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‘Mr Forbes said’ – she hesitated, then went on as though the words were wrenched out of her throat, ‘he told me that there were – children.’

‘We – I have a four-year-old daughter and a baby son.’

The girl’s eyes darkened. She drew in her breath sharply, then said in a burst of anguished rage, ‘I wish he knew how much misery he’s caused with his selfishness! I wish I could tell him! He’s ruined everything for me – for us!’

Tears sparkled among her lashes, diamonds in a mesh of gold, and Isla automatically stretched a comforting hand across the table towards her. Ainslie jerked back, rising to her feet with an awkward motion that set the china on the table jangling and the tea slopping in the cups.

‘Don’t touch me!’

‘My dear—’

‘Keep away from my mother! Keep out of Paisley!’ Ainslie McAdam blurted the words, her face crumpling, then almost ran out of the room, heedless of the faces that turned to watch her go then swung back to where Isla sat, alone, at the table.
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Although she had been watching the doorway intently for the past five minutes, Isla felt a sense of shock, like a fist slamming into her breastbone, when the girl she had been expecting arrived. They had never set eyes on each other before, but she would have known immediately who the newcomer was, even if they had only glanced at each other in a crowded street in passing.

From beneath a black cloche hat clear blue eyes swept the busy tearoom, halting as they reached the table in the corner, and Isla’s tentative, half-raised hand.

They flared, just as Kenneth’s did whenever he was astonished. Black-gloved fingers reached out to grasp the door-frame for a moment, and then, wiping the shock from her face with a deliberate effort, the girl came across the room, skirting tables, side-stepping waitresses.

Isla had intended to rise to meet her, but instead she stayed where she was, pinned to the small chair by this reminder of her recent loss. The paralysing agony had hit her several times since Kenneth’s death; just as she thought that she had accepted it and come to terms with it, sudden realisation and a wave of desolation swept anew through her.

Now her first sight of Kenneth’s daughter – his older daughter – had revived it.

The girl had his clear, steady, somewhat pale blue eyes, though in her case they were fringed with gold, instead of Kenneth’s more stubby lashes. She had his strongly marked brows, his mouth – without, of course, the red-gold moustache above it – his straight neat nose. Beneath the black velvet hat she wore, Isla glimpsed hair the vibrant glowing bronze of autumn leaves. The colour Kenneth’s had been. Her face was oval, her chin neatly rounded where his had been square. Slim and straight, dressed in a high-necked black knitted suit, black stockings, black shoes, she even had Kenneth’s walk, lithe and quick and easy, though constricted at that moment by the tables in the room.

Isla’s throat tightened, and for a moment tears prickled behind her eyes. She fought them back, telling herself sternly that she was not going to let herself weep in this public place, in front of this young woman who looked so familiar to her, yet was a stranger.

Swallowing hard, she regained her own self-control as the girl arrived beside her table, suddenly hesitant and unsure. ‘You can’t be—’ she began, then stopped, folding her mouth round the next two words as though to hold them back.

Isla got to her feet. ‘I’m Isla Mc—’ She hesitated, then said clearly, ‘Isla McAdam.’

The girl’s eyes flared again, this time with arrogant anger, and she ignored the hand that was held out to her. ‘You’ve got no right to that name!’

‘Please believe me when I say that I thought I had,’ Isla said steadily, letting her hand fall back to her side. ‘And you’re Ainslie.’

‘But you’re so young!’

‘I’m twenty-six.’ Twenty-six for the past week. Her birthday had come one short week after hearing of Kenneth’s death.

‘My God!’ There was anger in Ainslie’s voice. ‘You’re only five years older than I am – and he was forty-six!’ She swayed slightly, groped for the back of a chair, found it, and sank into it.

‘I knew Kenneth’s age, but I never felt that it mattered.’ Isla took her own seat again, still fighting to keep her voice level. She had made up her mind that she wasn’t going to be afraid of this girl, but despite herself, the fear was there. Without knowing it, she had been part of a terrible wrong committed against Ainslie McAdam and her mother and brother.

Colour rose to Ainslie’s cheeks and contempt honed her voice. ‘How could he do this to – to us?’

It was numbing to look into eyes so like Kenneth’s, yet cold in a way his had never been. Under his daughter’s antagonistic stare Isla might well have given way to her grief and her terror of the unknown future, but it was the contemptuous note in the girl’s voice that saved her from possible weakness. She wasn’t to blame for what had happened, she had nothing to be ashamed of. She would not allow this young woman to make her feel like a criminal.

‘Ainslie – Miss McAdam, it was you who suggested this meeting. If you’ve changed your mind, you’re free to go, though I’ve ordered tea for us both.’

It arrived just at that moment, brought to them by a middle-aged woman so plump that her small white frilled apron looked like a postage stamp stuck on to her black dress. She deftly transferred the cups and saucers and the nickel-plated teapot and sugar bowl and milk jug to the spotless white table-cloth, then scurried to a huge sideboard and brought back a tiered plate-stand filled with plates of cakes and biscuits. Her eyebrows rose and she looked hurt when Ainslie McAdam impatiently flapped a hand at her and said, ‘Take these away!’

‘Madam? The cakes’ve just come up fresh from the bakery below …’

Isla forced the corners of her lips into a placating smile. ‘They look delicious, but I don’t think we’re in the mood for them today.’

The woman’s eyes swept from one to the other, taking in Ainslie’s black suit and the black armband on the sleeve of Isla’s grey woollen coat. Her own face fell into solemn lines.

‘Of course, madam,’ she murmured, and went off, leaving them alone and silent in a roomful of chattering, brightly dressed women.

Ainslie McAdam watched, her brows drawn together in a straight line above brooding eyes, as Isla drew off her gloves and began to pour tea. She shook her head when Isla lifted the milk jug, and pulled her own gloves off, lifting a hand to flick the flowing end of the black silk scarf that served as a hatband back from her shoulder.

Carefully, aware of the unblinking gaze opposite, Isla poured her own tea, added milk and more sugar than she would normally have taken, and stirred the liquid. The hot sweet tea helped to steady her nerves.

‘This is very difficult for us both,’ she said as she returned the cup to its saucer.

‘I asked you to meet me here because I won’t have you calling on my mother. She’s never been strong, and now she’s ill with worry and shame over this – this business. I’ll not have her upset any further!’

‘I’ve no intention of forcing myself on your mother, or on any other member of your family.’

Ainslie’s eyes said that she didn’t believe that. ‘Why would you come here to Paisley if you weren’t out to make trouble for us?’

‘I came at my—’ Isla stopped herself just in time from saying, ‘my husband’s,’ and changed it to, ‘your father’s lawyer’s invitation. There are matters we have to discuss.’

‘You – talk to his lawyer?’ Ainslie’s voice rose, and one or two people at neighbouring tables turned to look at the two sombrely dressed young women. She noticed the curious glances, and lowered her tone. ‘But there’s nothing to talk about. You weren’t his wife!’

The words stung against Isla’s cheeks like small stones, raising spots of colour. ‘I thought I was.’

‘You thought wrong!’

‘I know that now. And I didn’t ask Mr Forbes for this meeting – as I said, I’m in Paisley at his invitation.’

‘I don’t see why,’ Ainslie McAdam said with open hostility.

‘Nor do I, until I see him.’

Ainslie’s right hand, having dealt with the troublesome hat-ribbon, was rubbing nervously at the third finger of her left hand. Her gaze dipped to the gold band on Isla’s wedding finger, and her mouth tightened.

‘Mr Forbes said’ – she hesitated, then went on as though the words were wrenched out of her throat, ‘he told me that there were – children.’

‘We – I have a four-year-old daughter and a baby son.’

The girl’s eyes darkened. She drew in her breath sharply, then said in a burst of anguished rage, ‘I wish he knew how much misery he’s caused with his selfishness! I wish I could tell him! He’s ruined everything for me – for us!’

Tears sparkled among her lashes, diamonds in a mesh of gold, and Isla automatically stretched a comforting hand across the table towards her. Ainslie jerked back, rising to her feet with an awkward motion that set the china on the table jangling and the tea slopping in the cups.

‘Don’t touch me!’

‘My dear—’

‘Keep away from my mother! Keep out of Paisley!’ Ainslie McAdam blurted the words, her face crumpling, then almost ran out of the room, heedless of the faces that turned to watch her go then swung back to where Isla sat, alone, at the table.

She reached for her cup and discovered that she was trembling so much that she had to use both hands to lift it from the saucer. Head bowed, she sipped at the tea again, but now its warmth held no comfort for her. The waitress appeared as she put the cup down, her face creased with concern.

‘Is something wrong, madam? Isn’t your friend coming back? She’s scarcely touched her tea.’

‘No, she’s not coming back.’

‘Oh dear, your saucer’s wet. I’ll fetch a clean one.’ Her fussing was irritating, yet comforting. Nobody had fussed over Isla, until Kenneth came into her life. She smiled her thanks at the woman when the clean cup and saucer arrived, and after she had poured out more tea she opened her envelope handbag and drew out a single, folded sheet of paper. The letter had been handed to her by the solicitor when he came to her home to break the news of Kenneth’s death – and the news about his other wife and children, living in Paisley. Although she knew the few words off by heart, Isla smoothed the sheet out and read them slowly, carefully, one by one.



‘My darling Isla,

By the time you read this you will know the truth about me. Please, my dearest, forgive me for what I have done, and what I must now do. I can see no other way. You have given me more happiness in the past few years than I have ever known before, though you will know now what I always knew – that I had no right to it. Kiss the children for me, and I hope that you can find it in your heart to let them think kindly of me.

I love you all, Kenneth.’





The letter had been in her possession for only fourteen days, but already the creases where she had folded and refolded it were beginning to bite into the paper, and the fainter lines, where she had impetuously crumpled the page up and thrown it away in the first angry throes of her grief, were fading.

She smoothed it yet again, carefully, before tucking it away in the small pocket that held her return train ticket to Gourock, the Clydeside town where she lived. Then she signalled to the waitress to bring the bill.

After fumbling in her purse for the necessary coins to pay the smart, aloof cashier in her raised box by the entrance, she went into the ladies’ room, unable as yet to face the busy pavements. The mirror, lit discreetly, reflected a thin face, normally with a smooth olive glow to the skin, inherited from her Italian mother. Since Kenneth’s death, the glow had gone, leaving her skin almost sallow. Her brown eyes, tilted slightly at the outer corners in an almond shape, were large and expressive, and her surprisingly full mouth, her best feature, was pale. She stared intently into the glassy depths, noting that grief ill became her, thinking of Ainslie McAdam’s creamy skin and blue eyes against the unrelieved black clothes she wore.

Fumbling in her bag, she found a pale pink lipstick that Kenneth had bought for her. Isla had never made her face up until she met him, but he had persuaded her to try some lipstick, and she had to admit that it enhanced the colour of her skin and improved the mouth that she had always considered to be too large, but Kenneth had described as beautiful, and eminently kissable.

The memory of his words almost brought tears to the surface again. She forced them back and applied the lip colouring lightly, but it didn’t do as much for her as it had in the days when she had been happy and fulfilled, a woman in love, a woman who knew that she was loved in return.

After tidying an errant strand of black hair away beneath her plain woollen cloche hat, she went downstairs and through the bakery on the ground floor, wondering, as she stepped out on to the pavement, how the May sun could shine, the small fluffy clouds drift calmly across the sky, the people around her go about their business as though nothing had happened. How could a world suddenly robbed of her beloved husband’s presence – for to Isla he was still her husband, despite what she now knew of him – continue to function?

Even the discovery that she was not his legal wife couldn’t dull the edge of her love for him, her need of him. She felt like a widow. She was a widow, no matter how the law stood in the matter.

A clock chimed. She looked up and saw it atop the imposing Town Hall on the other side of the wide bridge spanning the river that ran through the town centre on its way to the Clyde. It was a quarter to three, and her appointment with the lawyer was at three o’clock. She had already ascertained that Moss Street, where he had his office, was only a short distance away. A few minutes would take her there.

Taking advantage of a break in the traffic, she made her way to the other side of the bridge, mildly curious as to what lay beyond the stone balustrade edging the opposite pavement. The Town Hall was to her left, rising from the river bank; on the opposite bank, to Isla’s right, people walked through well-laid-out public gardens, or sat on the wooden slatted benches facing the bright flower beds. A handsome statue of Queen Victoria stood on a plinth in the middle of the gardens, her back to Isla.

She smiled faintly at the stone figure, thinking that it was little wonder that even the likeness of the dead Queen should be turned away from her. She was a fallen woman now, with no right to the gold band that Kenneth had put on her finger. She briefly touched her left hand with her right, and, under the material of her glove, felt the ring’s outline. She wasn’t going to take it off; she had decided that almost as soon as she heard that their marriage had been bigamous. Even the thought of that word, harsh and ugly, made her wince.

Below, a stick, once part of a tree or a bush, circled lazily in the water and was almost caught in the long grasses fringing the river. It broke free at the last moment, disappearing beneath the bridge, drifting with no will of its own. Isla sympathised with that stick. She too was drifting, alone and with no power, it seemed, to control her own life.

She would have liked to go down the stone steps further along the pavement and into the gardens, moving among the flowers, perhaps sitting on a bench, defying Queen Victoria’s stony disapproval, but there was no time for such luxuries. Instead, she turned away from the water and re-crossed the road.

Thin strands of music met her as she neared the handsome war memorial on open paved ground. A handful of men stood below it, faces hollowed by lack of nourishment. One played a penny whistle, one had an accordion, another beat on a child’s toy drum with a stick. A fourth man jigged from foot to foot in a pale imitation of a dance as he played the fiddle. Lying upside-down on the ground at their feet was a well-worn cloth cap. They were almost certainly ex-servicemen, learning the hard way that their country’s gratitude for their service during the most appalling war the world had ever experienced didn’t stretch as far as guaranteeing them the right to earn their own livings once they returned home.

Pausing to search in her purse, Isla thought of her own adored father, who had been killed in action in April 1915, shortly before her twelfth birthday. Her mother had died three years later, an early victim of the great influenza epidemic that shadowed the ending of the war.

She tossed a coin into the cap and the man with the drum said hoarsely, ‘Thanks, missus.’

It might well be the last time she would be able to help poor souls such as these, Isla thought as she went on her way, passing another group, this time idling on a street corner, hands in pockets. A grim smile twisted her mouth as she pictured herself entertaining people in the streets in order to feed and clothe her children. She had no musical talent at all, unlike her father, with his rich baritone voice, or Aunt Lally, his sister, who had taken her into her Edinburgh home after she was orphaned.

It struck her that while it had become commonplace in the 1920s to see men playing musical instruments or singing in the streets in the hope of making a few pence, she had never seen women taking it up. Surely there must be many women in the position she now found herself, alone and destitute, with small children to care for. They tended to work for their more fortunate sisters, taking in washing or sewing, or scrubbing stairs and other women’s houses.

Isla wondered if that was what she would have to do. If so – she drew a deep breath and squared her shoulders – she would do it. She would do anything, rather than lose her children, all that was left to her of the happy years she had spent with Kenneth.

The words ‘Forbes and Son Limited’ glinted at her from a polished brass nameplate on the wall of the building she was passing. She walked through the close and up the spotlessly clean stairs, whitewashed in two broad strips down the sides, to find out what lay in store for her.
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The woman in the reception area looked at Isla with more than passing interest when she introduced herself.

‘Take a seat, Mrs – er …’ she said, a sudden flush coming to her face as she stumbled over the name. ‘I’ll tell Mr Forbes you’re here.’

She disappeared into one of the rooms flanking the square hall. The door closed quietly behind her, then opened again a moment later. A fair-haired young man came out, looked at Isla with unexpected hostility, then walked past her without a word and disappeared into another room. She was still staring after him, puzzled by his attitude, when the receptionist said, ‘Mr Forbes will see you now.’

After the hostility she had encountered from Ainslie McAdam – and from the young man who had recently left this office – Isla felt that Gilchrist Forbes, coming round his large desk to meet her, hand outstretched, was an old friend. He had been remote and stilted early in their first meeting, but once he had realised that she was completely unaware of her husband’s other life he had mellowed, treating her with a comforting courtesy that was still evident in his manner as he seated her, then went back to his own place behind the desk.

‘You found your way here with no trouble?’ As before, the well-educated voice brought a lump to her throat. He spoke just like Kenneth. Kenneth’s voice had attracted her the very first time they had met in the ward of an Edinburgh hospital, where he had been admitted with appendicitis after being taken ill on a business trip to the city, and she had been undergoing her nursing training. ‘It’s fortunate that we’re only a short distance from the station.’

‘I arrived by an earlier train. Kenneth’s daughter had written, asking me to meet her first.’

His thick brows, dark and speckled with grey, rose sharply. ‘Ainslie contacted you?’ His voice was disapproving.

‘I presume she got my address from you.’

‘Yes, she did wheedle it out of me.’ Gilchrist Forbes frowned down at the papers on his desk. ‘But I advised her to leave matters be, and I thought she had agreed. I should have known better where Ainslie’s concerned.’

‘I imagine that her curiosity got the better of her,’ Isla remarked dryly, drawing off her gloves. ‘She’d got it into her head that I might call on her mother and cause trouble.’

He glanced up with a quick motion of the head, concern in his eyes. ‘You’d not do that, surely.’

His reaction, coming on top of Ainslie’s attitude, suddenly angered Isla. ‘I assured her, and I can assure you, Mr Forbes, that I have no intention of doing such a cruel thing,’ she said sharply. ‘I may not have been legally married to Kenneth, but I believed that I was. I love—’ her voice broke and she brought it under control at once, digging her fingernails into the palms of her hands. ‘I loved him,’ she corrected herself, and saw embarrassment in his eyes. This man didn’t belong to a generation that spoke of love. Neither had Kenneth, though with her he had managed to overcome his reservations. ‘I would do nothing to harm him or his family. I even stayed away from his funeral, though that was very hard. I shall always regret not being able to see him laid to rest.’

‘I’m sorry, my dear, but, like you, I’m in a very difficult situation. Kenneth McAdam was one of my closest friends. Our two wi— our families know each other well, and it came as a great shock to me to learn first of his death, then of your existence.’

Isla nodded, smoothing her gloves out on her lap. The fingers of her right hand stole across to touch her gold wedding band for comfort. She was reminded of much the same movement made by Ainslie a short while earlier.

‘Would you like some tea?’

‘I’d rather attend to our business, then get back to my children.’

‘Of course.’ He cleared his throat, and rustled the papers on the desk. ‘I’m afraid that I can give you nothing but bad news.’

‘I expect little else, these days,’ said Isla, then listened intently while he explained that Kenneth had taken an overdose of laudanum because the hitherto comfortable Glasgow-based business he had inherited from his father had crashed due to financial problems. She had already been given that information, on his earlier visit to her home, but then she had been too distraught to take it all in.

‘Why?’ she asked now. ‘Why should he have been in such distress that he could see suicide as the only way out? It wasn’t like Kenneth. At least, not the Kenneth I knew.’

Gilchrist Forbes paused, compressing his lips tightly together, reluctant to betray his dead friend.

He had glossed over the situation when talking to Catherine McAdam, and she, wrapped up in her own thoughts, had accepted what he said without question.

Ainslie, however, had come to his office later and insisted on hearing in detail about her father’s financial troubles. Forbes found himself thinking that Ainslie and the young woman now facing him had a lot in common. They both had a way of looking directly at him, of wanting to know everything, no matter how much it might hurt them. They even shared the same expression in their eyes, one of deep loss, and a determination to survive. Neither would turn away from the truth, however hard it might be. He wondered if Kenneth himself had ever noticed the similarity between daughter and consort.

Isla’s brows tucked down in a slight frown as the silence lengthened. ‘Mr Forbes?’ she prompted, and the solicitor was jerked back to the present.

‘I’m sorry – I was trying to think of how best to explain matters to you.’

‘I believe that the time to soften blows is long past, Mr Forbes. I know very little about business, but I’m sure I can deal with a straightforward explanation. I understand that my husband was an insurance broker, though he never spoke of his work.’

‘He was well thought of in the city, but to be frank, it would seem that he had taken to speculating somewhat rashly with his clients’ money.’

‘It can’t have been easy, running two families. I wish,’ Isla said, ‘that he had confided in me. It’s hard for me to know now that he was so worried, and I did nothing to help because I was in ignorance.’

Forbes blinked at her. Her attitude was so unlike Catherine McAdam’s that for a moment he floundered. Catherine had turned her head away when he tried to explain about Kenneth’s financial problems, had flatly refused to accept a word of it.

‘Under the circumstances,’ he said at last, ‘he could scarcely have confided in you, of all people.’

‘If he had, I would surely have tried to understand,’ Isla told him steadily. At least she would have heard the truth from Kenneth’s own lips of why he had drawn her into an illegal marriage, and how he had managed for five years to live a lie. Now she would never know the answers.

She said aloud, ‘I imagine that there is very little money for anyone to inherit. And of course his legal family will have first right to anything he left – including the house my children and I inhabit.’

‘That, like most of his estate, will be sold and the proceeds will go to his creditors. Catherine, his …’

The man’s voice faltered, and Isla said clearly, ‘His wife.’

The papers rustled sharply. ‘As you say. Catherine has money of her own, enough, perhaps, to cushion the worst of the blow. Do you yourself have private means?’

‘I have nothing. I was training to be a nurse when I met Kenneth.’

‘Is there no family to assist you?’

‘I was an only child, and my parents both died several years ago. I have an aunt, but I’m quite certain that she only has enough to support herself.’

She was relieved that Aunt Lally, in Edinburgh, was too far away to know anything of the situation. Not that she had ever been interested in Isla’s problems. ‘If I’d wanted a man and children you can be sure I’d have got them,’ she had said often during the few years Isla had lived with her. ‘But I’d no intention of tying myself down. Life’s for living, not for fretting about others.’ It was quite impossible to imagine Aunt Lally, who loved spending money, having any savings.

‘There’s a tenement block here in Paisley, in George Street, that Kenneth owned. I handled the purchase for him, years ago, and the rent collector’s a man I use myself for other properties. It seems that Kenneth signed the building over to you several months ago. Did he not tell you?’

Isla looked at him in astonishment. ‘Not a word.’ Then, with sudden hope, ‘Does that mean that the rent it has made since he signed it over will come to me?’

He cleared his throat, and a slight flush appeared over his cheekbones. ‘Kenneth re-invested the proceeds in his company – I assume that he did it on your behalf, to make the money work for you.’

Isla saw her hopes of a nest-egg fade away. ‘But it would have been lost when the company folded.’

‘Sadly, yes. The rent it has made in the past few weeks is yours, of course, but it amounts to very little, because it’s an old property and the tenants don’t necessarily pay promptly, though I can assure you that the collector we use is very conscientious.’ Gilchrist Forbes riffled through the papers before him until he found the right one. He studied it, stroking his chin. ‘One of the dwelling-houses is lying vacant at the moment, but I’m sure that we can find tenants for it. I could put the building on the market on your behalf.’

‘How soon would you expect to find a buyer?’

His brows lifted slightly at her forthright question and she knew with grim amusement that because of her youth and her accent, more broad than his own prim, educated speech, he had instantly assumed that she was no businesswoman.

‘Frankly,’ he said after a slight pause, ‘I wouldn’t be too optimistic. Businessmen are finding these times hard, and it is, as I said, an old building. But there’s no harm in searching for a buyer.’

‘Then we must do so,’ said Isla briskly, adding as an afterthought, ‘that empty flat – I could live there in the meantime.’

Concern flashed into Gilchrist Forbes’ eyes. ‘I scarcely think that it would be the most suitable place for your children.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with tenements, Mr Forbes. I was raised in a Glasgow tenement, and I survived the experience.’

‘But – but this is an old building—’ Consternation made the man stammer over his words. ‘And with Catherine and her children already living in this town—’

‘How much time do I have before I must move from the house we’re in now?’

‘No more than another month, I’m afraid. If I can manage to sell the tenement for you in that time you could use the money to buy somewhere else to live – perhaps in the area where you live at the moment.’

‘And if not, I’ve no option but to move into the empty flat. I’d be grateful if you would retain it for me, just in case. I must keep a roof over my children’s heads somehow,’ she reminded him as he opened his mouth to argue.

The Town Hall clock could be heard chiming the half hour, and he automatically consulted the watch pinned across his waistcoat. Isla, suddenly feeling stifled, got to her feet. ‘I must go.’

‘But there are still some matters to discuss.’

‘Perhaps we can meet again. Next week?’

‘Certainly. I’ll call on you – shall we say Wednesday, at three o’clock? I’m sorry, my dear,’ he went on, going ahead to open the office door for her. ‘This must be extremely difficult for you.’

‘I shall manage.’ Then, as they crossed the hall, she asked, ‘That young man who was in your office when I arrived – who is he?’

‘My son, Colin. He and Ainslie McAdam are’ – he paused, then said – ‘were to be married.’

Recalling the way Ainslie had touched the third finger of her left hand, feeling for the consolation of a ring that was no longer there, and the girl’s bitter, ‘He’s ruined everything for me!’ Isla felt a flash of contempt for the young man who had cared so little for his fiancée that he had abandoned her at the first whisper of scandal.

‘Indeed? I take it that he ended the engagement because of her father’s shameful death?’

Something of her condemnation must have sounded in her voice, because Gilchrist Forbes was cool when he retorted, ‘Indeed not. It was Ainslie who ended it, very much against my son’s wishes.’

The rapport that had been growing between them had vanished with her criticism of his son, and his voice was formal when he wished her good day and closed the door behind her, leaving her to walk alone down the stairs to the street.

Emerging from the tearoom after her disastrous confrontation with her father’s secret ‘wife’, Ainslie McAdam walked aimlessly along the street, weaving her way around pedestrians without seeing any of them. Someone called her name, and she looked up to see a former schoolfriend, her round, rosy face suitably solemn, but her eyes bright with curiosity. Clearly she had heard the rumours that had begun circulating despite all Gilchrist Forbes’ attempts to keep the details of Kenneth’s suicide quiet.

‘Ainslie, I meant to write to you. I was so sorry to hear about your father.’

‘Thank you, Christine. I’m – I’m in a terrible rush,’ Ainslie said, and hurried on, knowing full well that Christine was gaping after her, taken aback by her coldness. But she couldn’t talk to anyone while her mind was filled with pictures of the woman she had just left. She had expected – had hoped – to see someone much older, a plain elderly spinster, perhaps, who had somehow embroiled Kenneth McAdam in her clutches. Instead she had been confronted by a young woman only a few years older than herself. At that moment, for the first time in her life, she hated her father with all her heart.

She was glad that he was dead, she told herself fiercely, swinging round a corner and almost bumping into a great crowd of women straggling along the pavement, moving in the opposite direction from Ainslie herself. Young, old, fat, thin, all dressed in working clothes with scarves wound round their heads, they talked and laughed and called to each other loudly as they poured along the pavements past her. Drifts of cotton clustered on a coatsleeve here, a mop of hair there, and Ainslie realised that she had walked right through the town and was nearing Ferguslie Mills as it was disgorging its workers at the end of a shift.

She glanced at her watch and discovered to her astonishment that, somehow, the afternoon had passed, and she should have been home an hour earlier. She turned the next corner and kept walking, this time with purpose, past the cricket ground and the neat double row of back-to-back housing built to accommodate some of the mill workers, then under the railway bridge and up the hill to where a row of comfortably large houses stood back from the road, separated from it by their neat gardens.

Her heart sank when she saw the small car, its chocolate-brown paintwork and chrome gleaming in the late-afternoon sun, standing in the driveway of her own home. Letting herself in quietly at the front door, she tried to escape upstairs to her room, but her mother’s voice called her name as she passed the drawing-room’s closed door. Ainslie hesitated, then decided to pretend she hadn’t heard the summons. Just as she gained the staircase the drawing-room door opened.

‘Ainslie?’

She stopped, turning towards the man she had once promised to marry. ‘Hello, Colin.’

‘Your mother wants to see you.’ His voice was gruff, and his hazel eyes, when she met them, still carried the hurt of her rejection.

There was nothing else for it. Ainslie stepped back down into the hall and walked past him and into the room.

‘Ainslie, where have you been?’ Catherine McAdam wanted to know as soon as her daughter appeared. She lay on a chaise longue, a rug over her legs and cushions piled behind her back. The windows were curtained against the daylight, and fringed standard lamps glowed feebly in the twilight within the room.

‘I went out for a walk. I thought you were resting in your room, Mother.’

‘I was, but I had to come downstairs to see to some business.’ The rings on Catherine’s limp hand sparkled in the electric light as she indicated the open desk. Colin moved to it and began to gather the spilled papers together neatly, his back towards mother and daughter. ‘I could have done with your help,’ Catherine went on reproachfully.

‘What d’you want me to do?’

‘It’s too late now, I had to see to it all myself, with Colin’s help. Now I’m trying to persuade him to stay for tea.’ A warm note crept into Catherine’s voice. She had been delighted when her daughter and Colin Forbes became engaged, and furious when, only days after her father’s death, Ainslie had taken it upon herself to return the handsome diamond and emerald ring that had been specially made for her.

‘I expect he has to get back home.’

‘I’ve already explained that to your mother,’ Colin said stiffly, turning away from the desk. ‘Goodbye, Mrs McAdam.’ He took Catherine’s hand in his for a moment. ‘Remember that you only need to telephone myself or my father if you need help. Goodbye, Ainslie.’

‘Goodbye.’ She opened the door for him, and her mother said sharply, strength coming into her voice, ‘Ainslie, have your manners deserted you entirely? You might at least see Colin to his car, since I’m not fit to do so.’

‘I expect he remembers where he left it.’

‘Ainslie!’ A cushion tumbled softly to the floor as Catherine, outraged, struggled to sit upright.

Colin’s face had gone quite white. ‘I can find my own way out, Mrs McAdam. I know this house well,’ he said, looking at Ainslie, who glanced away. Still shocked by her meeting with the woman who had been part of her father’s secret life, she didn’t feel strong enough to deal with Colin’s pain as well as her own.

‘Nonsense, Colin, I hope that we’ve not entirely forgotten our manners in this house, despite all that’s happened.’

Catherine put a hand on the rug over her legs as though about to throw it back and escort her guest to the door personally, and Ainslie said, ‘Stay where you are, Mother. I’ll see Colin to his car.’
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They walked through the square hall and down the stone steps in silence, blinking as they emerged into the sunny garden. The familiar scent of petrol and sun-warmed leather upholstery filled Ainslie’s nostrils as Colin opened the car door; his car was so familiar to her that she knew just how hot the leather passenger seat would feel against her calves on such a day.

He tossed the brief-case into the car then straightened and said, his hand on the door-frame, ‘Something’s troubling you.’

‘My father’s killed himself and left us with the shame of knowing that he had another wife and family hidden away,’ she retorted tartly. ‘Is it any wonder that I’m troubled?’

He reddened under the sting of her sarcasm. His fair colouring and his tendency to flush easily was a great burden to him, Ainslie knew. It was one of the qualities that had once endeared him to her. ‘I mean that something else is troubling you. I was at the window, I saw you charging in the gate and up the drive as though you were about to do battle with some poor soul. Your eyes’ – he hesitated, then swallowed and said, ‘Your eyes are very bright, and that means that you’re angry.’

She bit her lip and scuffled the toe of one of her smart black strapped shoes in the gravel, heedless of scratch marks. ‘I met her this afternoon.’

‘Who?’ The question was automatic, followed immediately by, ‘You don’t mean your father’s—’

‘His woman!’ Ainslie spat the word out. ‘Colin, she’s quite pretty. And she’s young, not much older than I am!’

‘I know. I saw her outside my father’s office. That’s why I had to come here, instead of him. He’d arranged to meet with her.’

‘You didn’t tell Mother that, did you?’

‘Of course not – d’you take me for an utter fool? I said he’d had to call on a very old client who needed his advice urgently.’

Ainslie gave a bark of harsh laughter. ‘Scarcely a very old client. How could he? How could he take up with someone not much older than I am?’

‘How did you happen to meet her?’

‘I wrote to her, when I heard that she was coming to Paisley to see him. We had tea together.’

His jaw tightened. ‘You shouldn’t have done that, Ainslie.’

‘I had to see her for myself.’ She rushed on, her voice suddenly choked, tears gathering behind her eyes, ‘They even had children together, Colin! A girl and a boy, just like Mother had. Only they’re still very s-small—’

His hand closed over her arm. ‘Come for a spin – we can talk about it, away from here.’ He looked beyond her bent head to the drawing-room window, worried that her mother might see them and assume that he was upsetting her daughter. But there was no movement in the narrow space between the curtains.

Ainslie drew away from him, shaking her head. ‘Mother would only think that we were making up. She’d start expecting me to wear your ring again.’

‘Would that be so terrible?’ His voice was low, but vehement. ‘Ainslie—’

‘The past is past, Colin. Nothing can ever be the same again. Everything’s changed!’

‘I see no reason why we should change too. I love you, Ainslie, yet you’ve not even given me the chance to—’

‘Hello, Colin,’ Ainslie’s young brother called cheerfully from the gate, and Colin, inwardly cursing, turned to smile at the boy as he and his closest friend, both in the neat blue blazer and striped blue and silver tie of Paisley Grammar School, came up the short gravelled drive.

‘Hullo, Innes – Gordon.’ He hoped that the boys would continue on round the side of the house to the back door to coax something to eat from the cook, but instead they stopped, letting their schoolbags drop to the ground, their hands and eyes hungrily reaching out to the car.

‘I’m going to get one just like this when I’m old enough,’ Innes announced, and Gordon gave him a scornful look.

‘You’re only eleven! By the time you’re old enough to drive, this’ll be out of date. I’ve got a cigarette card of the new Delage sports car. That’s the sort of car I’m going to get when I’m old enough.’

‘You didn’t tell me! Why didn’t you bring it to school?’

‘And let everyone put their grubby fingers on it? I’m keeping it at home, in my album.’

Ainslie, who could have kissed the boys for arriving at just the right moment, saw that her young brother’s eyes were bright with avarice.

‘What would you swop for it? I’ll give you my Swift open tourer card.’

‘And your Alvis?’

The boys began wrangling, and Colin, with a resigned shrug, got into the car.

‘You couldn’t take us for a run, could you?’ Innes asked at once. Colin started to shake his head, but Ainslie cut in.

‘Go on, just a short spin.’

‘Your mother—’

‘I’ll explain to Mother,’ she said, and with whoops of glee the boys jostled their way, schoolbags and all, into the rear seat.

Colin shot an angry look at her and then, resigned to his fate, started the engine. Ainslie waved as the car reversed down the short drive, then went back indoors to where her mother was still lying on the sofa.

‘You took your time – the two of you must have had quite a lot to talk about.’

‘Innes arrived, with Gordon. Colin’s taken them both out for a short drive. We didn’t think you’d mind.’

Catherine shifted restlessly. ‘He’s such a nice young man. I can’t think why you gave him back his ring.’

‘I told you, Mother – this isn’t the time to think of marriage.’

A sharp note came into the older woman’s voice. ‘Don’t be so silly, girl, it’s the perfect time. The Forbeses are comfortably off, and one day Colin will take over the business. A connection with them just now would put us in better standing with the town than we are at the moment, after what your father did. Anyway, I can’t afford to keep you indefinitely, you know that. Not now that I’ve got Innes’s school fees to see to.’

‘You won’t have to keep me. I shall find a job.’

‘You’re not trained for anything other than marriage!’ Catherine said irritably.

‘I’ll find something.’

‘You sound more like your Grandmama McAdam every day! She was always a difficult, stubborn woman. I can’t think why your grandfather married her.’

It was a chant that Ainslie had heard over and over again. ‘Won’t you let me open the curtains? It’s such a lovely day—’

‘Leave them!’

‘Very well.’ Her hands dropped from the curtains. ‘I’ll take the tray to the kitchen, and find out how dinner’s coming along.’

‘Tell Cook not to make anything for me. I don’t feel like eating.’

‘But you must eat, Mother.’ Ainslie regarded the older woman with concern. Catherine’s greying fair hair was drawn back tightly, accentuating the harsh lines of her face and the droop of her mouth. Her cheekbones jutted sharply beneath her pale skin. ‘You have to keep your strength up.’

‘I can’t think why,’ Catherine said bleakly. ‘There seems to be little point, now.’

As Ainslie carried the tray out of the room, she marvelled that her mother hadn’t realised why she had given her engagement ring back to Colin. After what her father had done, she herself no longer had any desire to marry, to become tied to a man, dependent on him, open to the humiliation and hurt her mother was suffering. She had loved her father, almost worshipped him, despite the fact that he showed little interest in her. Now, she would never trust men again.

Although she had told the lawyer that she had to hurry back home, Isla turned away from the station when she left his office. She walked back towards the Cross, where she asked a passerby for directions to the cemetery, and was directed to one of the tram-stops. The ex-servicemen were still playing their reedy music as she passed the war memorial. Only a few coins lay in the pathetic cap.

Paisley, she realised as the tram rocked along, was built on three terraces. The High Street ran along one of them, with all the streets on Isla’s left swooping downhill, and the streets on her right running uphill. She glimpsed a handsome church with a great broad sweep of steps leading from the pavement to the arched doors; it was very like a church she had seen in Paris, where she and Kenneth had spent their honeymoon.

And all the time, a small voice whispered in her ear, Ainslie and her mother and brother had been going about their lives here in Paisley, no doubt believing that Kenneth was away on business. Was that what he had told them? She tried to close her mind to the malice in the voice, not wanting her precious memories to become soured and blackened.

The conductress tapped her on the shoulder. ‘This is the cemetery, hen,’ she said cheerfully, pointing. ‘Just across the road there.’

Inside Woodside Cemetery’s stone gates Isla made enquiries at the small office, then walked up the wide driveway between the gravestones, some of them so elaborate that they were like miniature war memorials. Kenneth’s grave had yet to be marked by a headstone; the earth was still raw above him but the dead funeral flowers had been cleared away and someone – Ainslie? The real Mrs McAdam? – had recently put some carnations into an urn at the foot of the grave.

Isla stood for a long time looking at the mound. She had expected to weep, had wanted to weep, to ease the pain that had been gnawing at her ever since Gilchrist Forbes, hat in hand, face sombre, had come into her comfortable home to tell her that Kenneth had left her for ever. But her eyes remained obstinately dry. The man she had loved, still loved, wasn’t really here, in this quiet, green graveyard where the dead slept in peace beneath the trees. He was still with her – and yet not with her.

She turned away, and started on her journey home.

After their quiet marriage in Edinburgh, Isla and Kenneth McAdam had settled in a comfortable little house in Gourock, by the River Clyde. Isla had come to the place as a stranger, and had not made many friends. For one thing, she wasn’t used to having friends and therefore didn’t feel the need of them, and, for another, Kenneth didn’t care to see people when he was at home, claiming that he had enough contact with others in his office.

Isla had been happy to go along with his wishes. During her training she had lived in the nurses’ quarters and spent her off-duty time with Aunt Lally, a garrulous woman who usually had her tenement flat filled with people. At times Isla had ached for peace and quiet, and at last, in Gourock, she had found it.

Although Kenneth was often away – on business, he had told Isla, and she had had no reason to doubt him – she had never felt lonely. She enjoyed gardening and sewing and reading, and when first Barbara and then Ross were born, she had had more than enough to do.

Grace, the maid, opened the door as her mistress went up the front path between the hydrangea bushes. ‘How are the children?’ Isla asked as soon as she got indoors.

‘Miss Barbara was frettin’ for ye, but she got over it. Pearl took them both out for a walk this afternoon. I’ll make ye a nice cup of tea.’

‘I don’t want—’ Isla began, but Grace had already vanished into the little kitchen at the rear of the house. Wondering why it was that the Scots felt that everything could be cured by tea, Isla hung up her coat and went upstairs, towards the sound of splashing and squealing. Barbara loved bathtime.

Before going in to see her daughter she opened the door of the small nursery. The room was quiet and smelled of baby powder and clean clothes airing before the guarded fire. The coverings were folded back invitingly in Barbara’s small bed in the corner, and Ross was already in his cot, clean and contented, almost asleep. She bent over the cot, resisting the temptation to lift him into her arms and bury her face in him, and he lifted heavy lids to smile drowsily at his mother, his lips parting to reveal four pearly little teeth, then slid back into sleep.

He was his father’s child, fair-skinned and red-haired and blue-eyed. And very like his grown half-sister, Isla thought, as she straightened up from the cot. Kenneth had taken such delight in his children, claiming that it was because he was so much older than the average father, and had had longer to wait.

Isla wondered if he had been as devoted to Ainslie and her brother as he was to his second family. Part of her mind told her that she should hate him for deceiving her, trapping her into a tissue of lies, then leaving her with two children who were, in the eyes of the law, illegitimate. One day, perhaps, when she could look back over the years to this time in her life, she would feel anger against him, but not now, not yet. Now, she knew only terrible loss.

The bathroom was steamy and smelled of the floral soap Barbara loved. Pearl, who had come to help Isla after Barbara’s birth, was lifting the little girl out of the water.

‘Mummy!’

Barbara wriggled with excitement, reaching dripping hands out to her mother, and Pearl shrieked, ‘For any favour, bairn, will ye stay still. Mind yer mammy’s nice clothes, ye’ll get her all wet!’

‘Never mind about my clothes, they’ll dry.’ Isla dropped to her knees and gathered the plump, towel-swathed body close. Water trickling from Barbara’s hair, making it look much darker than its usual fiery bronze, ran down beneath the collar of Isla’s blouse, but she paid no heed to it.

‘Did you bring Daddy back with you?’

‘Not this time, darling. He’ll be away for – for a long time,’ Isla said, and over her daughter’s wet head she saw Pearl’s eyes fill with sympathetic tears.

‘I missed you,’ Barbara said into her ear. ‘I cried for you.’

‘You knew I’d come back, surely.’ Isla squeezed her eyes shut to fight back her own tears. She didn’t want her own grief to touch her children. ‘You know I’d not leave you and Ross,’ she said. ‘Not ever, whatever happens.’
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At the end of June Isla’s home was repossessed to pay Kenneth McAdam’s debts, and as nobody had bought the tenement building he had left her, she had no option but to move herself and her children to its empty ground floor flat.

She left her home without looking back. Although the house was small, it had been the grandest she had ever lived in. She had loved having a garden, and a front door that opened on to a path, instead of a landing or a close. Now she was returning to tenement life.

Mr Forbes had warned her that the building she now owned was old, but even so, she hadn’t realised just how old, or how small and cramped it would be. Her parents and Aunt Lally had lived in modern tenements, with tiled closes and stairs that were scrubbed down each week then carefully edged with white pipeclay to give them a smart appearance, but this building was small and sad and neglected.

The outer wall, facing on to the street, looked dark and damp, and when Isla ventured in, Ross clutched in one arm, her free hand holding Barbara’s, she saw that the stone floor of the narrow close was cracked and broken and uneven. The centre of each of the steps rising into the darkness of the upper floor was hollowed almost to the level of the step below, and she was thankful that she lived on the ground floor, and didn’t have to climb into that unfriendly darkness above. The paintwork on the door of her new home was faded and scratched, the wood itself furrowed with deep ravines, as though some predatory beast had once clawed at it in a frenzy. The entire building smelled of damp and stale food and too many years of human habitation. A child wailed from somewhere at the back of the close, and Isla felt that the misery in the sound matched her own feelings.

The empty flat was situated at the front of the building. When Isla released Barbara’s hand to search for the large clumsy key the lawyer had given her, the little girl stayed by her side instead of running off to explore as she usually did.

The door had to be pushed hard before it creaked open. Isla, peering into the gloom before her, almost lost her nerve and scurried back to the street; she had to force herself to move forward instead, the floorboards squeaking underfoot.

The door opened straight into a small empty room. Isla went towards the only window with a sense of purpose that was put on for the children’s benefit, and pulled aside the dingy curtain stretched across the window. The very touch of the material, stiff and clammy, sent a shiver down her spine, and she found herself rubbing her hand against her skirt afterwards.

The window was filthy. A cool breeze from the gaps in the frame brushed her face and she breathed it in with relief. A small sink leaned against the wall below the window as though tired out, its single tap weeping slowly and sadly. Barbara, clutching a brightly coloured rubber ball that had been Kenneth’s last present to her, stood in the middle of the floor and stared round at the mottled walls.

‘Where’s the bedroom?’ she wanted to know. There were two narrow doors, one on either side of the small fireplace. Isla opened them to reveal cobwebbed shelves, only a few inches in depth. Glancing round she saw that half of the wall opposite the window was covered by wooden folding doors. The hinges complained as the doors were pulled open, and dust showered down on her. The bed was there, a high metal frame supporting a solid wooden platform. The space below it was dark and forbidding.

‘There isn’t a bedroom, love. This is called a wall-bed. You’ll sleep here with me.’

Barbara scampered over to stand by her mother, going on tiptoe to inspect the dark space. ‘It looks dirty.’

It did. Isla remembered wall-beds as clean, comfortable places, with piled pillows and soft quilts. Her parents hadn’t had much money, but they had been thrifty, and her mother had always kept a clean house and had taken great care of the possessions bought, one by one, when they could be afforded. Even Aunt Lally, who was more of a ‘feast and famine’ person, enjoying money when she had it, and coping cheerfully with spells of enforced poverty, took a pride in her small home.

‘We can clean it,’ Isla said with a cheeriness she didn’t feel. ‘And we’ll wash the window to let more light in, and once our furniture arrives it’ll look fine.’

Barbara gave her one of her direct looks. ‘There isn’t a bathroom.’

‘The water closet’s outside, but that doesn’t matter. When I was a little girl we didn’t have a bathroom inside. We used a tin bath, all cosy in front of the fire.’

Now that her eyes were growing accustomed to the gloom she could make out the handle of a chamber-pot that was lurking beneath the bed. ‘Look, we can use this at night if we have to, then empty it into the privy in the morning.’

With difficulty, because Ross was squirming in her arms, she bent and pulled the chipped, stained delft pot out from under the bed. A little puddle of gritty dust lay on the bottom, and Isla only just managed to smother a scream when a long-legged spider scuttled into the interior from under the rim. She set the pot down hastily on the wooden bed so that Barbara, shorter than the bed, couldn’t see into it. Her daughter, head tilted back, doubtfully surveyed the bulge of the pot from below, then announced, ‘We’re going to have to clean that, too. We’ll have to clean everything,’ she added, glancing over at the filthy little gas-cooker beside the sink.

‘It’ll all look better when the furniture arrives,’ Isla said hopefully, giving in to Ross’s noisy demands and putting him down to ease the strain on her aching arm. He took two steps away from her, then fell over on to cracked linoleum that was so faded that it was impossible to see what the pattern had been. He broke into an angry roar and as Isla picked him up again, Barbara put down her ball. It rolled across the floor to disappear under the cobwebby gloom beneath the sink.

‘See? It was the floor that pushed him over,’ she said accusingly. Then she clutched at her mother’s skirt with one hand and added, her voice suddenly uncertain, ‘I want Pearl.’

‘Barbara, you know that Pearl couldn’t come with us,’ Isla coaxed, doing her best to keep a cheerful note in her voice. ‘We’re going to be all by ourselves now, just you and me and Ross, all cosy in our new little house.’

Barbara stuck the thumb of her free hand in her mouth. ‘I still want Pearl,’ she said around it, indistinctly. ‘I want to go home.’

Isla, bouncing Ross in her tired arms to calm him, looking round the small, bleak single room, agreed wholeheartedly with her daughter. But she couldn’t say so, or give way to the tears that were building up in her throat. For the children’s sakes, she had to be strong. She had to manage, though at that moment she didn’t know how she was going to do it.

The furniture arrived a few minutes later, trundled along the street from the station on a cart. The man and the boy in charge of the cart edged the pieces one by one along the narrow stone close and into Isla’s new home, beneath the interested stares of the women and children lounging around in the street outside. She had let almost all of the handsome furniture that she and Kenneth had chosen between them go with the house, and kept only what she considered to be essential. But the room was so small that when the cart was finally unloaded it was crammed.

‘Ye’ll have tae sell most o’ it, missus,’ the man observed as Isla fumbled in her purse for the money to pay him. When he had left she tucked Ross, who had fallen asleep in her arms, into the only armchair that she had brought with her, then searched the jumble of boxes until she found bedding for the cot, which was wedged into a corner beside the wall-bed. The little boy tumbled into the cot bonelessly, without waking, and she drew the blanket over him, deciding that it was better to leave him undisturbed than to try to change his napkin and wash him. It was only then that she discovered that Barbara had gone.

‘Barbara?’ she said hopefully, peering at the clutter around her. There was no answer, nor had she expected there to be. It was difficult to miss Barbara when she was around; almost from birth she had made her presence felt, first with a cheerful babbling, then, as she grew older, with words that swiftly became sentences, sentences that became paragraphs, paragraphs that became great spiels of continuous chatter.

Isla racked her brains, and recalled that she had last seen her daughter while the last pieces of furniture were being delivered, standing nose to nose outside the close with a ragged little girl of about the same age. They had been studying each other intently, silently, as children did when they first met.

She ran out to the close-mouth, careful to leave the door on the latch so that she could get back in, and gazed up and down the street. Groups of children played in the gutter, and the women who had come to close-mouths and windows to stare openly at the furniture being carried in from the cart had gone back to their gossiping. There was no sign of the familiar bronze curly head.

Panic-stricken now, Isla ran back through the close and burst out into the back court, a gloomy and overgrown walled-in area. The section nearest the tenement was paved with broken slabs, weeds thrusting up between them, edged on one side by a row of shaky-looking dustbins and coalsheds with sagging doors. A small outhouse opposite the bins probably housed the water closet, and just beyond it stood the washhouse. Then came two broken steps leading to what looked like a very small neglected field.

‘Barbara?’

‘Is it yer wean yer lookin’ for?’ a voice said, almost at her elbow. The window beside the back door was open and a young woman sat just inside the room, her head bound up in a scarf knotted at the top. Her blouse was unbuttoned and a small bald baby was fastened to one breast, sucking steadily and noisily. A cigarette smouldered in the woman’s free hand.

‘My – my little girl.’

The turbanned head nodded towards the steps. ‘She’s behind the washhoose there with oor Greta. She’s fine,’ she called after Isla as she hurried up the steps and peered round the outhouse.

Barbara was sitting on a sagging, slimy, wooden bench, her favourite doll on her knee. Beside her sat the child Isla had seen earlier, a thin little waif dressed in a frayed jersey that had been made for someone larger, and almost covered the skimpy little skirt beneath it. The two children were undressing the doll, their heads close together.

‘Barbara! I was worried about you!’

Barbara looked up, unrepentant. ‘Greta wanted to see Bella’s frilly knickers coming off. I didn’t go far away,’ she added defensively, after another look at her mother’s anxious face. Greta, tossing a disinterested glance over her shoulder, went back to the doll.

‘Ach, leave them alone, they’re no’ doin’ any harm – for once,’ the woman’s voice called from the open window, and Isla hesitated, then went slowly back to the close. As she walked past the open door of the water closet, the smell from the interior hit her.

‘I suppose she’s as well there as under my feet,’ she said, as she reached the window.

‘Ye’ll have enough tae dae, with just movin’ in,’ the other woman agreed, hauling the baby away from her breast. It came free with a loud sucking noise, eyes and milk-flecked mouth opening wide with indignation. Before it could utter a yell, the small mouth was clamped against the other breast.

‘That’ll keep ye quiet,’ the woman said, then, to Isla, ‘Ye’ll be ready for a cup of tea? Come on in an’ I’ll make one.’

‘I’ll have to get back to the baby.’

‘On ye go, then, an’ I’ll bring the tea through in a wee minute. It’s no bother,’ the woman said airily when Isla tried to protest.

In the tiny room that was now their home, Ross was still asleep. Isla started trying to tidy the place, but hadn’t got far when knuckles rapped at the door. Seen in her entirety, her new neighbour was small and broad, with button-bright black eyes set on either side of a button nose. She walked into the room with a rolling gait that reminded Isla of a sailor accustomed to the moving deck of a ship, and looked round with open curiosity. A mug of steaming tea was clutched in each fist and the baby, asleep now, was fastened against her breast by a shawl deftly wound round her shoulders and hips, and formed into a snug little hammock.

‘Ye’ve got some bonnie furniture.’ She settled herself in the armchair and thrust a mug at Isla. ‘I put condensed milk intae it, an’ two spoonfuls of sugar. Ye’ll be needin’ yer strength.’

Isla sipped at the tea, and tried not to wrinkle her nose. The liquid was strong and very sweet, with an underlying flavour of grease, as though the mug had been washed in dirty water.

‘I’m Magret,’ said her first caller.

‘I’m Isla Moffatt.’ Isla had decided to revert to her maiden name. She had no legal right to Kenneth’s name, and neither did the children.

‘Isla? That’s nice. I wish I’d heard it afore we named her Daisy.’ Magret indicated the bald-headed baby with a dip of the chin. ‘She’s cried after a flower. Have ye ever seen a daisy? Bonny, isn’t it?’ she went on when Isla nodded. ‘Oor Greta’s cried after a flower tae, her real name’s Magret like mine, with a Rita added on to it. We cry her Greta because he’ – she jerked her chin in the general direction of her own home – ‘says her real name’s too much of a mouthful for a wee skelf like her.’ She hesitated, then said delicately, ‘I saw ye were wearing a mournin’ band when ye arrived.’

‘My husband died recently.’ Isla spoke with difficulty round a lump that had suddenly come to her throat.

Magret sucked in her breath. ‘Ach, that’s a shame, so it is. Where did ye used tae live?’
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