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  THE PENNY WEDDING


  Alex stroked his wiry hair thoughtfully with the palm of his hand. ‘Could she be – a doctor, for instance?’


  ‘I don’t see why not.’


  ‘Never been a doctor in our family,’ Alex said and then to Jim Abbott’s astonishment suddenly doubled over and began to weep. ‘Her mother always said – Och?

  this’s terrible, bubblin’ like a bairn. I’m sorry, sir.’


  ‘I understand.’ Jim Abbott put his hand on Alex’s shoulder.


  ‘Mavis always had such high hopes for the lass. Hopes she’ll never see fulfilled.’ Alex rubbed his nose and looked up, wet-eyed. ‘Ally got her brains from her mother, not

  from me.’ He forced a moist self-deprecating laugh. ‘You just have to look at me to know that. Takes no brains to be a bloody riveter.’


  ‘It takes other qualities, Mr Burnside. Toughness, determination, strength of character . . .’
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  ONE


  A Sunday in September


  Fans of ‘Our Gang’ would have identified the Burnsides’ dog immediately. Pete may have lacked a circle of black greasepaint around his left eye but he had

  enough of the ham in him to justify his nickname and certainly had star quality when it came to begging for titbits. None of Alison’s brothers – with the possible exception of Henry

  – would ever be mistaken for a matinee idol, however, nor were they sufficiently engaging to uphold Alex Burnside’s claim that his offspring had once been just as frolicsome as the

  highly paid little clowns of the silver screen.




  Alison nurtured no illusions about her own appearance. At sixteen she was sallow and solemn, oval-faced, with dark brown eyes and dark brown hair cut plain and short and she could no longer kid

  herself that she might suddenly develop into a voluptuous beauty.




  Brenda envied Alison her slender figure. Brenda was for ever moaning about her own unfashionable chubbiness and the fact that she was only five feet dot and, as Brenda put it, still shrinking.

  Brenda was Alison’s best chum and near neighbour. They had known each other for years. On that particular Sunday afternoon, however, Brenda had chosen to go her own way and Alison was out

  alone with Davy, the youngest of her brothers, and, of course, the dog.




  They had meandered up to the towpath of the Forth and Clyde Canal, a favourite haunt, and had stopped at Mrs Kissack’s little shop to buy sweets.




  The plank wall of the hut-like building was warm under Alison’s fingers. She balanced herself against it, bicycle raked at an angle, floral print dress tucked modestly between her thighs,

  one long brown leg extended to touch the toe of her sandal to the ground.




  The bicycle was an old Raleigh Sports, complete with crossbar and narrow saddle. It had belonged to each of Alison’s brothers in turn and had accumulated over the years a large number of

  accessories including two bells, a celluloid pump, plump red rubber handlegrips, a wicker basket, and a greasy canvas pannier clipped above the back wheel.




  Alison had inherited the machine from Davy before she had been quite tall enough to reach the pedals. She had been given her first lessons in cycling deportment in the quiet back streets of

  Partick as a passenger on the crossbar, Davy’s strong arm about her waist, her teeth chattering, her bottom bruised by the streets’ uneven cobbles. But that adventure, like so many

  others, seemed like ancient history for in April the Burnsides had flitted from tenement town and out of Partick for good.




  The family had been part and parcel of Glasgow Corporation’s new suburban housing policy and Alex, a respectable working chap, had applied for and had been duly allocated a brand-new,

  four-in-a-block, cottage-style house in Flannery Park, near the city’s boundary with the Burgh of Clydebank.




  To Alison’s surprise she missed the bustle of Dumbarton Road and Sutton Street’s crowded tenement hardly at all. The luxury of a five-apartment house with an indoor toilet and

  bathroom, a separate kitchen and a garden front and back more than compensated for the upheaval and disorientation that the move had caused. Besides, she had not left everything behind. Quite a

  number of her Partick schoolmates, including Brenda, had been part of the exodus to the suburbs and many familiar faces from the old days were to be seen in Flannery Park’s spacious avenues.

  Alison’s contentment with her lot had increased after Easter when her mother had promised her a further full year of education and she had gone on to Flannery Park’s neat new school

  instead of being packed off to work.




  The only fly in the Flannery Park ointment was that the influence of fresh air and unimpeded sunlight had caused her to sprout an extra couple of inches during the summer. When Alison’s

  brothers teased her about her height, though, Henry, the eldest, who was altogether too dogmatic for his own good, told them they were imagining things and that it was an established medical fact

  that growth in the female stopped long before the age of sixteen.




  Alison didn’t much care how her brothers tried to put her down. She was happier now than she had ever been, particularly on that warm, late-September afternoon when she had Davy, her

  favourite, all to herself.




  Davy, followed by Pete, appeared from inside the shop.




  Pausing in the doorway he ostentatiously opened the brown paper bag of wine gums which he’d bought at the cluttered counter. Scent of the gums drove the black and white mongrel frantic.

  Crouched on his hindquarters, forepaws draped across his hairy chest, Pete emitted a series of practised little whines, so desperate and pleading that no one in the Burnside family – Bertie

  excepted – could ignore them for long.




  ‘What’s his favourite flavour?’ Davy asked.




  ‘Port,’ Alison answered.




  ‘Are they the black ones?’




  ‘No, the red.’




  ‘I thought the red ones were burgundy?’




  ‘They all taste the same to Pete anyhow.’




  ‘No, they don’t. Got a nose like a bloodhound, Pete has. He can tell port from burgundy any day of the week.’ Davy scuffed the dog’s ears lovingly. ‘Can’t

  you, champ?’




  ‘Bet he can’t.’




  ‘Bet he can.’




  ‘What’s at stake?’ Alison said.




  Davy gave the matter careful thought.




  Although he was barely nineteen, work as a bricklayer and an obsession with sports had given Davy broad shoulders, a deep, muscular chest and a clear complexion. He was fair like his mother and

  his hair tended to fall into crinkly curls in spite of all he did to discourage it. He disdained the sober suits in which most young men sauntered forth on Sunday afternoons.




  He preferred casual flannels, a collarless white shirt with rolled-up sleeves and, in lieu of shoes, a pair of black rubber gym pumps. He peered into the candy bag, poked among the gums with his

  forefinger, then glanced at his sister and winked.




  ‘If you’re wrong,’ he said, ‘you get the green ones.’




  ‘I hate the green ones,’ Alison said.




  ‘That’s the bet. Take it or leave it.’




  ‘How many green ones are there?’




  ‘Three.’




  ‘Oh, all right,’ Alison agreed reluctantly. ‘But how are you goin’ to prove it?’




  ‘Ah-hah!’ said Davy. ‘Just you watch.’




  Tail sweeping the dust and tongue lolling, Pete whined pitifully when Davy tucked the sweetie bag out of sight in his shirt pocket.




  Alison rested her shoulder against the sun-warmed wood, watching, curious and amused, to see what her daft brother had dreamed up now.




  Distracted by chatter behind her she glanced over her shoulder and saw three small boys in cub scout uniform trek over the canal bridge and gather in a huddle that spoke of important business.

  She realised at once what they were up to, pooling their Saturday pennies for a transaction with grim-faced Mrs Kissack from whom no charity and no quarter could be expected.




  The boys seemed distinctly different from the urchins who roamed Partick’s backcourts and canyon-like alleys. They were neat, clean and well nourished, not thin, whey-faced and rickety.

  What was more, they had money to spend. In the past few months Alison had become conscious of social gradations and tended to exaggerate them. In fact, as Henry was never done telling her, the

  shiny new citizens of Glasgow’s garden suburbs were just yesterday’s tenement dwellers lightly toasted by a summer in the sun. Fathers and brothers still worked in Beardmore’s or

  Barclay Curle’s, in Brown’s, Fairfield’s or Ransome’s and trudged off each working day to earn a living by the sweat of their brows. Alison, of course, would have none of

  it. She had long ago acquired the family habit of taking everything Henry said with a pinch of salt which, as it happened, was not always a wise thing to do.




  From the railed bridge that topped the lock-gate came a little shriek and, looking up, Alison saw a girl, hardly older than she was, clinging in mock terror to her boyfriend while, with hands

  about her waist, he steered her over the planks and at the same time tickled her. In the soft vaporous warmth of the autumn afternoon Alison felt suddenly enveloped in the odour of weeds and

  sluggish brown water and very conscious of the fabric of her dress brushing her bare skin.




  ‘Hoi, dreamy,’ Davy said. ‘Are you payin’ attention?’




  ‘Of course I am,’ said Alison.




  Bending, Davy offered his closed fists to the dog. Although used to performing for the Burnsides’ amusement, Pete was puzzled by the idiotic delay in doling out the Sunday treat and

  prowled, sniffing suspiciously, round Davy’s legs.




  ‘See,’ Alison said. ‘The poor mutt doesn’t have a clue.’




  ‘C’mon, champ.’ Davy weaved his fists cajolingly. ‘Find the red one.’




  Intrigued by Pete’s antics, the cub scouts in their tight green jerseys and skipped caps drew closer.




  ‘Ah’ve got a dog,’ on, of them informed Alison.




  ‘Have you? What’s his name?’




  ‘Spot. But ah call him Killer.’




  ‘Quiet, pul-ease,’ said Davy.




  Now that he had gathered a crowd of sorts, Pete was finally willing to perform. He stiffened, craned out his neck, opened his jaws and lightly fixed his fangs on Davy’s left hand.




  ‘Told you – the dog’s a genius.’ Davy opened his palm and showed his sister the red-coloured gum. ‘Got it straight off, like I said he would.’




  He tossed the sweet to Pete who, to the delight of the small boys, plucked it neatly out of the air, carried it to earth and, slobbering, devoured it.




  ‘That’s all very well,’ said Alison, ‘but what about your other hand?’




  ‘What other hand?’ Davy said, innocently.




  ‘That other hand.’




  Davy grinned, popped the errant wine-gum into his mouth, sucked it for a moment then stuck out his tongue.




  ‘Red!’ Alison cried. ‘Oh, you big cheat! You horrible, rotten cheat. I want my share of those sweeties.’




  ‘You shall have it, honeybun,’ Davy said, ‘but first you’ll have to catch me,’ and with that he sprinted away towards Rowan Road with Pete and Alison in hot pursuit

  and the cheers of the three little cub scouts ringing behind him in the soft beige air of the September afternoon.




  If Sunday was a day of relaxation for her family, for Mavis Burnside it was only marginally less active than any other day of the week. She did, however, make time to attend

  morning service in Flannery Park’s Congregational church. She left the boys to struggle with the mysteries of frying pan and gas grill while she put on her best coat and hat and joined the

  folk heading up Wingfield Drive towards the Congregational or, like the Rooneys from next door, setting off on the trail to the Roman Catholic chapel at Scotstoun.




  Mavis no longer expected to be accompanied by her husband or sons. She was used to presenting herself at the kirk door like a war widow. When the boys had been young she’d insisted that

  they rolled out for Sunday School and Bible Class. In those days they had not been unwilling to take religious observance at face value. She held no sway over them now though. They were grown men

  with minds of their own and had a right to decide what they did with their spare time and what they did, or did not, believe in terms of a God and an afterlife.




  Alison still fell in with her mother’s wishes in church matters as in everything else. Alison had always been a kind and thoughtful child. Since the move to Flannery Park, though, Mavis

  had intentionally slackened the reins on her daughter, had encouraged her to attend evening service and stay on for the Fellowship meeting that followed where, Mavis hoped, she might meet a nice,

  respectable young man.




  Mavis was sensitive to the fact that her daughter’s youth was passing like a flash and that in two or three years Alison would be married and gone. No absolute rule decreed that Ally had

  to marry young, of course, and as Alex never tired of pointing out they hadn’t managed to get shot of any of the boys yet and Henry was already kicking twenty-five.




  Girls were different, though, very different.




  Mavis glanced up from the sink as Alex, whistling cheerfully, rattled the back door and came into the kitchen from the garden.




  He wore a Fair Isle cardigan, old flannels and an open-necked shirt. He was small in stature, only an inch or so taller than Mavis, but thickly muscled. He had big square hands, all scarred, and

  a head which seemed a shade too large for his body. His face bore reminders of many accidental injuries, including the youthful calamity of a broken nose. Summer weather and an outdoor life had

  weathered his skin to the colour of mahogany and the tan, combined with all that scar-tissue, gave the impression of stalwart character and toughness, of a man well able to take care of

  himself.




  ‘Wipe your feet,’ Mavis told him.




  ‘Aye, right.’ He manufactured a vague scraping motion on the mat behind the door then sauntered past his wife into the living-room.




  It was mid-afternoon, a little after three o’clock.




  Mavis had eaten a bacon roll and drunk three cups of tea on her return from church before changing out of her best frock. There was an evening meal to prepare, clothes to wash and, Sunday or

  not, she could not afford to be idle. She did not dare hang clothes on the ropes between the poles in the garden in case she gave offence to God-fearing neighbours but she had no conscience about

  washing stockings and shirts, light things which could be hung to dry on the pulley indoors.




  Up to the wrists in foamy warm water, Mavis kneaded away at Bertie’s vest. She took pleasure in simple domestic chores like ironing, sewing and polishing furniture, particularly in the new

  house where there was space to move about.




  Smiling to herself, she glanced out of the back door at Henry and Jack who were crouched on the grass by a lawnmower which their father, for some reason known only to himself, had stripped to

  its oily parts. Dismantling machinery was much more fun than using it, Henry had told her, but Mavis had long since given up listening to anything Henry said.




  Alex, in the living-room, was raking through the sideboard drawers.




  The sideboard occupied the wall between the room’s two doors and the drawers were crammed with string and wire, pliers, knives, screwdrivers and other small tools. Alex had stopped

  whistling. Mavis listened to him muttering impatiently until he found what he was looking for and resumed the tuneless aria once more.




  He came back into the kitchen with a spanner in his hand, paused and asked, ‘Where’s Alison?’




  ‘Out on her bike.’




  ‘She’s not on her own, is she?’




  ‘Davy’s with her.’




  ‘Should she not be home by now?’




  ‘Time enough,’ said Mavis.




  Alex asked casually, ‘How’s your head then?’




  ‘Oh, it’s fine,’ Mavis answered.




  Middle age, or at least its first dark sign, was the cause of her occasional migraines. Alex and she had celebrated their silver wedding last March; she was, after all, nearly forty-four years

  old. Dr Lawrence had told her that a woman at her time of life must expect certain functional disturbances, had given her a prescription for pills and had arranged an eye test which had led to the

  purchase of a pair of spectacles which she seldom bothered to wear.




  Alex leaned his chin on her shoulder and slipped an arm about her waist. ‘An’ how’s the rest of you then?’




  ‘Perfect,’ Mavis said. ‘As always.’




  She had always been inclined to be stout but this past six months she had put on an extra half stone and felt cumbersome because of it. Easy living in Wingfield Drive probably had something to

  do with it. No flights of stairs to clatter up, no baskets of clothes to lug to the washhouse, no steps to scrub every Friday night. She didn’t have to search for reasons why her beam had

  grown broad and her bosom, never exactly petite, had begun to expand in all directions, mainly downward.




  She glanced towards the open door.




  ‘Alex,’ she whispered coyly, ‘stop that.’




  ‘Stop what?’ said Alex. ‘What’s wrong with givin’ you a cuddle?’




  She struggled to maintain the air of modest gentility behind which women of her generation hid their true feelings. ‘Not in broad daylight.’




  Playful amorousness had always been part of Alex’s charm. There had been more evidence of it of late too. It was as if Alex had left some of his masculine conceits behind in Sutton Street

  and twenty-five years of marriage had not quite killed his desire for her.




  Up to the elbows in suds, Mavis wriggled again, Alex drew back, gave her bottom an appreciative pinch, resumed his whistling then swaggered off into the garden to argue the theory of nuts and

  bolts with his sons.




  Mavis leaned her plump elbows against the edge of the sink and sighed. She had told Alex a little white lie. Her headache had not quite gone. In spite of Dr Lawrence’s medication she

  regularly suffered a creeping ache which, if she did not lie down at once, swiftly developed into a blinding pain which made her squint and squinch for ten or fifteen minutes and then, thank God,

  passed away almost as swiftly as it had arrived.




  She’d had a blinder in church that morning. She’d been relieved when service was over and she was free to totter out into the fresh air. She’d scoffed two of Dr

  Lawrence’s pills there in the street and before she’d reached home the worst of the pain had eased. Tea and a bacon roll had put paid to the rest of it, except for a faint trickling

  sensation, irritating rather than painful, behind her left eye.




  As she rested against the edge of the sink, however, she felt a sudden wave of giddiness.




  To steady herself she stared from the open doorway and tried to focus on the houses across the backs, on paths and lawns, net-curtained windows, all hazy and tinted by autumn sunlight.




  Alex, Jack and Henry were kneeling on the grass, muttering and tinkering, so that it looked as if they were praying over the components of the lawnmower.




  Mavis smiled at the men’s simplicity then, without even being aware of it, slid downwards and flopped with a soft thud on to the kitchen floor.




  Davy was walking by Alison’s side, one hand upon the back of the bicycle saddle. He had, of course, shared the wine gums with her and had even taken all the green ones

  for himself. No longer quite so young as he used to be, Pete panted along at Davy’s heels, a half yard from the edge of the pavement.




  The motorcar was big, upright and expensive. It roared around the corner from Wingfield Drive, past the new row of shops and pulled away up Shackleton Avenue in a terrific cloud of dust.




  Private automobiles were rare in Flannery Park and Alison wobbled, braked and swivelled to stare after the vehicle as it vanished into the distance.




  ‘Jeeze!’ Davy exclaimed in admiration.




  ‘What on earth was that?’ said Alison.




  ‘It’s a bloody great Lanchester,’ said Davy. ‘Not much change out of a thousand quid after you buy one of those. You could build two houses for what that car cost

  him.’




  Alison pedalled slowly forward, Davy holding the back of the saddle and Pete padding behind. ‘Cost who?’




  ‘Dr Lawrence.’




  ‘Mam’s doctor?’




  ‘Aye,’ Davy said, ‘but he’s not makin’ his dough from treatin’ the likes of us at thirty bob a whip. He’s got a posh practice in Bearsden too, I expect

  that’s where the real money comes from, from the toffs.’




  ‘I wonder where he’s been,’ said Alison.




  At that moment she caught sight of Jack loitering at the garden gate and knew intuitively that something awful had happened.




  Jack’s complexion was even more flushed than usual, the cornet-player’s embouchure white as chalk against it. His candid features were crumpled and secretive and all the tunefulness

  had gone out of him.




  Pete bounded forward and pawed against Jack’s legs. Jack shouted ‘Down,’ so sternly that Pete obeyed without a whimper.




  It was uncannily quiet in Wingfield Drive, the atmosphere musty with the odours of mown grass and clipped privet. Somebody had drawn the window blinds at 162. Neighbours were gathered at front

  doors, not gossiping but, like Jack, silent, watchful, and somehow embarrassed.




  ‘What’s all the excitement?’ Davy enquired.




  Alison dismounted, bumped the bicycle’s tyres over the kerb, brought the machine as close as she dared to her brothers and listened, almost like an eavesdropper.




  ‘It’s – it’s Mam,’ Jack said.




  ‘Mam? What about her?’ Davy said.




  Jack’s eyes swam with tears.




  ‘She’s – she’s – dead.’




  ‘You’re kiddin’?’ Davy said.




  ‘I wish to God I was,’ Jack said.




  Everything seemed to crowd in on Alison, reduced in scale, distorted and hostile. She was already weeping inside herself. She suffered an almost overwhelming urge to scream at her brothers, to

  accuse them of tormenting her with a hideous untruth.




  Instead she bit her lip hard and in a sharp and nagging voice that made her sound horribly callous, asked, ‘How did it happen? Was it an accident? Was she run over?’




  ‘No,’ Jack said. ‘She fell down on the kitchen floor. Somethin’ burst in her head, a blood vessel. We were out in the garden when it happened. She just keeled over at the

  sink, an’ that was it.’ Jack wiped his nose with his wrist. ‘Dr Lawrence says she never knew what hit her.’




  ‘Where’s Dad?’ said Alison.




  ‘In the back bedroom,’ Jack answered.




  Tears seemed frozen in the space behind Alison’s eyes. An icy lump hung deadweight in her chest. Even when Davy broke down she remained unnaturally calm, on the outside at least. She had

  never seen her brothers weep before, not even Bertie. She appeared to observe the phenomenon dispassionately. Jack put an arm about Davy’s shoulder and helped his brother up the path towards

  the front door. Alison, pushing the Raleigh, followed on behind. She was aware of Mrs Rooney and her husband at the door of 164. Mr Rooney was holding back two of the smaller children with his

  forearm. The children’s eyes were curious but uncomprehending.




  Alison walked faster, head up. She ignored Mrs Rooney’s attempts to communicate. She wheeled the bicycle along the path before the front window and through the covered close that separated

  the Burnsides’ house from the Donaldsons’ next door. She stored the bicycle in the brick shed by the kitchen step then paused to tug up her socks, smooth her rumpled dress and comb her

  hair with her fingers.




  She felt that she would be required to make herself presentable, though she could not think why. She did not know how to behave in this situation and had it in mind to ask her mother what she

  should do next. When she opened the kitchen door and stepped inside, however, the emptiness was palpable, a great vacuum that extended into nothingness. The closed door of the living-room seemed

  miles away.




  Pete rubbed himself against her heels, whining softly. His tongue lolled out and his black rubbery nose was dry. She fished the dog’s water dish from beneath the sink, filled it from the

  tap, put it outside on the doorstep and gave the dog a gentle nudge with her foot to coax him back outside.




  She paused in the doorway, looking out, trying vainly to rationalise everything and bring it into perspective. But the weight of the afternoon continued to impress itself upon her like a fist

  thrust into clay.




  From the kitchen window of the Wilsons’ house she caught the strains of a wireless orchestra playing. She listened without guilt to the music until Mrs Wilson yelled, ‘Billy, turn

  that dashed thing off. Show some respect. Don’t y’know Mrs Burnside’s just passed away?’




  ‘Alison?’ Henry emerged from the living-room behind her. His oblong features were gaunt and far back in his dry, dark eyes was something that Alison had never seen there before.

  ‘Did Jack tell you?’




  Alison nodded.




  She expected some sarcastic remark, some patronising comment but all Henry said was, ‘You’d better come with me.’




  In the living-room she could see a whisky bottle and glasses upon the dining table, brown paper blinds, mottled like parchment in the slanting rays of the evening sun, Davy and Jack, slumped and

  silent, no sign of Bertie or her father.




  Henry touched her shoulder. ‘Are you okay?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Go on then.’ Henry gave her a little push to project her into the living-room. ‘Remember, I’m right behind you, if and when you need me.’




  ‘Well, I’m glad it’s not me,’ Brenda said. ‘I wouldn’t know what to do if you were took sudden.’




  ‘You’d cope,’ Ruby McColl told her daughter. ‘You’d have to.’




  ‘Suppose so,’ Brenda conceded.




  Stationed three or four feet back from the upper-floor window and seated on the room’s only chair, she could observe through a gap in the net curtains the Burnsides’ house across the

  edge of the tiny triangular park which divided Wingfield Drive from Foxhill Crescent.




  It was Brenda’s favourite post on those evenings when her mother was at work. She liked to watch the children at play and the menfolk trudging home from the bus stop or railway

  station.




  From here too she could also spy on Alison’s brothers and mark their comings and goings. Silly, really. All she had to do to encounter Jack or Henry was cross the road and ring the bell.

  She had always been made welcome in the Burnsides’ house but somehow it was more exciting to watch them without their being aware of it.




  Once, not so long ago, she’d quite fancied Jack Burnside. When she’d been ten or eleven he’d playfully tugged her plaits and asked her when she was going to grow up so he could

  marry her. She was grown up now, though she was hardly much taller than she’d been at eleven, and Jack paid her even less attention than he’d done when she was at primary school.




  Jack was a real busy-bee, of course. In addition to working at Ransome’s shipyard, he’d be out four or five nights a week tootling his cornet in one band or another. He never seemed

  to be home for more than ten minutes at a time before flying out again in his spotless white shirt and black bow-tie with his precious cornet case clutched under his arm.




  Lately, she’d found herself more attracted to Alison’s oldest brother, Henry, who was undoubtedly the best-looking of the Burnsides and had about him an air of knowingness that

  Brenda, without being able to define it, found increasingly magnetic.




  Brenda, however, did not confine her daydreams to the Burnside boys. Since moving to Flannery Park she’d begun to pay attention to more attainable males, like the builders’ mates who

  gave her the eye as she sauntered home from school or the brash shipyard apprentices who lounged about Ferraro’s Café on Sunday afternoons.




  ‘What’s happening now?’ Ruby asked.




  She was seated behind her daughter, on the edge of the bed, a cigarette in her mouth and an ashtray in her lap.




  ‘Nothin’.’




  The Burnsides’ front door was closed, blinds drawn. Nosy neighbours had crept back indoors. In fact, nothing of consequence had occurred since Bertie had arrived home from his afternoon

  shift at the GPO sorting office.




  Brenda didn’t like Bertie. Nobody did. He’d always been a mama’s boy, the softie in the family. But it couldn’t have been much fun for him to come home to find out that

  his mam was dead.




  He’d been greeted at the gate by Henry and had been given the bad news there and then. He’d shrieked and squealed like a lassie and had dropped to his knees on the pavement. When

  Davy and Henry had tried to lift him he’d flattened himself full-length on the ground. Not right for a grown man to behave that way in public, no matter how bad he felt. Eventually Davy and

  Henry had had to lift him by the arms and legs and lug him into the house feet first. Brenda had thought it comical and might have laughed out loud if her mother hadn’t been in the

  bedroom.




  Ruby lit a fresh cigarette. Brenda smelt the waxy smell of the match and smoke from the Woodbine and saw the beady bright eye of the cigarette’s coal reflected in the window.




  ‘You’re not working tonight, are you?’ she asked.




  ‘No, thank God,’ Ruby answered. ‘I’m on two to ten tomorrow, unless I can wriggle out of it.’




  Ruby was employed by the management of the Argyll Hotel in Glasgow’s Queen Street. She had gone there soon after her husband had been killed at Cambrai in 1917 and had graduated from

  kitchen skivvy to chambermaid to dining-room waitress. She was currently a barmaid in the residents’ salon and, since she was a handsome outgoing woman, earned more in tips than she did in

  wages.




  ‘So you can go to the funeral?’ Brenda said.




  ‘The funeral won’t be until Tuesday,’ said Ruby. ‘It might even be later if there are doubts about how she died.’




  Brenda glanced round. ‘Doubts?’




  ‘Sudden deaths sometimes have to be reported.’




  ‘Hey, you don’t think Mrs Burnside was murdered?’




  ‘Who on earth would want to murder Mavis?’




  ‘Well, I just thought – you know – for the insurance.’




  ‘Don’t be a bloody idiot.’




  Ruby’s tart manner and salty tongue stemmed from too long an association with commercial travellers and out-of-town businessmen and meant nothing. Brenda was undaunted by the

  reprimand.




  She shrugged. ‘What’ll they do with the, you know, the body?’




  ‘Keep it in the house, I expect,’ Ruby answered.




  Brenda made a grueing sound to indicate distaste. ‘I don’t fancy sleepin’ next door to a dead person.’ As a new thought occurred to her she glanced round again.

  ‘Will Alison have to see the body?’




  ‘She might want to,’ Ruby said, ‘to say goodbye.’




  Brenda had never seen a corpse, not even in the depths of the influenza epidemic when they’d been carrying them out of Horsefield Road Primary School by the barrowload. She’d been

  just too young to distinguish dead from dying, unfortunately.




  As if she’d picked up her daughter’s thought waves Ruby said, ‘You certainly won’t get to see Mrs Burnside lyin’ out, that’s for sure.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Women don’t,’ was the cryptic reply.




  Brenda pretended not to care, an act which practice had brought to near perfection. She stared out of the window into the gloaming which had settled stealthily over the park. ‘When will

  the undertaker arrive?’




  ‘As soon as it’s dark,’ said Ruby.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘To measure Mrs Burnside for her coffin and settle funeral arrangements with the family.’




  ‘I mean,’ said Brenda patiently, ‘why won’t he come until it’s dark?’




  Ruby answered, ‘Because he won’t.’




  Twilight tinted Brenda’s whisky-coloured hair and imparted a temporary ruddiness to her cheeks that made her look, Ruby thought, like one of those sturdy lassies that stook corn at harvest

  time.




  Ruby drew smoke on to the back of her throat and let it linger there. She’d been smoking since she was twelve years old and, at thirty-four, still took pleasure in the habit. Pouting, she

  ejected a ball of smoke and watched it float towards the ceiling.




  Why, she wondered, was Brenda so keen to see the undertaker’s men arrive? There would be nothing much to see except a mannie in a long black coat and a lum hat walking up the path and, a

  half hour later, walking back down again. Ruby hadn’t been all that close to Mavis, not one to pop in for tea and a blether. Even so, she found it disturbing to realise that Mavis Burnside

  was gone for ever, her time on earth over, her race run, while she, Ruby McColl, was still here, waiting for her life to begin.




  Brenda stirred and stretched her arms above her head.




  She’s bulging out of that dress too, Ruby thought, and it certainly won’t see out another summer.




  ‘Are we goin’ over there to, you know, pay our respects?’




  ‘You’re not,’ Ruby answered.




  Brenda swung in the chair, carefully extracted the Woodbine from between her mother’s fingers and took a long expert drag on the cigarette before handing it back. ‘Just as well,

  really. I haven’t a clue what to say to Ally.’




  ‘Perhaps I’ll look in later.’ Ruby cleared her throat. ‘No, come to think of it I’ll wait until tomorrow.’




  Ruby had exercised patience for years; a few more weeks would make no difference. In a month or so she would begin a serious pursuit of cocky Harry Burnside who had always seemed to her like an

  ideal mate and who, amazingly, had suddenly become available.




  ‘Why not go tonight?’ said Brenda.




  ‘Because I won’t,’ said Ruby and to her relief saw Brenda turn towards the window again to watch for the arrival of the undertaker’s men.




  ‘Swallow these,’ said Henry. ‘And drink this.’




  Bertie wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and glowered at the pills his brother held out to him. ‘What are they?’




  ‘Poison,’ said Henry. ‘For God’s sake, Bertie, just take them. They’ll calm you down.’




  Bertie glanced uncertainly at Jack, who shrugged. Bertie extended his palm. Henry tipped the four pills into it and everyone in the living-room watched Bertie slip them one by one into his mouth

  and swallow. His prominent little Adam’s apple bobbed and bristles scratched against his celluloid collar. Nobody knew why Bertie persisted in wearing such old-fashioned shirts or why, when

  he was so pernickety in other respects, he somehow never managed to shave properly.




  It was Mam who’d kept him neat, of course. Mam who’d brushed his shoes, ironed his handkerchiefs, put his trousers into the trouser press every night. Mam who’d trimmed his

  fingernails with her own special scissors. Mam, no doubt, would have shaved the little blighter too – and Bertie would have let her – if his brothers had not been there to shout him

  down. According to Henry’s theory, Mam had thought Bertie might be her last child and, because he was so puny, had fallen into the habit of treating him like a precious piece of

  porcelain.




  Bertie choked down the last pill and reached for the glass that Henry held out to him. ‘What’s this?’




  ‘Brandy.’




  Unlike many Glaswegians, the Burnsides were not heavy drinkers. But not even Bertie was daft enough to turn down brandy. He accepted the glass, sipped its contents and managed, with an effort,

  not to pull a face.




  ‘Better?’ Davy asked.




  ‘A bit,’ Bertie answered.




  They had gathered around the dining table which filled the long window bay. Now and then Jack would touch the blind and squint out at the gate.




  ‘No sign?’ Henry would say. Jack would shake his head.




  ‘I wish they’d come,’ Davy would say, ‘and get it over with.’




  The boys were tense, Alison no less so. She’d been in the house for almost two hours and so far had seen nothing of her father who remained resolutely locked in the back bedroom.




  Twice Henry had crossed the living-room and had knocked on the bedroom door, ‘Are you okay, Dad?’




  ‘Aye, lad. Fine. Fine.’




  They were willing to let Dad have his way. As soon as the Co-operative Society’s undertaker arrived Mam would no longer belong to any of them.




  Alison had fed Pete and had coaxed the dog upstairs. She had watched him settle to sleep on Davy’s bed. She was full of tears, deep, hurting sobs. She tried desperately to control her

  emotions and to feign a purposeful efficiency just as her mother would have done. If she fell apart completely she would become useless to her father, her brothers and herself.




  So far Henry had done all the work. He had made the trip to the public telephone box to call the Co-op funeral service. He had also called a neighbour of Aunt Flora’s who had a telephone

  in the house. He had told Aunt Flora the stark truth and had left it to the oldest of the Gilfillan sisters to break the news to Granny Gilfillan who lived near Flora in Clydebank. Soon after Henry

  had returned to the house Mrs Rooney had appeared at the back door to see if there was anything she could do and, to Henry’s consternation, had promised to light a candle for Mam’s

  departed soul. Then Bertie had arrived home and had had to be carried inside and brought out of his swoon and revived by pills and brandy.




  Throughout all this activity Alex Burnside remained immured in the back bedroom with his wife’s remains.




  Alison seated herself on the arm of her mother’s chair by the fire and listened without much interest to her brothers’ discussion.




  ‘We’ll have to let Uncle Willie know.’




  ‘Aye. What about Bob in Newcastle?’




  ‘Telegram, first thing tomorrow.’




  ‘There’s Dad’s cousin Jeannie as well.’




  ‘Ach, t’ hell with her.’




  ‘Dad’ll want her informed.’




  ‘But we haven’t seen her in years.’




  ‘No, she won’t come – but she has to be told.’




  ‘We’ll have to lay something on, a meal, won’t we?’




  ‘What – here?’




  ‘Either here or a spread at the City Bakeries.’




  ‘It’ll cost a fortune at the City Bakeries.’




  ‘Not if we restrict it to immediate family.’




  ‘It’ll mean extra cars.’




  ‘We could hire a bus.’




  ‘A bus? Don’t be bloody stupid.’




  ‘Why not? They laid on a bus when Tommy Mackenzie died.’




  ‘Aye, but he was buried in Ayrshire.’




  ‘And the Masons paid for it.’




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘Raymond told me. A right royal booze-up it was an’ all.’




  ‘Well, it won’t be a booze-up on Tuesday.’




  ‘Is that when it’ll be – Tuesday?’




  ‘I expect so, yes.’




  ‘What about tomorrow? Do we go to work?’




  ‘You three had better,’ Henry said. ‘I’ve got a couple of days in hand, so I’ll be here to help the old man.’




  Suddenly Bertie began to cry again. He removed his prim, rimless spectacles and wiped the lenses with the edge of the tablecloth.




  ‘I never imagined she’d leave us so soon,’ he sobbed. ‘I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t know if I can manage without her.’




  ‘You’ll have to,’ Henry said. ‘We all will.’




  At that moment the back bedroom door clicked open and Alison and her brothers, silent and somehow guilty, stared at their father.




  Henry was the first to find his voice. ‘Dad. Are you all right?’




  ‘Fine, fine,’ Alex Burnside answered vacantly. ‘Alison, a minute of your time, darlin’, please.’




  Without hesitation, Alison got up and joined her father in the small back bedroom where her mother’s body lay.




  * * *




  In the gloom his tan seemed darker than ever. He had dressed himself in a clean striped blue shirt and his one and only suit, a shiny black three-piece. He had put on his Sunday shoes, polished

  to a high gloss but showing like smiles creases across the uppers. The stringy black tie and black crape armband, dug up from heaven knows where, contrasted starkly with the handkerchief which

  protruded from his breast pocket like a little white sail.




  ‘Come in, come in. There’s nothin’ to be frightened of, darlin’,’ he said. ‘Your mam doesn’t look any different. It’s just as if she was

  sleepin’.’




  The bedroom appeared to be packed with furniture. In fact it contained only a bed, a cane chair and a huge, old wardrobe which Mavis had refused to leave behind in Sutton Street. The wardrobe

  door was jammed against the bed-end, the deep drawer at its base open. Alison’s first glimpse of her mother was as a reflection in the wardrobe mirror. Mavis seemed not so much asleep as

  aloof, head raised by a bolster, nose pointing to the ceiling. Her eyes and mouth were closed, the quilt across her bosom motionless. Alison looked quickly away.




  Her father shuffled into the room. He moved with a strange hobbled gait, hunched over, the way he had five or six years ago when he had racked his back. He beckoned to Alison, inviting her to

  stand by him at the bedside. ‘Is she not bonnie?’ he said.




  ‘Yes, Daddy.’




  It wasn’t true. Laughter-lines had vanished from about Mavis’s eyes and the little curls of flesh at the corner of her mouth had flattened out, giving her face an uncharacteristic

  gravity. Alison’s sense of unreality increased. She had expected something more lurid and definite than this quaint posturing.




  ‘Well,’ her father said with a sigh, ‘she’s at peace. We’ll not disturb her.’ He clapped his hand to Alison’s shoulder, making her start.

  ‘Besides, we’ve got things to do, Ally, haven’t we?’




  ‘What – what sort of things?’




  He dragged the cane chair away from the wall, seated himself and fished a piece of paper from his waistcoat pocket.




  ‘I thought he might have made trouble for us,’ Alex said, ‘but he’s a toff, is Dr Lawrence. He signed right on the dotted line. Have you ever seen a death certificate

  before?’




  Alison shook her head and stared obediently at the paper. She could not understand why her father was so eager for her to study the official document with her mother’s full name, Mavis

  Elizabeth Gilfillan Burnside, in fresh blue ink upon it.




  ‘Brain haemorrhage,’ Alex said. ‘Dr Lawrence says if it hadn’t killed her she’d have been crippled for life. She’d have hated that.’ He gripped

  Alison’s hand tightly. ‘If you hear any sort of guff about it bein’ our fault, you just tell them what the doctor said. All right?’




  ‘All right, Dad.’




  Mam’s private box had been taken from the wardrobe and lay open on the bedspread. Now and then Alison had been permitted to peep into it but had found little of interest there, no

  photographs, no mementoes except two faded lace handkerchiefs and a batch of receipts going back twenty-five years. The box itself had once held two pounds of Golden Moments handmade chocolates,

  Mam’s first present from Dad, and the pasteboard still retained the faint fragrance of the perfumed sweetmeats.




  On the floor beside the bed were a glass ashtray filled with cigarette butts and a tumbler of whisky, nearly empty. Alex plucked the death certificate from Alison’s fingers. ‘Our

  guarantee o’ fifty pounds.’ He winked slyly. ‘So long as we’ve got this bit o’ paper the buggers’ll have to pay out.’




  ‘Pay out?’




  ‘Never trust insurance men.’ He rummaged among the papers on the bed. ‘There’s more too. Penny policies paid from the year dot, kept up even when we had hardly enough in

  the house to buy a loaf o’ bread.’ He glanced at the corpse and winked. ‘Always a careful manager, weren’t you, honey?’




  The bedroom seemed suddenly stifling and Alison was filled with faint disgust at her father’s behaviour and longed to be back with her brothers in the living-room again. Alex pushed

  himself to his feet and began to pick the documents from the bed.




  ‘Well,’ he declared, ‘since Mavis was the one who accumulated all this cash it’s only right it’s spent on her farewell.’




  ‘You mean, like a wake?’




  ‘No, no, lass. She wouldn’t have appreciated one o’ those.’




  ‘What else is there?’ said Alison.




  ‘We can ask the undertakers to do her up, make her as pretty as a picture, lay her out in the wee church in Houston Street, then on Tuesday we’ll have Mr Jarman down there to conduct

  a service before we go up to the cemetery. When that’s done, back we’ll all go for a feed at the City Bakeries’ tearooms. How about that?’




  ‘Dad, you can’t.’




  ‘If you’ve got the money, you can do anythin’,’ Alex said. ‘What else am I goin’ to do with the bloody stuff now she’s gone an’ left

  me?’




  ‘Mam wouldn’t have wanted to see the money wasted.’




  ‘Wasted? How could it be wasted on the best wife a man ever had?’ He put a hand to his mouth then took it away again. ‘Listen, the undertakers will be here any minute. I

  can’t do this myself, Alison. She’s just the way she was when we found her. Except the apron. Dr Lawrence took off the apron. She’s got to be nice. She must be nice. I want you to

  sort out her best frock—’




  ‘I won’t put it on her.’




  ‘No, the men’ll do that,’ Alex said. ‘If you look everythin’ out and put it in the case from the top o’ the wardrobe, they’ll attend to the rest of it.

  An’ the next time we see her she’ll be just like – like she was all those years – all those years ago.’




  Hand to his face, he groped blindly for the chair.




  ‘Daddy! Oh, Daddy!’ Once she began to weep there was no stopping the flood of tears. She stood by the bed with elbows tucked into her stomach, fingers curled under her chin, and

  sobbed.




  Alex looked up at her, frowning. At first he seemed surprised at her display of emotion, then gradually the dazed expression faded from his features and he reached out and drew her on to his

  knee. ‘There now, Alison,’ he said gently. ‘There, there. Mam’s away an’ left us – but you’ve still got me. You’ll always have me, darlin’,

  come what may.’ He kissed her brow tenderly and hugged her tightly to him while Alison, quite unabashed, wept at last as if her heart would break.




  Conventional wisdom, as expounded by Granny Gilfillan, eventually won the day. Clad in her best brown velvet dress, lightly made up and with a fresh rose from Mr Wilson’s

  garden resting on her bosom, Mavis Burnside was inexpensively laid out in the back bedroom of the family home in Flannery Park to be visited and viewed by relatives, friends and neighbours until

  ten o’ clock on Tuesday morning. At that hour, on the dot, the Co-op’s new motorised hearse pulled up in front of 162 and Mavis was taken away to be interred beside a clutch of

  Gilfillans in the sprawling old cemetery at Hallwood on the green grassy braes which looked down upon Clydebank.




  Granny Gilfillan had already buried two husbands, two sons and a daughter. When it came to proper behaviour at funerals there was simply no arguing with her wealth of experience. Escorted by

  Jimmie McIntosh, one of her sons-in-law, the waspish old woman had turned up hot on the heels of the undertaker on Sunday evening and had immediately taken charge. At that particular juncture the

  Burnsides had needed all the support they could muster to guide them through the vale of tears, and Granny Gilfillan was nothing if not authoritative. She was a tiny wren-like woman who, even at

  the age of eighty, was belligerent to the point of tyranny. Dry as gunpowder and just about as volatile, she’d brooked no new-fangled nonsense about expensive funerals from Alex Burnside.

  She’d never liked the man and had vigorously if unsuccessfully opposed Mavis’s marriage to him.




  On that Sunday night, it seemed, she was destined at long last to have her revenge. Granny, however, wasn’t one to risk losing the initiative and on Monday evening she turned up again,

  flanked by two of her surviving daughters, Belle and Flora, Alison’s aunts. They were big, buttery women, apparently passive. But Alex and his lads knew only too well that the pair had

  successfully tamed and trained their husbands and sons, had rendered them so timid and trouserless that one simple word of command had the poor down-trodden devils louping through hoops.




  Alison was a little afraid of her grandmother and, having endured a day and a night bereft of both consolation and sleep, she was initially too weak to stand up to the beady little woman and

  allowed herself to be pulled from the crowd in the living-room and drawn alone into the kitchen.




  Whatever the circumstances Granny Gilfillan was not one to mince words. She closed the kitchen door and turned on Alison not to offer comfort or advice but, as was her way, to issue orders.




  ‘You’ll have to look after them now,’ she said.




  They were enveloped in the aroma of steak pies baking in the gas oven, pies that Jimmie McIntosh, who was Belle’s husband, had lugged up from Clydebank early that evening. The strain of

  greeting visitors had taken its toll of Alison and she was filled with such a dread of tomorrow’s ordeal that she felt almost stunned with exhaustion.




  ‘What?’ she said, stupidly. ‘Who?’




  ‘Your father and brothers,’ Granny Gilfillan told her. ‘It’ll be up to you to take care of them now.’




  ‘How can I? I’ve got school to go to.’




  ‘Look at you.’ Granny Gilfillan scowled up at her granddaughter who towered almost ten inches above her. ‘Big lump that you are. School? What age are you?’ Discounting

  Burnsides, Granny Gilfillan had seventeen grandchildren and a dozen great-grandchildren and was excused for being ill-informed on birthdays and ages.




  ‘Sixteen.’




  ‘Aye, well, you see? This’ll be the end of school for you, m’dear. Not before time if you ask me. School at your age. Never heard such nonsense.’




  ‘Mam wanted me to take my Leaving Certificate.’




  ‘I know nothing about these things, of course,’ Granny Gilfillan admitted magnanimously, ‘but I do know that if Mavis had wanted a scholar in the family she’d have done

  better to see to her boys. Not one of them a foreman yet.’




  ‘They’re too young to be foremen.’




  ‘Rubbish!’ Granny Gilfillan said. ‘Marion’s lad was promoted foreman in Brown’s before he was thirty.’




  Alison was too upset to argue.




  ‘You can leave school at the end of the week,’ the old woman said with a curt little peck of the head. ‘I’ll tell your Dadda what we’ve decided.’




  ‘We haven’t decided anything. I don’t want to—’




  ‘It’s not what you want, m’lady. It’s what must be done to keep bread on the table. It’ll not be up to you to change things just to satisfy your own selfish whims.

  Leaving Certificates, indeed!’




  With sudden cold clarity Alison realised that this was not the voice of experience talking but some repressive echo from a past that was not her past, a past that had faded. She opened her eyes

  wide and focused upon the pugnacious little woman and for the very first time saw her grandmother not as a matriarch replete with female virtues but as a bully, plain and simple.




  She said, ‘Do you even know what a Leaving Certificate is?’




  ‘Don’t you talk to me in that tone of voice.’




  ‘I’m just asking you a question, Granny. Do you?’




  ‘What you get when you leave school.’




  Perhaps being exhausted was like being drunk. Free of the need to please and protect her mother she took a tipsy pleasure in standing up for herself. ‘Uh-huh,’ she said. ‘But

  there’s an enormous difference between a Day School Certificate and Higher Leaving. Do you know what?’




  Experience of births, deaths and marriages and an infinite knowledge of distinctions in social standing had given her grandmother an unchallenged platform down the years. But, Alison realised,

  whatever lay outside that narrow sphere was dismissed out of hand as having no worth or value at all. Her grandmother began to rock back and forth like a budgerigar which spies something

  threatening through the bars of its cage. ‘Paper,’ she cried, ‘useless bits of paper, that’s all these things are.’




  ‘One useless bit of paper, Granny, will ensure me a very good job.’




  ‘You’re not needin’ a job. You’re needin’ a husband.’




  ‘Really?’ Alison was temporarily diverted from the pain of not knowing quite where she stood. ‘I thought you wanted me to be Daddy’s servant.’




  ‘Your Dadda earns the bread. He needs looked after.’




  ‘Do I not need looked after?’




  ‘A husband—’




  ‘Where’s the logic in that?’ Alison was uncomfortably aware that she was beginning to sound like Henry. ‘First you tell me I’m to look after Daddy and the boys.

  Next you tell me I’ve to find a husband to look after me.’ She paused. ‘What if I prefer to look after myself?’




  ‘God, but you’re impudent.’




  ‘We have,’ said Alison, ‘an unresolved question. I think it’s what’s called a paradox. Can you help me solve it, Granny?’




  She would never have spoken to her mother in such an arrogant manner. Mam would have been hurt by it. Mam would also have been hurt to learn that Alison had given up cheek to Granny Gilfillan.

  But she did not have to answer to her mother now and, besides, she wasn’t sure it was cheek. Was she not entitled to have a mind of her own and, because she was young and her grandmother old,

  to express valid opinions?




  Granny Gilfillan stared at her impassively for several seconds then, hardly moving her lips, said, ‘The pies are burning.’




  ‘No, the pies aren’t burning. You just don’t want to answer my question,’ Alison said. ‘What if I choose to look after myself?’




  The old woman turned her back on the girl, stooped and peered at the cooker’s painted dials as if nothing else mattered.




  ‘Gas stoves,’ she muttered. ‘Wouldn’t have one in the house.’




  Alison watched the old woman fiddle with the oven’s bakelite knob, twist it savagely left then right before setting it back precisely where it had been before, but with a smugness which

  suggested that things had been altered for the better by her intervention. Alison was inclined to walk away from the round little backside in its trim black skirt but kinship with Gilfillans, a

  share of their stubborn streak, prompted her to stay. She watched Granny Gilfillan straighten, take a teacloth from its hook and wipe her hands carefully, finger by finger as if she had just

  completed a piece of hard manual labour entirely unsuited to a woman of her years. She was, Alison realised, regrouping.




  ‘Mavis was my youngest, you know,’ Granny Gilfillan said at length. ‘I gave her birth and I reared her. I think you forgot that when you spoke to me the way you did.’




  ‘No, I didn’t forget.’ Alison might have continued if, at that moment, the door from the living-room hadn’t opened to admit Aunt Belle.




  Aunt Belle carried a teapot in one hand and three or four empty plates in the other. She still wore her hat, a clam-shaped object of green felt which clung to her frizzled grey hair at a raffish

  angle which suggested that she’d allowed herself to be pressed into consuming a glass of gin, or two. She was certainly unsteady and swayed hazardously in the doorway, giggling at her own

  ineptitude. There would be lots of heavy drinking after the funeral tomorrow, Alison guessed, laughter, jokes and, inevitably, debates which would turn into heated arguments. All family gatherings

  were very much the same, she’d learned, and she doubted if Mam would have wanted her funeral to be in any way different.




  ‘Naughty me. Been at the bottle,’ Belle said. ‘Och, what the hell,’ and listed ponderously towards her mother who, with an alacrity born of practice, caught the rattling

  teaplates just before they fell.




  Cool night air sobered Aunt Belle. She clung to Davy more for warmth than support. Ungrudgingly he put an arm about her enormous waist and let her nuzzle flirtatiously against

  him while they waited at the bus stop by the shops for a scheduled single-decker to appear. At this hour on a Monday night, however, traffic was mostly from the other direction, flowing into, not

  out of Flannery Park, men and girls returning from pubs and picture palaces along Dumbarton Road, from the cafés and fish and chip shops to which the exiles of Glasgow’s unexciting

  suburbs gravitated after the day’s work was done.




  Alison had accompanied Davy and Bertie, and the dog too, on the walk to the bus stop in the vague hope that she might repair the damage to her relationship with her grandmother, that the old

  woman might relent and offer an olive branch. It was not to be. Granny Gilfillan was thoroughly in the huff. She could barely bring herself to be civil to the boys, addressed not a word to Alison

  and hoisted herself crabbily on to the bus, Belle and Flora puffing in her wake, without saying goodnight to anyone. It was left to Belle to wave to the Burnsides and call out cheerily, ‘See

  you all tomorrow then,’ as if her sister’s funeral was something to look forward to.




  As soon as the bus had rumbled off, Davy said, ‘The old biddy’s got a right bee in her bonnet. What did you say to her in the kitchen, Ally?’




  ‘Oh, she was rattling on about her plans,’ Alison answered.




  ‘Plans?’ said Bertie. ‘What sort of plans?’




  ‘According to Granny Gilfillan, I’ll have to give up school and stay home to take care of you lot.’




  ‘How did you react to that suggestion?’ Bertie asked.




  ‘It wasn’t a suggestion. It was an order.’




  ‘What did you tell her?’ Davy said.




  ‘More or less that it was none of her business.’




  ‘Quite bloody right,’ Davy said.




  ‘You shouldn’t have talked back to Granny,’ Bertie said.




  ‘I’m entitled to stand up for myself,’ Alison said. ‘Surely you don’t think she’s in the right?’




  ‘Well, somebody has to take care of us,’ Bertie said.




  ‘Why should it be me?’ said Alison. ‘I’ve more important things to do than stay at home pressing your blessed trousers. Didn’t it occur to you I might want a career

  of my own?’




  ‘A career? Don’t make me laugh.’




  ‘All right, all right,’ Davy interrupted. ‘This isn’t the time for squabblin’ or for makin’ decisions. Let’s get tomorrow over and done with

  first.’




  ‘Yes,’ Alison said. ‘I’m not looking forward to tomorrow. I wonder what it’ll be like?’




  And Bertie answered, ‘Grim.’




  





  TWO




  Class Distinction




  Having shelled out for the building of a fine new school, the Education Board in its wisdom had immediately conferred upon it all the advantages of Senior Secondary status. The

  board’s hope was that Mr Pallant and his staff would be able to persuade the sons and daughters of Flannery Park’s hand-picked tenants to continue with education beyond the age of

  fourteen and thus justify the employment of specialist teachers. The establishment of a fifth and sixth year was the staff’s initial objective and, in the headmaster’s not so humble

  opinion, quite enough to be going on with.




  Younger teachers like James Abbott had, however, more vision.




  They saw a future sparkling with college places and university degrees and were constantly on the lookout for the smart boy, the dedicated scholar, a lad equipped by nature to

  lead the school’s unwashed hordes into the exalted realms of higher education. It came then as a mild surprise to Jim Abbott to discover, tucked modestly among the inkwells, that one of the

  two pupils to whom the accolade of ‘clever’ could honestly be accorded was not male but female.




  Jim couldn’t quite pinpoint the moment when he first spotted Alison Burnside’s potential. In the chaotic year after its opening Flannery Park had become the repository of such an

  accumulation of waifs and strays from other schools that only delinquents and star football players had acquired much individual identity. Suddenly, though, there she was – Alison Burnside,

  tall and leggy, and as pretty a girl as Mr Abbott had ever had in his charge. Apparently, she had transferred from Hamilton Crescent School at Easter. In August she had joined the academic trickle

  of eleven girls and twenty-one boys who had come forward into Jim Abbott’s fifth year class.




  Mr Pallant was gratified with the intake. He had arranged the curriculum with as much flexibility as the Inspectorate would allow to stimulate those parents who sensed stagnation in industry and

  saw a career in banking, teaching or clerking as the only way forward for their daughters and sons. Jim was content to leave social speculation to the head. He had quite enough to do coping with a

  fifth year in whom resentment was never far from the surface and in whose cells rang the piping of primitive messages so shrill that no adult ear could catch let alone interpret them.




  Flannery Park, with its undercurrent of middle-class pretension, was a far cry from Masterton, the small-town school in Stirlingshire where Jim had started his career. There every boy was

  destined to work in the pits, and every girl to labour in the mills until marriage or pregnancy carried her into oblivion. In Masterton’s industrial parishes rickets and headlice stood higher

  on the agenda than Latin roots and Lakeland poets, and poverty not puberty was the pressing problem for the young. In Flannery Park, however, the heirs of Glasgow Corporation’s specially

  selected tenants were clean, well nourished and probably educable. Yet all Jim Abbott could see out there were spots and whiskers and alarmingly well-developed bosoms; all he could hear were broken

  voices and sniggering giggles, the discordant rhapsody of sexual awakening and the curious sufferings that accompanied it.




  ‘McLeod.’




  ‘Aye, sir.’




  ‘What have you got there?’




  ‘Nothin’, Mr Abbott.’




  ‘No, don’t try to hide it. Bring it here, McLeod.’




  ‘But, sir—’




  Jim would take the crumpled sheet of paper from a hand larger and more powerful than his own, would scowl at the culprit who, with cheeks aflame and every pimple puce, would hang his shaggy head

  and shuffle his feet in embarrassment while Mr Abbott, still an unknown quantity, would unfold the grubby sheet and glance at it. ‘What is this, McLeod?’




  ‘Just – just a drawin’, Mr Abbott.’




  ‘Is this the art class?’




  ‘No, Mr Abbott.’




  Jim would angle the crude pencil sketch this way and that as if he could not make head or tail of it, would make poor McLeod sweat for the next question, one that would surely lead to discussion

  of the scribble and the sort of public humiliation that boys feared more than physical punishment. What silly drawings they were too, banal to the point of despair, exaggerated, anatomically

  inaccurate and usually more concerned with urination and defecation than natural sexual congress.




  Jim sometimes wondered how the callow lads of Flannery Park would react to the sort of pictures which had circulated in the trenches and had infested the camps where he had received his

  initiation into sexual matters, propaganda whose printed images remained indelibly in his mind, mingled with scenes of carnage so revolting that the young bucks of Class 5A could not have imagined

  them let alone given them shape and form. At length he would crumple the paper in his fist and lob it scornfully into the wastepaper bucket. ‘It’s as well for you this isn’t the

  art class, McLeod,’ he would say, ‘otherwise you’d be thrown out on your lug. What do you think I should do with you?’




  ‘Belt me, sir.’




  ‘How many do you think you deserve?’




  ‘Six.’




  ‘Perhaps I should send you to Mr Pallant.’




  ‘Christ – I mean, no, Mr Abbott. Just belt me, eh?’




  ‘Oh, very well. If you insist.’




  Out would come the tawse, a thin, hard leather strap which reposed like a snake in the top drawer of Jim’s desk. With the strap tucked into his armpit, Jim would arrange the boy’s

  wrists across the desk edge, would withdraw the strap, snap it once or twice then – without any pleasure – would administer six quick blows to the young man’s quailing palms.




  ‘No more of this scribbling nonsense, McLeod, you hear?’




  ‘Aye, sir.’




  ‘Go back to your seat.’




  Jim Abbott would turn away, invariably confused by the class’s reaction to punishment, by the girls’ smirking faces, the ugly resentment of the boys. One-handed, he would coil up the

  strap and lock it away in the drawer before swinging round to face them once more.




  ‘Well?’ he would shout, expecting no answer.




  It was in the wake of one such incident that he first really noticed Alison Burnside and detected her quality. He had remarked her capacity to grasp salient facts in both English and history and

  regurgitate them almost verbatim, but a quick, acquisitive mind did not necessarily signify intelligence and he had paid her no particular attention.




  Jim had turned from the desk while the culprit of the hour sloped back to his seat, blowing on his fingers and fighting tears. It was then that Jim had noticed a gap at the rear of the classroom

  next to fat little Brenda McColl.




  ‘Alison?’




  She stretched up abruptly and gave her hair a shake in a gesture that was unintentionally coquettish.




  ‘Alison, are you with us?’




  ‘Yes, Mr Abbott.’




  ‘Good.’ He glanced at the textbook open on his desk. ‘Now, can anyone tell me what important event took place in 1745?’




  Silence. Resentment or ignorance? It could hardly be the latter. The fifth year course of study had an unrealistic bias towards Highland oppression in which the so-called romantic figure of

  Bonnie Prince Charlie featured prominently.




  ‘Come on, that’s an easy one,’ Jim Abbott urged.




  More silence, unmistakably dour. Yes, the wee devils were defying him. He plucked a stalk of chalk from the box on his desk and slashed at the blackboard with it, numerals fair flying on to the

  painted slate.




  ‘All right,’ he said. ‘Alison, you tell me.’




  The girl glanced round the classroom in the hope that someone else might break the deadlock. No takers.




  Resigned, she said, ‘Second Jacobite Rebellion.’




  ‘More.’




  ‘Suppression of the Stuarts by the Hanoverians.’




  She seemed less than eager to display her knowledge and imparted the information as flatly as if the question was too basic to be other than tedious. Jim yielded to impulse and pressed her for

  an interpretation.




  ‘Surely,’ he said, ‘there were more complex issues at stake?’




  ‘Yes,’ Alison said. ‘Repercussion.’




  ‘Give me an example of repercussion.’




  She fired off an explanation without pause.




  ‘There were lots of Scots, including Highlanders, in Cumberland’s army and three complete Scottish regiments fought on the English side at Culloden,’ the girl said. ‘If

  Cumberland was really the butcher we’re told he was then he had plenty of Lowland Scots to help him in his bloody work.’




  Jim advanced up the aisle between the wood and iron desks, struggling to hide his surprise. ‘You didn’t find that in the textbook, Alison.’




  She was embarrassed by his attention. ‘No, Mr Abbott.’




  ‘But you still haven’t answered my question about repercussion,’ he said. ‘What was the real significance of the suppression of the Jacobite Rising on Scottish

  history?’




  ‘It marked the absolute death of the Stuart cause,’ Alison answered promptly. ‘Legislation was introduced soon after Culloden to put an end to the feudal powers of the Highland

  chieftains.’




  ‘What was the nature of the legislation?’




  ‘For one thing,’ she said, ‘the Highland clansmen were forbidden to wear the tartan and they were, under law, disarmed.’




  Fusty old Highland chieftains were not the only ones to be disarmed. Jim clapped his hand against his thigh and muttered, ‘Well done.’ He was close to her now and said in a quiet

  voice that few in the class could hear, ‘Where did you acquire so much information, Alison?’




  ‘My brother Henry has some books on the subject.’




  ‘Your family’s not from the Highlands, is it?’




  ‘No, from Partick.’




  Jim said nothing for a moment. He sensed that she had a question of her own and that she was debating the wisdom of putting it to him. At length, he prompted her. ‘What?’




  ‘If I was from a Highland family I wouldn’t be allowed to spout all that stuff about Lowland officers, would I, Mr Abbott?’




  ‘No, you wouldn’t,’ Jim said. ‘Did your brother teach you that too?’




  ‘Not really,’ Alison said. ‘My brother thinks all history is relative.’




  ‘Do you know what he means by that?’




  She nodded. ‘The English regard Culloden as a famous victory. We regard it as a tragic defeat. Same battle, different perspectives. Henry says we make up much of our history to suit our

  own national prejudices.’




  ‘Do you agree with your brother?’




  ‘Yes, I think I do.’




  He was fascinated by his discussion with this well-informed girl and would have continued for the remainder of the period if the class had not been growing restive behind him. And Alison’s

  chum, Brenda McColl, wore a deep crimson blush upon her chubby cheeks as if the loitering proximity of the teacher was somehow embarrassing.




  Jim cleared his throat, gave Alison a nod of approval and tramped back to his desk, shouting, ‘All right, all right. Back to work. Page eighteen in Hasting’s History. You,

  boy, read from the top of the page.’




  ‘Me, sir?’




  ‘Yes, McNeillage. You, sir.’




  When Jim eventually risked a glance towards the back of the class he saw that Alison Burnside was not, alas, gazing at him but appeared to be rapt in contemplation of the gloomy clouds that

  scuttled over the river beyond the plate-glass windows.




  ‘Alison?’




  ‘Yes, Mr Abbott.’




  ‘Pay attention.’




  ‘Yes, Mr Abbott,’ Alison said, sitting up and squaring her shoulders as if to acknowledge that she still had much to learn and that he, in class at least, was the man best placed to

  teach it to her.




  Mr Pallant was always impeccably groomed. His fine silvery hair was brushed back in a coif that not even the half gale that whistled perpetually along the school’s open

  verandahs seemed able to displace. He was very smooth-skinned and pale, as if he had been plucked at a tender age and, like a chicken breast, preserved in aspic. He had been teaching since 1897,

  the very year in which Jim Abbott had been born, and had entered the profession out of conviction and not financial necessity. Why Ronald Pallant, so obviously a gentleman, had remained entrenched

  in public education for over thirty years was a mystery that Jim and his colleagues had often discussed without reaching any very satisfactory conclusion. No one, of course, had had the temerity to

  ask the head to explain himself for Mr Pallant, while not exactly a dictator, represented power and authority, qualities which were at that time still much admired.




  ‘May I be of assistance, Mr Abbott?’ the head enquired from the half-open door of the cubicle where Mrs Grainger, the school’s part-time secretary, worked four mornings each

  week.




  Jim jumped a foot in the air at the sound of Mr Pallant’s voice. There was nothing to prevent him consulting the Pupil Register yet at that moment he felt like a pimply adolescent caught

  out in mischief.




  ‘I – I’m just checking the fifth year cards, Mr Pallant. Shan’t be a minute.’




  ‘Take your time,’ Mr Pallant said. ‘Are you searching for some name in particular?’




  Unfortunately Jim was incapable of riffling through the index cards at great speed. He cursed the fact that he had only one hand to work with. Practice had taught him to cope with shoelaces,

  buttons, knives and forks, even to knot his necktie, but now and then a simple manual task, like pulling a file, would catch him out and he would experience a little spark of anger at the German

  shell which had ripped away his left hand and arm.




  ‘Do allow me to assist you,’ said Mr Pallant.




  Jim fumed. Why didn’t the nosy old beggar mind his own business and toddle off to his study to smoke an afternoon pipe. Mr Pallant peered over his shoulder at the card in Jim’s hand.

  ‘Ah! It’s McLeod,’ said Mr Pallant. ‘Is that miscreant making trouble again, Mr Abbott?’




  ‘What? No, not exactly.’




  ‘He’s a blackguard, that one,’ said Mr Pallant, ‘a born mischief-maker. Personally I won’t be surprised if he winds up behind bars.’




  Jim hadn’t a clue what poor McLeod had done to deserve such condemnation. He had no opportunity to defend the lad, however, for at that moment the telephone in Mr Pallant’s study

  rang and the head sloped off to answer it, closing the connecting door behind him.




  Jim heaved a sigh of relief, returned McLeod’s card to the packed drawer, glanced nervously over his shoulder then whipped out the card marked Burnside, Alison G. He wondered what the G

  stood for. Gwendoline, Guinevere, Grace perhaps? Grace was very nice, very fitting.




  He cupped the card in his palm and scanned it rapidly.




  Father’s name: Alexander. Father’s occupation: Riveter. Place of Employment: Ransome’s. Home address: 162 Wingfield Drive. He also discovered that Alison had four brothers, a

  piece of information that, for some reason, made him feel uncomfortable. But her academic record cheered him. She had emerged from Hamilton Crescent School with the sort of class marks that would

  have singled her out as a high flyer in any fee-paying school in Scotland. His next move would be to have a quiet word with science teacher Norman Borland, known colloquially as Big Boris, and

  maths teacher Charlie Hammond to discover what they thought of Alison Burnside. If they too had singled her out as a pupil of exceptional ability he would certainly make time to discuss with Alison

  her family’s plans for her career.




  He returned the file to its place, closed the drawer and slipped out of the office before Mr Pallant could nab him again. As he walked along the verandah he could not put Alison’s dark

  brown eyes and soft oval face out of his mind and just for a moment he felt as if he were walking on air.




  Four days later the poor girl’s mother dropped down dead and that, Jim Abbott assumed, was that as far as Alison Burnside’s future was concerned.




  Cold grey wind, running before rain clouds, snapped at the washing in the gardens and drove a litter of leaves down Wingfield Drive. For the first time in months Brenda found

  it necessary to pull up the hood of her old green raincoat as Alison and she legged it home for dinner at half past noon.




  Alison was more depressed than she’d been since Mam’s funeral a week ago, so down in fact that she was near to tears. She knew that she would find no comfort at home. A small

  electric radiator was no substitute for a blazing coal fire. Pots and breakfast dishes piled unwashed in the kitchen gave the house an unfamiliar staleness that emphasised its emptiness.




  Davy, who also came home for midday dinner, would have led the dog out for a short walk. Pete too had become surly and would snap without warning. He hated being cooped up all day alone in the

  house without Mam for company. Alison would take him with her when she went shopping late in the afternoon but she was so swamped by household duties that she had no inclination now to romp with

  poor old Pete. The boys had vowed to pitch in with the chores. In practice that meant they made their own beds, squabbled about whose turn it was to wash the supper dishes, and left the rest to

  Alison. She felt as if she was being buried in a landslide of grubby shirts, undarned socks and sheets that would not dry, but she did not complain and did her best to fit schoolwork into the new,

  domestic routine. Evenings at home were no longer cosy. The boys spent as little time as possible in the living-room and her father had taken to coming home reeking of beer. After he had eaten

  whatever Alison put before him he would slump into the smoker’s chair by the fire and fall asleep, snoring like an old, old man.




  The bleak grey day emphasised her sense of isolation. She had not supposed that grief would be so quickly swallowed up by frustration and harassment, trivialised by housework. In daylight hours

  she was consumed less by sorrow than by resentment at the legacy of confusion that Mam had left behind; guilt and disloyalty only added to her burden. There would be no hot dinner for Davy today.

  She had forgotten to steep lentils for the soup pot last night and nobody in the household had thought to remind her. Davy would just have to make do with sardines.




  She had been upset all morning and had very nearly burst into tears when Boris had wigged her for shoddy homework.




  Brenda said, ‘You’re fair down in the mouth.’




  ‘It’s the miserable weather, that’s all.’




  ‘Old Boris—’




  ‘I don’t care about Boris,’ Alison snapped.




  ‘Sorry I spoke,’ said Brenda.




  ‘It’s not your fault.’




  ‘It’ll be, you know, reaction,’ Brenda told her. ‘At least that’s what Mum says. She says it takes a while for that sort of thing to sink in.’ She shivered

  and plucked at the coat’s hood, drawing it over her ears. ‘God, but it’s freezin’. Winter woollies tomorrow if this keeps up.’




  The girls neared the patch of grass and staked saplings which sent Foxhill Crescent curving gracefully away from the long straight of Wingfield Drive. The smell of coal smoke and cooking was

  thick in the air and the brawling wind carried the clatter of Clydeside’s industries deep into the suburbs. Alison peered across the corner of the park to 162. No lights, no warmth, no sign

  of welcome. She rubbed her nose with the sleeve of her cardigan, and was on the point of separating from Brenda to cross the road when Brenda said, ‘Look, there’s Mum. I wonder what

  she’s doin’ at the gate.’
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