapped Tim on his shoulder.

‘Your temperature’s been down for some time, you’ve been a good boy, done your bit, and now you’re due for your reward. But don’t expect too much too soon. Your shadow’s not gone, you still have sputum, you’re not ready for dancing yet.’

‘Dancing?’ Tim glanced at Alex. ‘Will you save me a waltz, Nurse? When I am ready for dancing?’

‘I bet Nurse Kelsie’d be good at that old jitterbugging,’ said Chris. ‘Now you really have to be fit for that, Tim.’

Alex, still smiling, said she must get on with her temperature round, but at the next bed to Tim’s her smile died. It was Kenny’s bed, but he was not in it. In spite of a recent operation to collapse his right lung, his condition had deteriorated and he was being nursed in a side ward. After a moment’s dark gaze at the pristine pillow and expertly cornered blankets, Alex walked on, while Tim and Chris exchanged glances.

‘How is Kenny?’ asked Tim.

‘We’re doing all we can.’

‘What are his chances?’

‘You know I can’t discuss that with you, Tim.’

‘You mean he’s not going to make it?’ Tim’s delight was fading fast. ‘Why the hell can’t you get him some of that strepto-whatever it is?’

‘Streptomycin? It’s not necessarily the answer.’

‘I understood there’d been a lot of success with it.’

‘Yes, but there’ve been setbacks, too. Some people in fact can’t take it, the side-effects are too bad.’

‘One step forward, half a dozen back, I suppose.’

‘No more talking,’ Chris said hastily. ‘In fact, if Sister catches me, I’ll get shot for talking to you myself.’ He leaned forward. ‘I will tell you this, though. You’re not going to need streptomycin, you’re going to get well on your own.’

‘I’m happy to hear it,’ Tim said wearily. ‘If I didn’t know about Kenny, I’d be even happier.’



Chapter Six


When Alex had rare time off at the weekend, Jamie came over from Glasgow on Sunday to collect her from the Jubilee. It had been arranged that they would spend the day with their father and his second wife, Cousin Edie, at Mason Street. Alex would rather have been just nursing as usual, particularly nursing Tim Burnett and young Kenny, who was still very low, but she put on her New Look tobacco-brown coat, her woollen hat, mitts and boots and prepared for the December day.

Jamie didn’t particularly want to go to their old home either. Neither he nor Alex had been happy when Cousin Edie had replaced their mother. In fact, it had been some time after the marriage before Alex could bring herself even to speak to her father.

‘How could he do it?’ she had cried to Jamie. ‘How could he try to replace Ma? Specially with HER?’

‘He’s no’ trying to replace Ma,’ Jamie told her. ‘Cousin Edie’s just worn him down, that’s all. Saw him as her last chance.’

Edie’s parents, Arthur’s Aunt Jean and Uncle Cameron, were long dead, but it was true that Edie had always claimed that looking after them had prevented her from marrying. With Letty gone and Arthur left, it must have seemed her chance had come. In no time she had become a regular visitor at Mason Street, always bearing jars of jam or apple pies, darned socks or ironed shirts, until Alex was at screaming point.

‘I can do Dad’s washing!’ she had told Edie. ‘I can darn his socks!’

‘No, no, pet, you’ve your school work and your exams.’ Cousin Edie’s soft, florid face had not lost its sweet and indulgent expression, even though Alex was scarlet and ready to cry. ‘You just leave your dad to me, and dinna worry your head.’

Just as Jamie had said, Edie had worn Arthur down, and he had been too dazed with grief to fight. With indecent haste, so his children thought, there was a wedding in the register office, a cake baked by Edie, a honeymoon in the Borders, and then Edie was sorting through all Letty’s things and throwing most of them out.

‘Now, what’s all this crochet?’ she asked pleasantly, pulling out yards of Letty’s handiwork. ‘This is no good, eh? I mean, what’s it for?’

‘It was for me!’ Alex cried. ‘A tablecloth for me! For my bottom drawer!’

‘But, pet, where is the tablecloth? And you’d no’ want old-fashioned stuff like that, would you? I’ll put it on the pile to go, eh?’

‘You won’t!’ Alex snatched up the crochet work and ran crying to her bed, where she lay thinking what she might do, how she would get away. It was then that the thought had come to her that she should follow Rose into nursing and TB nursing at that. She’d been so grateful to the people who’d looked after her poor bright-eyed mother, so painfully thin when she had been so plump, so gallantly hurrying away from life, anxious to be no trouble. The thought became a decision and one that gave her strength. If she went into nursing as soon as she was old enough, she could live in a nurses’ home, she could be away, as Jamie too would be away, in the army. They need never see their father or Cousin Edie again. Of course, it hadn’t worked out like that. Time had done a little healing, and there they were, she and Jamie, on their way for Sunday dinner back at home. It had become a regular event, whenever Alex was free.

‘I’m thinking of getting a car,’ Jamie said, walking with his head down against the winter wind.

‘A car?’ Alex was disbelieving. ‘What sort of car?’

‘Morris Eight. Been up on blocks through the war, no’ much driven since. I’m getting it checked.’

‘But can you afford it, Jamie? And what about the petrol? It’s still on the ration.’

‘I’m no’ worried about the petrol, it’ll be enough for what I want. And I can run the car.’ Jamie pulled his cap further down over his brow. ‘I’ve a bit put by.’

‘You could take us for drives,’ Alex said, beginning to accept the idea. ‘We could go into the country.’

‘Who’d you mean by us?’

‘Martie and me.’

‘Martie Cass? Why’d you make such a friend of her, Alex?’

‘She’s all right, Jamie.’

‘She bosses you.’

‘I know.’ Alex suddenly raised her chin. ‘But not when things really matter.’

‘Then you take a stand?’ Jamie laughed shortly.

‘Yes, I do. At least, I will.’

‘Talk’s cheap.’

Alex deflected the attack. ‘She likes you, you know, Jamie. Always did.’

‘Martie? She wants to marry a millionaire.’

‘Oh, and she’s likely to do that, eh?’

‘All I’m doing is thinking of buying a car,’ Jamie said flatly. ‘No’ marrying Martie.’

They had come to Mason Street, one of the rows of parallel terraces that made up the Colonies close to the Water of Leith where it moved sluggishly through Stockbridge. In the early days, this district had been an independent village with its own flourishing markets, just as Canonmills, up the road, had had its industries. The site had been considered very desirable by the Cooperative Building Company, providing easy access to shops and employment for the residents, but times had changed. The villages were part of the city, the markets had closed, most of the old industries had faded, people now found work elsewhere. The shops remained, however, and the Water of Leith, which at least was a good deal cleaner than it had been in the old days, though still subject to flooding. And up the old Archangel Steps, there were still the grander houses of Cheviot Square and that different world known to Rose and Tim. How strange, thought Alex, that it should be so close and yet so far. But that was Edinburgh for you!

Her own old home, following the Colonies pattern, was built of stone and housed two families in two separate storeys connected by an external staircase. The Kelsies had the upper floor, with two rooms, the Cass family had the smaller apartment below, but both families had the use of the little garden at the front. It was here that Alex and Jamie met Mr and Mrs Cass coming out of their front door, dressed for church.

Tilda Cass, a thin-faced woman in her forties, with sharp wandering eyes, stopped to speak.

‘Come for your dinner?’ She made it sound as though that was the only reason they might have for visiting their father. ‘Och, it’s nice you’ve got your stepmother to cook for you, eh?’

Alex and Jamie looked away.

‘What Arthur’d have done without Edie, I canna think.’

‘He’d have managed!’ snapped Alex. ‘He’d have had Ma to remember!’

‘Aye, but you canna live with the dead, you ken. Life goes on.’

‘We’d better go,’ said Jamie, holding Alex’s arm tightly, as though warning her to say no more. ‘Goodbye, then.’

‘Wait a bit,’ said Sid, who was tall and gaunt in a secondhand black overcoat that was too small for him. ‘If you see our Martie, tell her it’s time she came to see her folks. Dinna ken when she was last over.’

‘Out of sight, out of mind,’ sniffed Tilda. ‘That’s what you get for doing your best for a girl, eh? But we’ll away to kirk. You sure you damped down the fire, Sidney?’

‘Sure,’ he replied, and the Kelsies hid smiles. There was no need for Sid to damp down the fire; in his house, fires and lights were always low.

‘Life goes on,’ Alex murmured, as she followed Jamie up the staircase to their father’s door. ‘All folk mean by that is that you have to forget.’

‘No, to be fair, it just means you have to get on with your own life, not live in the past.’

‘You’re saying I live in the past because I want to remember Ma?’

‘Och, no!’ Jamie swung back and pressed Alex’s hand. ‘I’m like you, I’ll never want to forget Ma.’

They were round the table in the living room, scene of so many happy times in the old days. Edie had replaced their mother’s curtains and pictures, changed the wallpaper and thrown out the rug in front of the stove, but she had not brought in new furniture. No doubt she had her plans, but for now the sideboard, the table and chairs, the tall press, where Letty had once kept everything that wouldn’t go elsewhere, from string and writing-paper, to dishcloths and Arthur’s tools, were still in their familiar places. Alex could never decide whether she was happy to see them, or whether it was too painful that they should be there and her mother not. But here were she and Jamie and her father still around and her mother not. Life goes on, the awful Tilda Cass had said. Yes, it was true, it was right that it should, as long as memories went on too.

Edie, her cheeks flushed from the oven and her auburn hair straggling from its combs, was dishing up the joint, while Arthur, his shoulders bowed, was sharpening the carvers. He never said much these days, never recited any Shakespeare. If asked, he would only shake his head and say he’d forgotten all that sort of thing. Jamie said it was Edie’s fault – she liked to hear her own voice, not other people’s. Alex knew her dad had just lost heart, but she wouldn’t give him credit for grieving still. Not when he’d married Cousin Edie.

‘No’ a big joint,’ Edie said comfortably, ‘but the best I could do on the ration. There’s plenty of roast tatties, anyway, and cabbage.’

‘Looks very nice,’ Jamie said politely.

‘Better than you get at the nurses’ home, eh, Alex?’ asked Edie, as Arthur passed the plates around. ‘How you stick that life at the Jubilee is a mystery. All thae poorly folk coughing their heads off!’ She stopped, remembering Letty, flushed a little, then carried on. ‘But somebody’s got to do that kind of work, right enough, and all credit to you, Alex, is what I say. Will you be coming for Christmas, you two? I’ve been promised a nice bit of pork.’

‘I’ll be working over Christmas,’ Alex replied. It was true; she volunteered every year.

‘I’ve been invited by a friend,’ said Jamie.

‘Girlfriend?’ asked Edie, her cold little eyes twinkling.

‘Chap I knew in the army.’

‘There’ll just be you and me, then, Art, but we won’t mind, will we?’

As Edie jumped up to get more gravy, Arthur raised his eyes to Alex. Help me, they signalled, Please, help me!

Oh, Dad, thought Alex, Oh, God, poor Dad …

Her heart melting, she stretched her hand across the table, but before she could touch his, Edie was back.

‘There now, who’s for more nice hot gravy?’

‘I was thinking, I might be able to get the day off at Christmas,’ Alex said, not looking at her father. ‘Can’t promise, but I have worked the last two holidays, it should be my turn.’

‘Why, Alex, that’d be grand!’ cried Edie. ‘Hear that, Art? Alex might come for Christmas, after all!’

‘I hear,’ Arthur said huskily.

It was evening before Alex could return to the Jubilee. There’d been the washing-up to do, then a walk to take in Inverleith Park with Arthur still scarcely speaking; finally tea, with potted meat sandwiches and currant tea-loaf. When they’d managed to get to the goodbyes, Edie had given them her usual soft hugs and kisses, and Arthur had shaken their hands and said he was looking forward to seeing Alex at Christmas. She’d had the courage then to look into his eyes again and seen gratitude, which made her feel bad. As soon as she’d kissed his cheek, she’d hurried out into the cold with Jamie, and had begun scolding him because he wasn’t coming for Christmas too.

‘All that stuff about an army friend inviting you! I’m sure Dad knows you’ve made it up, and I think you should say you’ll come and help me out.’

‘Hey, hey, hey, I didn’t make anything up! It’s true Terry Jeffrey has invited me for Christmas Day. He’s just got married, wants to show off his wife’s cooking.’ Jamie strode down the damp pavement, with Alex almost running at his side. ‘Anyway, you’ve changed your tune a bit, haven’t you? I thought Dad was supposed to be the villain of the piece; now you’re all for trying to please.’

‘I suddenly felt sorry for him, that’s all. Look, will you slow down, Jamie? Where’s the fire?’

‘Sorry, I was just thinking about the train.’ He studied his watch under a street light. ‘It’s OK, I’ve plenty of time. Shall we have a drink before I take you to the Jubilee?’

‘A drink? Are you crazy?’ Alex laughed. ‘I can’t go back to the Jubilee smelling of drink, Sister’d have ma guts for garters!’

Jamie laughed too and took his sister’s arm.

‘It’s good to hear you laugh, Alex. It’s good you’re feeling better about Dad, and all. He’s had a bad time, too, remember.’

‘I know. Cousin Edie’s the problem.’

‘Aye, well, let’s no’ think about her. She can live her life, we’ll live ours.’ Jamie scowled. ‘Just wish she’d keep her nose out of our affairs, eh? Did you hear her hinting about me having a girlfriend?’

‘No harm in that, Jamie. I sometimes wonder about your girlfriends myself. You’ll want to get married one of these days.’

‘Aye, when I’m ready.’ He glanced at her face in the shadows. ‘How about you, anyway? You used to go out with some of the lads I knew. No’ found Mr Right?’

‘I’m no’ even looking for Mr Right.’

‘How about a handsome young doctor?’

‘We’ve only got one handsome one and he’s booked himself for Rose. You remember Rose Burnett?’

‘Yes, she’s a looker. And rich with it, eh?’

‘Her brother’s in the Jubilee,’ Alex said casually. ‘Very mild case, though.’

‘Well, there you are, Alex!’ As they reached the gates of the hospital, Jamie stooped to kiss her cheek. ‘He’s the one for you. You were sweet on him in the old days, eh?’

‘Oh, for heaven’s sake!’ cried Alex, speeding away up the drive. ‘Does everybody know everything about me?’

‘Now what’ve I said?’ called Jamie.



Chapter Seven


Alex had intended to go straight to the nurses’ home, where she would make herself some cocoa, go to bed, and forget her troubles. At the sight of the dimmed lights of Butterfly Two, however, she hesitated, standing beneath the trees lining the drive, listening to the night wind sighing through the bare branches. Something made her want to go to the ward. It wasn’t the hope of seeing Tim Burnett, who should already be asleep, or at least settled for the night, as all the patients should be at this hour. She didn’t in fact know what it was that drew her, but a strange, sick feeling of apprehension gripped her, making her turn her steps away from the home and towards the ward.

Everything seemed as usual as she opened the entrance door to one of the wings and slipped inside; not quiet, of course, for there were always sounds in a hospital – coughs, voices, taps, knocks, the humming of machines – but subdued, for this was evening. Alex listened for a moment, taking off her hat and unbuttoning her coat, then moved along the corridor that led to side wards and bathrooms. There didn’t seem to be anyone about.

Suddenly a side ward door opened and Martie appeared. She was without her apron and carrying a bundle of linen; in the poor light of the corridor, her face seemed colourless.

‘Alex – what are you doing here?’ she asked without real interest, as though she was too tired to feel interest.

‘I don’t know.’ Alex looked at the linen in Martie’s arms. It was bloodstained. ‘I think – maybe I came to see Kenny.’

‘Kenny?’ Martie gave a long deep sigh. ‘You’re too late. We’ve lost him.’

‘Oh, no!’ Alex put her hand to her lips. ‘Oh, no, Martie! No, not Kenny!’

‘Aye, he had a massive haemorrhage, nothing we could do. I’m just taking this lot to the laundry.’ Martie glanced back at the side ward. ‘You can go and see him if you like. Jill and me’ve got him ready. Jill’s gone for tea, she feels pretty bad.’

‘Is he – by himself?’

‘Rose is with him. She’s waiting to see his mother. They’ve sent transport for her.’

‘Poor soul…’

‘Aye. She might have to bring the bairns.’

Kenny had been the eldest of five. His mother, bravely cheeky, as he had been, was on her own. Nobody had seen his father since 1946.

‘I hope she doesn’t bring the bairns here,’ Alex said. ‘No’ to a place like this.’

‘They’ve all had their injections, they’ll be OK.’

‘Yes, but it’s what they’ll remember, isn’t it?’ Alex blew her nose. ‘I’ll – I’ll go and see him then.’

‘To say goodbye,’ Martie said gently.

The little room was very quiet, filled with shadows cast by the one lamp by Kenny’s bed. When Alex tiptoed in, Rose, who had been sitting by the bed, stood up and came to her.

‘Aren’t you off duty?’ she whispered.

‘I felt I wanted to come, I don’t know why.’

‘Nurses have that feeling sometimes.’ Rose turned towards Kenny’s bed. ‘You heard what happened?’

‘Martie’s just told me.’

‘There was nothing anyone could do.’
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