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Glasgow, 1920

      The scream was like nothing Margaret had ever heard before and seemed to go on forever. She dropped her book and clapped her hands over her ears. Almost worse was the awful silence that descended a few moments later.

      Her heart hammering, she ran to the window and looked outside. Although her father’s office was on the third floor, only a fraction of the shipyard was visible; the rest, sprawling alongside the Clyde, was hidden from view. Beneath her a crowd was gathering, converging on something she couldn’t quite see through the grimy window.

      She used the sleeve of her dress in an attempt to clear a patch, but all she managed to do was smudge it more. As urgent shouts filled the silence of moments before, she sped downstairs, emerging into the soot-filled air, her breath coming in painful gasps. She hesitated, suddenly reluctant to discover what horror had precipitated the blood-curdling screams.

      ‘Where are you going, Miss Bannatyne?’ a man asked, grabbing her by the elbow.

      ‘What’s happened? Is it my father?’

      His lip curled. ‘No, it’s not your father. What would he be doing down here? It’s an accident. Nothing unusual, but not summat a young lass like you should see. Better go back indoors.’

      She shook his arm away. ‘Let me go!’ She couldn’t just go back inside – she had to see for herself.

      Eyes fixed on the huddle of men obscuring her view, she threaded her way through the grime-stained figures, their stale sweat mingling with the smell of burning coal, welded steel and other odours too foreign to identify, until she was standing inside the circle of onlookers. One of the workers, his face deathly pale, lay on the ground, pinned down by several steel girders. Blood seeped from beneath him, staining the dust red and, just visible through his torn trousers, white bone glistened through a ragged gash in his lower leg. Margaret clamped her hand over her mouth to stop herself from crying out. Part of her wanted to turn away, to slip back through the mass of bodies and return to the safety of her father’s office, but another, stronger part couldn’t tear her eyes away from the scene unfolding in front of her.

      The injured man groaned, sweat trickling down his face and pooling in the hollow of his neck. He looked up at his colleagues with frightened, pain-filled eyes. ‘Help me. For God’s sake.’

      His pleas galvanised the group into action. Several men jostled past her, almost pushing her to the ground. One of them crouched by his side and grabbed the end of the girder. He turned back to the watching men. ‘We need to get the weight off him. Come on, men, put your backs into it.’

      ‘Stop!’

      The shout, loud enough to be heard over the clanging metal, stopped the men in their tracks. Way above her head, so high up she had to crane her neck to see, a shipyard worker was standing on the scaffolding surrounding the ship currently under construction.

      Ignoring the ladders connecting the different levels, he ran across a narrow plank, grabbed hold of a steel pole and swung down to the levels below. As he descended at breakneck speed, Margaret held her breath. If he wasn’t careful, he could easily plunge to his death.

      But within moments he was on the ground and the crowd parted to let him through.

      ‘Jimmy,’ he said, addressing the man who had ordered the others to move the girders, ‘we’ll not be able to lift those off him without a crane. Get one over here. Toni, fetch the stretcher. And a cart too.’

      The new arrival couldn’t be much older than her, yet to her surprise the men did his bidding without argument. He shoved dark hair out of his eyes and knelt by the injured man’s side. ‘How are you holding up, Hamish?’

      ‘I’ve been better, Alasdair. I’ve a feeling I’ll no’ be home for my tea.’

      A brief smile crossed the younger man’s face as he ran his hands across Hamish’s body. ‘Aye, well. I’ll get someone to let the wife know. In the meantime, let me have a look see.’

      Why didn’t they lift the girders off Hamish? He needed to get to a hospital as soon as possible. Why were the workers listening to this man? Where was her father? He should be here, telling them what to do.

      ‘Alasdair, lad, we have to get him out from under that weight,’ one of the men said. It appeared she wasn’t the only one wondering about the delay.

      The dark-haired man shook his head. ‘He’s punctured an artery at the top of his leg. The pressure of the girders is stopping him from bleeding like a pig. If we take them off without putting on a tourniquet first, he’ll not last more than a few minutes.’ He yanked off his belt and wrapped it around the top of the injured man’s thigh. ‘Hold on, Hamish. We’re going to move you in a bit. I just need to do something first.’

      He glanced up, his eyes narrowing as he caught sight of her. ‘You. Do you have anything I can use as a bandage?’

      Margaret stiffened. He’d spoken to her as if she were a nobody. Anyway, she didn’t have a handkerchief and her dress was stained with soot from the yard. ‘No. I’m sorry.’

      ‘You’re wearing a petticoat, aren’t you? Tear a strip off and pass it to me.’

      As several pairs of eyes swivelled in her direction, she blushed. ‘I can’t do that. Not in front of everyone.’

      ‘You’re going to have to. There’s nothing else. I need something to staunch the bleeding that’s not covered in muck.’

      ‘That’s Bannatyne’s lass,’ one of the men said. ‘Best leave her out of it.’

      ‘I don’t care if she’s the Queen of Sheba. She shouldn’t be here, but since she is, she can help.’

      Her face burning, Margaret lifted the hem of her dress. She tried to rip a piece off her petticoat but couldn’t make even the tiniest tear. ‘I can’t.’

      Alasdair gave an exasperated shake of his head. ‘Someone help her.’ When no one made a move, he rose to his feet. ‘Is the crane here?’

      ‘Aye, son. And the stretcher.’

      ‘Right then, secure the poles.’ While the men started tying ropes around the girders, Alasdair stepped towards her. Before she could stop him, he lifted her dress and tore a strip from her petticoat with his teeth.

      He looked up at her and a smile flitted across his face. ‘Sorry, Miss Bannatyne.’ He was so close she could see the freckles scattered across his face. Thick, long lashes framed eyes the colour of the sky in winter.

      As soon as the ropes were tied, Alasdair knelt once more on the ground beside the injured man. ‘Hamish, I know it hurts like buggery now, but it’s going to hurt even more when we lift the girders. You can yell as loud as you like. No one here will mind.’ He squeezed Hamish’s shoulder. ‘Right, lads. As slowly and as carefully as you can.’

      The ropes tightened, then inch by inch, the lengths of steel began to lift. Hamish screamed, his arms thrashing about in agony. Margaret watched in horror as blood spurted over Alasdair’s hands.

      ‘Hold still, Hamish. For the love of God, just hold still.’

      If Hamish could hear Alasdair he was in too much pain to pay heed. He continued to flail his arms, trying to push Alasdair away.

      ‘Someone hold him down, for God’s sake!’ Alasdair shouted, his bloodied fingers slipping on the straps of his makeshift tourniquet.

      One of the men pressed down on Hamish’s shoulders and Alasdair tightened the belt until the blood slowed to a trickle. Satisfied, he moved on to the gash in Hamish’s lower leg, wrapping the strips of Margaret’s torn petticoat tightly over the wound. Within moments his temporary bandage had turned red.

      ‘Pass me some planks,’ he ordered.

      Eager hands thrust several at him. He discarded a few before selecting four of equal length. He placed one on either side of each of Hamish’s legs and tied them quickly with more belts.

      ‘Let’s get him onto the stretcher, lads,’ he said. ‘Go carefully. His legs are likely broken. The planks will help – but only a little.’

      As they moved him, Hamish screamed again, then mercifully fell silent. They laid his unconscious body on the stretcher and set it on the back of the cart.

      ‘Take him to the Infirmary. As quickly as you can. Avoid the potholes. I’ll let the boss know what’s happened, once I find out what went wrong.’

      ‘Is he going to be all right?’ Margaret asked, grabbing Alasdair’s arm.

      ‘You need to leave, Miss,’ he replied curtly. His expression softened. ‘There’s no more any of us can do here. It’s up to the doctors at the hospital now.’ He turned back towards the men. ‘Right. Those who have nothing to say about what happened, back to work.’

      As the cart rolled away she looked up. Her father was standing at his office window, staring down. Doing nothing. Just looking.

       

      ‘What in God’s name were you doing down there?’ her father barked when she returned to the office. Mr Ferguson, her father’s manager, was standing next to him. Why had neither of them come to help?

      ‘There was an accident. Didn’t you see?’ Her heart was still beating so fast she felt light-headed.

      ‘It’s a shipyard, Margaret. There’s always accidents. You had no business to be down there getting in the way. I asked you to stay in my office until I returned. Why can you never do as you’re told?’

      Tears stung the back of her lids. The day had started with so much promise. When her father had suggested she come with him to the shipyard she’d been thrilled. It was the first time he’d ever invited her to go anywhere with him.

      ‘I brought you here, Margaret,’ her father continued, ‘so you can see what your sons will inherit one day, not to be showing your undergarments to the men. Look at the state of you!’

      She shook her head impatiently. ‘I wasn’t in the way. I helped. They needed a bit of my petticoat to use as a bandage. They had nothing else.’ What did the state of her clothing matter when a man had been badly hurt? ‘What do you think will happen to him? Can we go to the hospital to find out?’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Margaret. I don’t have time to go checking up on the men every time one of them gets injured.’

      ‘But he’s really hurt! Don’t you want to make sure he’s all right?’

      ‘Ferguson will let me know in the morning. Now let’s get you home before the men have anything more to talk about,’ her father said. ‘Really, Margaret. I only left you for a short while. All you had to do was wait for me.’

      It hadn’t been a short while. It had been over two hours.

      He picked up his hat, but before they could leave there was a sharp knock on the door and without waiting for an invitation to enter, Alasdair strode into the office. His arms and hands were still covered with Hamish’s blood, the front of his shirt splashed with crimson. Taller than her father by a few inches, and muscular without being stocky, his dark hair was longer than most men wore it and tousled as if he’d just climbed out of bed. Despite Alasdair’s dishevelled appearance and workman’s clothes that contrasted sharply with her father’s hand-made suit and crisp white shirt, the men shared the same undeniable air of authority. And, while Alasdair’s manner with Hamish had been gentle and kind, his eyes were now slate-grey cold, and his full mouth set in a grim line.

      ‘What are you doing in here, Morrison?’ Mr Ferguson said, with an anxious glance at Margaret’s father. ‘I’m sorry, sir. The men know they aren’t permitted to come up to the office.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have had to if you’d come down. The front scaffolding collapsed. I’ve had to send Hamish McKillop to hospital.’

      ‘Anything you want to tell me can wait,’ Mr Ferguson said.

      ‘No it can’t. That scaffolding wouldn’t have collapsed if it had been erected properly and not in a rush. We’ve told you before. There’s too much cutting corners going on. Mr Bannatyne needs to be aware of that.’

      ‘Mr Ferguson runs the yard,’ Margaret’s father snapped.

      Alasdair turned his wintry eyes to her father. ‘He might run the yard but he does it under your orders. That’s the third accident this month. The workers have the right to a safe workplace.’

      Margaret had never heard anyone speak to her father like that before.

      Her father’s face suffused with colour. ‘And who are you to tell me how to operate my yard? Get the blazes out of my office and back to work.’

      Mr Ferguson stepped forward and took Alasdair by the elbow. ‘On you go, Morrison.’

      Alasdair stared at the hand on his arm until Mr Ferguson released his grip. ‘I’ll go,’ he said quietly. ‘But the men won’t be working on that ship until the scaffolding has been checked.’ With a scathing look at Mr Ferguson, he turned on his heel and left.

      ‘Who is that whippersnapper? What makes him think he has the right to speak to me like that?’ her father demanded, his voice shaking with fury.

      Mr Ferguson twisted the cap in his hand. ‘His name is Alasdair Morrison, sir – one of the time-served riveters and their foreman.’

      ‘Ian Morrison’s son?’

      ‘The same.’

      ‘Damn that man. And his son. How the hell did Morrison’s lad come to be working in my yard?’

      ‘He’s been here since he was fourteen – apart from the time he served in the war. He’s a good worker. The men look up to him – as they did his father.’

      ‘Fire him!’

      ‘You can’t fire him, Father! He helped. He’s only telling you something he thinks you need to know.’ Margaret had been listening to the exchange with growing dismay. She didn’t know what shocked her more: the way Alasdair had spoken to her father, or the way her father had responded. ‘You should have seen what he did! Hamish might have died if he hadn’t been there.’

      ‘Stay out of this, Margaret.’

      ‘Your daughter is right, Mr Bannatyne. We can’t fire him. The unions will strike if we do. And that ship needs to be finished on time.’

      Her father knotted his hands behind his back, returned to the window and looked outside. ‘Is Morrison right about the scaffolding?’

      Mr Ferguson shifted uneasily. ‘It was put up in a bit of a rush, sir. If you recall we’re on a tight schedule with the ships. But I told them to make sure it was robust.’

      ‘I pay you, Ferguson, to ensure the yard is run properly. These issues should not be my concern. If you can’t do the job I pay you for, I’ll find someone else. Do I make myself clear?’

      ‘Yes sir.’

      ‘And as for Morrison. He’s a trouble-maker just like his father. I don’t care how you do it but get rid of him the first chance you can.’

       

      Margaret stared out of the window as their chauffeur drove them home. So much for her father spending time with her. She’d imagined telling him about her lessons – how her tutor, Miss Fourier, made her practise her Latin and Italian until she could read a little Virgil and Dante in the original, or even what she’d found on her latest walk down at the seashore in Helensburgh. She hadn’t really been interested in seeing the shipyard – what girl would be? – and to begin with she’d found it every bit as grey, dirty and as unappealing as she’d anticipated. Stepping out of the car on arrival, the incredible noise of shouting, hammering, the screech of metal on metal, the rumble of horse-pulled carts on the cobbles, had pounded through her head, making it difficult to think, let alone speak. Nearly as bad was the smell of grease and oil, burnt steel, smouldering coal and hot tar. Lined with cranes and warehouses, virtually every inch of space on the quayside had been filled with workers – some no more than boys – almost identical in their flat caps and waistcoats, some loading and unloading carts, while even more swarmed over the steel girders supporting the half-built ships. But she’d soon become aware of a sense of purpose behind the apparent chaos. Her father had told her that the ship, rising high above her, was destined to be part of the Cunard line. It would be beautiful when it was finished and these men had made it from nothing and she’d been curious to see more.

      However, to her dismay, her father had taken her straight to his office and instructed her to stay there until he returned.

      She shuddered. Well, she had seen more of the shipyard, just not in the way she’d expected.

      ‘You don’t really mean to have Alasdair dismissed, do you?’ she asked her father now. He hadn’t spoken a word since they’d left the office, concentrating instead on the sheaf of papers on his lap.

      He looked at her and frowned. ‘There’s no room for sentimentality in business, Margaret. Especially not these days. We have to stay competitive and that means producing ships as quickly and as cheaply as we can while maintaining quality. Clyde-built ships have the reputation for being the best in the world and I mean to keep it that way.’

      ‘But those workers. They’re the ones who build the ships. Don’t they matter?’

      ‘It’s up to them to take more care so that they don’t have accidents and can continue to work.’

      ‘Isn’t it also up to you – I mean Mr Ferguson – to make sure they don’t get hurt?’

      ‘In that accidents cost the yard time and money. Yes.’

      ‘But —’

      ‘Enough, Margaret! It’s bad enough having one of the labourers question me, without my own daughter doing it too.’ His expression softened. ‘There’s a lot to a business, my dear. I can’t expect a young girl to understand that.’

      If he was right then she was glad she wasn’t expected to take over from her father. She wanted to press him further, but the day had already been spoiled.

      ‘When you have a son I’ll teach him all he needs to know,’ her father continued.

      The thought of marrying – let alone having sons – seemed so far in the future she could hardly imagine it.

      ‘You will ask Mr Ferguson to let us know about Hamish, won’t you?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Hamish. The man who was injured.’

      ‘Yes. Of course.’

      ‘And you’ll tell me?’

      Her father patted her knee absent-mindedly. ‘I said I would. Now, Margaret, could you be quiet for a while? I need peace to think.’

       

      Back at the house Margaret’s father dropped her off, telling her he had business in town. Disappointed they wouldn’t be spending the day together after all and shaken by what had happened, she felt a sudden longing for her mother. If only she were here and not in Helensburgh.

      As her steps echoed in the large tiled hallway of their Glasgow home, images of the accident at the shipyard spilled through her head: Hamish on the ground; the pain and fear in his eyes; all that blood and no one sure of what to do. Until Alasdair had arrived, that is. Despite his being so much younger than the other men, there had been an almost palpable sense of relief amongst them when he’d taken control. He seemed to know exactly what to do, assuming he’d done the right thing. If Sebastian had been at the shipyard that morning, as a doctor, would he have done anything different than Alasdair had? Would Sebastian have removed Hamish immediately or also waited to tie a belt round Hamish’s leg to stop the bleeding? Or had Alasdair just been guessing it was the right thing to do? Perhaps the injured man wouldn’t survive because of the delay in getting him to hospital – or perhaps it was the only reason he was still alive.

      She ran upstairs and along the corridor to her brother’s room. It still smelt of him; the tangy scent of tobacco mixed with the spiced soap he had used. Like Fletcher’s room, Sebastian’s had been left untouched. Their books, the shoes they once wore, their tailored suits, polo sticks and cricket bats were all where they’d left them, as if one day they would return and life would carry on as before.

      She crouched in front of Sebastian’s bookshelf. They were still packed with his medical journals, volumes of chemistry, botany and materia medica along with medical tomes depicting gruesome illustrations of disease and injury. She’d often sat reading quietly in the chair by the window on the rare occasions Sebastian studied for his surgical exams.

      She trailed her fingers along the spines until she found what she was looking for – Gray’s Anatomy – and heaved the tome of over a thousand pages over to Sebastian’s desk. She pulled out the chair and sat down. She couldn’t ask her brother’s advice, but she could find out for herself. She wanted to know what Alasdair had done and why.

      Most of all, she wanted to know if he’d been right.
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Eight years later

      Spilling out of the lecture theatre along with the other students, Margaret felt giddy with relief and exhilaration. Although she had no doubt that she would pass her final exams – she had worked too hard over the years not to – it still felt unreal that very soon she would be working as a doctor. Until then she had almost two whole glorious weeks with no studying, no specialist breathing down her neck, no patients to be examined and drilled on, just days and days of sleeping in and catching up on all the unread books she’d had to put aside these last few months.

      She hooked arms with Martha and Lillian as they stood on the steps of Glasgow University.

      ‘That wasn’t too bad,’ Martha said, the glasses perched on the end of her nose glinting in the sunshine.

      ‘Perhaps not for you,’ Lillian retorted, ‘but I’m sure I got my duodenum mixed up with my ileum.’

      Margaret smiled. Typical Lillian – always teasing. It was unlikely that the three of them would even have met if they hadn’t been the only female medical students in their year. Small, plump, serious Martha with her long red hair pulled tightly off her face and twisted in a plait was the epitome of a Minister’s daughter and the complete opposite of headstrong, aristocratic, beautiful dark-haired Lillian who, with her sleek bob and daring knee-skimming skirts, turned heads everywhere she went – even those of their resentful male counterparts.

      Yet, despite their differences in outlook and personality, they had become immediate and fast friends, and Margaret would miss them terribly. Martha was leaving for India in less than a week to work as a missionary, while Lillian was going to London to set up a practice with her fiancé, Charles.

      ‘Right,’ Lillian said. ‘What shall we do now? A little shopping perhaps?’

      ‘I’m saving,’ Martha said.

      ‘Of course you are,’ Lillian replied with an exasperated sideways glance at Margaret, ‘but window shopping costs nothing and surely you must need a mosquito net or another Bible to take to India?’

      ‘I have already bought everything I need,’ Martha said stiffly. ‘It’s all packed.’

      ‘We can’t possibly just go home,’ Lillian insisted. ‘We have to celebrate. Let’s have a drink at least.’

      ‘A cup of tea, you mean,’ Martha said, looking pointedly at her watch. ‘It’s only just past two.’

      ‘A walk then?’ Margaret suggested, stepping into her familiar role as peacemaker. ‘It’s such a beautiful day. We should make the most of it.’

      Glasgow, which even in the summer was usually so smoggy it was difficult to see to put one foot in front of the other, was uncharacteristically clear. Today the sky was blue, the sun hot enough for them to remove their suit jackets and drape them over their shoulders, and there was just enough of a breeze to keep the smog away.

      As they headed towards Dumbarton Road, they stopped in respectful silence as a horse-drawn carriage adorned with black feathers passed by. A small, white coffin lay in the back. The carriage was followed by several distraught relatives, their muffled sobs all too audible. A knot of frustration formed in the pit of Margaret’s stomach. It was too common a sight in Glasgow. Hardly a day went by without the funeral cortege of a child taken by diphtheria or scarlet fever or any of the several infectious diseases that killed one child in five. During their years as medical students they all had pronounced children dead and mourned along with the parents. No matter how advanced medicine was becoming there was still no cure for many of the illnesses they’d seen during their training.

      ‘Now I definitely need a drink,’ Lillian muttered, and before Margaret or Martha could object, she marched across the street ignoring the honk from an oncoming tram and disappeared into the Highlander Public House.

      ‘In there?’ Martha shook her head. ‘She has to be joking.’

      Although women did go into bars it was frowned upon, especially for women of their class and most definitely not in the afternoon.

      Margaret gripped Martha by the arm. ‘Come on, let’s live dangerously for once. We’ll just have a sherry or something. No one will even notice us.’

      She knew that was unlikely. Three unaccompanied women dressed as they were in neat suits and crisp white blouses would stick out like sore thumbs. But today was a day for doing something daring and different. Martha seemed to realise this too, allowing herself to be pulled inside the low, grimy building.

      The few couples in the ladies’ bar looked up as they entered, their eyes swivelling towards them before quickly looking away. Lillian had already secured a small table at the rear. ‘I’ve ordered us sherries, Margaret,’ she said, taking out her silver cigarette case. ‘And a lemonade for you, Martha. I know there is only so far I can go.’

      Margaret glanced over at Martha, who looked like she’d swallowed a lemon, and bit down on her lip to stop herself from laughing out loud.

      When their drinks arrived, Lillian raised her glass. ‘I propose a toast. Here’s to your missionary work in India, Martha – may you convert many and heal even more.’ She turned towards Margaret. ‘And Mags, here’s to your success as House Officer Extraordinaire at Redlands – and may the post you so covet soon become available at Rotten Row.’

      Margaret laughed. ‘That’s unlikely to happen – at least not until the powers-that-be stop giving the jobs to men only.’ She held up her glass. ‘But I’ll drink to the hope of it. And let’s not forget about your upcoming wedding, Lily.’

      ‘I imagine you and Robert will be setting a date for yours soon, Margaret,’ Lillian said, after they’d chinked glasses. ‘I have to say, he’s a patient man.’

      ‘No more patient than your Charles. He also agreed to wait until you finished your studies.’

      Lillian fitted a cigarette into its holder before lighting it. ‘That’s because we’ll be working together. At least until the sprogs come along.’ She hesitated. ‘Your Robert has more cause for urgency.’

      ‘What on earth do you mean?’ Margaret said sharply.

      Lillian placed her cigarette lighter carefully on the table. ‘All I meant, my dear, is that the landed gentry are always in need of money. Fortunately for me, Charles has plenty of the stuff.’

      ‘Come off it, Lillian, don’t pretend that’s why you’re marrying Charles,’ Margaret protested.

      Lillian blew a perfect smoke ring – a skill she was especially proud of – and smiled dreamily. ‘I am rather fond of him, I admit. But money always helps. Father needs an injection of cash if he’s going to stop the family pile from falling down about his ears. Unfortunately, Charles’s family aren’t as hideously wealthy as yours, Margaret, but then again few families are.’ She was quiet for a moment, fiddling with her cigarette while staring pensively at Margaret. ‘I’m not sure I should be telling you this but I’ve heard the Locksleys have got into a spot of bother. Something about investing in America. I gather they might have to sell off part of their estate if they can’t come up with some funds. Lucky for them they are about to be united with the Bannatynes. I can’t imagine your father will let his in-laws starve.’

      Margaret frowned at her friend. What Lillian was saying couldn’t be true, otherwise Robert would have said something. Unless, of course, it was a temporary state of affairs and he didn’t want to trouble her. And as for Lillian’s insinuation that Robert was marrying her because of her wealth – that was nonsense. Nevertheless, she felt a ripple of unease. She’d often thought that there should be more passion between an engaged couple; Robert rarely tried to kiss her, although until now it had never bothered her. They got on, and that’s what mattered most. Robert understood how important medicine was to her. He’d even agreed that they should wait until she had completed her first year as a doctor before they married. If he was so desperate to get his hands on the Bannatyne money surely he would have pressed her to set a date before now? But Lillian and Robert’s fathers were friends and Lillian would never have mentioned the Locksleys’ financial troubles – not if she wasn’t sure of her facts.

      ‘You’re not suggesting Robert is marrying me because his family needs money?’ Margaret asked Lillian.

      ‘No, of course not,’ Lillian replied, studying the end of her cigarette. ‘Don’t mind me! You know how I open my mouth sometimes and all sorts of nonsense just comes spilling out.’ She held up her glass and made a show of studying the amber liquid inside. ‘It doesn’t help that this sherry’s gone straight to my head.’

      ‘Ignore Lillian, Margaret,’ Martha interjected. ‘She just likes to tease. Robert loves you dearly. Why wouldn’t he? You are clever, beautiful and kind.’ She took a sip of her lemonade and wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t know why you ladies are getting married anyway. Not everyone needs a husband to be happy. Our work is what’s important.’

      Lillian gave a sly smile. ‘Are you certain you’re not one of those women, Martha? It wouldn’t bother me if you were, you know. Might even try it myself one day.’

      ‘Leave her alone, Lily,’ Margaret said. She suspected that Lillian often said these outrageous things simply to annoy Martha.

      Martha rolled her eyes. ‘I can stick up for myself, Margaret. And no, for the record, I’m not one of those sort of women. Just because I haven’t had a suitor doesn’t mean I’m not interested in the opposite sex. Unfortunately, decent God-fearing men are few and far between.’

      They stopped talking as a couple edged past their table, the man’s arm resting lightly on the woman’s waist.

      ‘Hardly any young men left at all,’ Martha continued, eyeing the departing sweethearts.

      Lillian and Margaret followed her gaze. ‘I daresay there is going to be a generation of single women living together as they grow old, sewing and tending their gardens. What a fate. The war has a lot to answer for,’ Lillian said.

      ‘If I hadn’t met Robert, I don’t think I’d have minded staying single,’ Margaret said. ‘But I would like to have children one day. What about you girls?’

      ‘I suppose I could manage a couple as long as I have a nanny or two.’ Lillian removed her cigarette from its holder and ground it out in the ashtray.

      ‘The children in India will be my children,’ Martha said.

      Lillian leant over and gave her a shove. ‘Oh, get off your high horse, Martha. You can’t tell me you want to live your whole life without sex.’

      ‘I never said I did! And keep your voice down, we don’t want the whole bar to hear.’ She leant forward and whispered, ‘What do you think it would be like?’

      When Lillian lifted an eyebrow, Martha gasped. ‘You haven’t!’

      Margaret shook her head. Really, Lillian took it too far sometimes. ‘Of course she hasn’t, Martha. She’s just teasing you.’

      ‘Are you certain about that? For all you both know I’m a regular at those petting parties when I go to London.’

      ‘Because we know you’re not stupid. Naughty perhaps and provocative, but not stupid. You’d never do anything to ruin your reputation,’ Margaret replied.

      Lillian laughed. ‘How well you both know me.’ She drained her glass. ‘Right, whose round is it?’

      Martha shook her head. ‘I can’t stay. I promised my father I’d help him write Sunday’s sermon. Perhaps we could go for tea after church?’ She looked from one to the other. ‘You’ll both be at church on Sunday, won’t you?’

      ‘Not this Sunday, I’m afraid,’ Margaret said. ‘I’m going to Helensburgh to see Mother.’

      ‘How is she?’ Martha asked.

      ‘Much the same.’

      Lillian leant across the table and squeezed Margaret’s hand.

      ‘I’ll see you before you leave for India,’ Margaret told Martha as her friend picked up her handbag.

      ‘You must! I couldn’t go without a proper goodbye.’

      They were silent, knowing that this might be the last time the three of them were together.

      Martha stood and hugged Lillian, then Margaret. ‘I’ll always be here for the two of you, you do know that, don’t you?’

      ‘Of course we do,’ Margaret replied, swallowing the lump in her throat. ‘And us for you.’

      Lillian gave Martha a gentle nudge. ‘Off you go before you have us all in tears!’

      ‘Oh help, I hope no one we know sees me leaving this place,’ Martha muttered before scurrying out the door.

      Margaret handed Lillian a handkerchief. ‘I take it you want another sherry, Lily?’

      Lillian nodded, surreptitiously dabbing her eyes. ‘You take it right.’

      While Margaret stood at the counter waiting to be served, she noticed it was possible to see into the public bar next door through a connecting archway. The air in there was thick with cigarette and pipe smoke and she caught a glimpse of men seated round scarred wooden tables, their pints of beer clutched in their work-soiled hands. Amidst the rumble of voices and laughter, she heard the strains of a fiddle being tuned up.

      Putting the change in her purse, she carried the drinks back to their table.

      ‘I think there’s music starting. Won’t be able to hear ourselves think in a minute with the noise,’ she said to Lillian, ‘Shall we go somewhere else?’

      Except, when a fiddle burst into life accompanied by a cacophony of cheering and clapping, she found herself tapping her foot in time to the music.

      Lillian leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with mischief. ‘Let’s go through to the bar.’

      Margaret hesitated. ‘It’s the public bar.’

      ‘So what! Aren’t we the public too? Come on, it could be the last chance we have to let our hair down for a while.’

      Lillian was right. Once they started work there would be little opportunity for relaxing. Apart from that they would have their professional reputations to uphold. Here, no one knew them. She smiled at her friend. ‘Very well. Why not?’

      Clutching their drinks and giggling like schoolgirls, they sneaked through the adjoining swing door into the public bar. The noise and smoke enveloped them as they pushed their way through the throng of workmen to find a table in the corner at the back. A couple of men elbowed their companions and raised their eyebrows, another made a remark about how women, now more of them had the vote, were all wanting to be men and why didn’t they just put on a pair of troosers while they were at it, but otherwise they left the two women alone.

      Margaret couldn’t remember when she last had so much fun. Hidden in the crowd, she and Lillian applauded and whooped along with everyone at the end of each song until suddenly the tempo changed. The bar slowly quietened as soft fiddle chords soared around the room.

      The tune wasn’t familiar to her but it spoke of loss and longing. She glanced at Lillian to find that she too was spellbound. Suddenly the crowd parted and Margaret could finally see who was playing the fiddle so beautifully.

      The mop of unruly dark hair was shorter, although still long enough for a lock to fall over his face as he played, but she recognised him instantly. Her stomach lurched. It was Alasdair, Alasdair Morrison – the man from the shipyard. She’d thought about him a lot in those first months after the accident, wondering if they’d meet again. In her schoolgirl fantasies, they had and she’d been cool and just a little disdainful and he’d been impressed by her sophistication. Over the years he’d faded from her mind until she’d almost forgotten about him.

      His eyes were shut as he caressed the strings of the fiddle with his bow, an expression of such deep sadness etched on his face that it made her breath catch in her throat. When the last notes trailed off, he opened his eyes and, as their gaze locked, everything and everyone around her seemed to disappear. Her heart beat a tattoo against her ribs.

      ‘What on earth has got into you?’ Lillian asked. ‘You’ve gone bright red.’

      Alasdair picked up his jacket, his eyes still on her. Flustered, Margaret stumbled to her feet, almost knocking over her empty glass in her haste. ‘We should go.’

      ‘Go? Now? Oh, no, I’d say it’s just getting interesting!’ her friend said, staring over Margaret’s shoulder.

      Margaret spun around. Alasdair was making his way towards her, shrugging off the congratulations of well-wishers with a distracted smile and an occasional handshake as he kept his eyes fixed on her. A few feet away, his steps slowed and his forehead knotted.

      Her heart still thumping wildly, Margaret turned away, draped her jacket over her shoulders and grabbed her handbag. ‘Come on, Lily.’

      ‘Too late,’ Lillian drawled.

      ‘Hello.’ A soft voice came from behind her and she whirled around to find him standing in front of her. She’d forgotten how tall he was, but she remembered only too well the unusual grey of his eyes. His face was leaner now, his cheekbones sharper, and small lines feathered the corners of his eyes as if he were used to laughing. ‘Do we know each other?’ he continued with a smile. ‘I’ve a feeling we’ve met before.’

      So he hadn’t recognised her. She felt an irrational pang of disappointment.

      ‘Yes, I mean, no. We met at the shipyard. Years ago. You tore a piece off my petticoat.’

      Lillian raised her eyebrows. ‘Margaret Bannatyne! You’re more of a dark horse than I’ve given you credit for.’

      The dawning recognition in his eyes was replaced by something Margaret couldn’t quite identify but could have sworn was regret. ‘Ah, Miss Bannatyne. Of course. I didn’t recognise you at first. You’ve changed.’

      ‘It has been eight years, Mr Morrison. I was just a schoolgirl.’

      Blushing furiously, Margaret turned to Lillian. ‘Lillian, may I introduce Mr Morrison? Mr Morrison – Lady Lillian Forsythe.’

      ‘Lady Lillian.’ Alasdair acknowledged Lillian with the briefest tip of his head.

      ‘Years ago one of my father’s workers was badly injured and Mr Morrison saved his life,’ Margaret added.

      Alasdair’s mouth narrowed into a tight line. ‘Well, maybe. Not that it did him any good.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Margaret demanded. ‘My father told me Hamish survived the accident.’

      Alasdair had already threaded one arm through the sleeve of the jacket he had carried over his shoulder. For a moment he seemed to waver. Then he finished slipping his jacket on, and tugged the collar straight. ‘I’m afraid you ladies must excuse me.’ He gave Margaret one last long look. ‘It’s been a pleasure to meet you again, Miss Bannatyne, and to meet you, Lady Lillian, but I have to go.’

      ‘How intriguing! Lillian murmured, her eyes following him as he pushed his way back through the crowds and towards the door. ‘I could have sworn he was entranced by you. Not that he has the remotest chance, but he looks like a man who doesn’t give up easily. I wonder what made him turn tail?’

      Margaret shook her head. She couldn’t let him disappear without finding out what he’d meant about Hamish. ‘I have to go after him.’

      Lillian cocked an eyebrow. ‘This day is getting stranger by the minute. I hope you’re planning to tell me all.’

      ‘Later, Lillian.’ Margaret dropped a kiss on her friend’s cheek and hurried after Alasdair.

       

      Margaret had to weave between the pedestrians thronging the pavement along Dumbarton Road. She’d almost given up when she caught sight of his broad back and dark hair.

      ‘Mr Morrison! Wait! Please.’

      He stopped and turned, barely concealing his look of impatience. ‘What can I do for you, Miss Bannatyne?’

      ‘What did you mean about Hamish?’ she demanded. ‘What happened to him?’

      ‘What could it possibly matter to you? Why should a Bannatyne care?’

      She felt a surge of anger. His looks hadn’t changed very much but neither had his manner. He was just as rude and arrogant as she remembered.

      ‘Please don’t presume that you know what matters to me.’

      He frowned down at her. ‘If you really wanted to know about Hamish you wouldn’t have waited all these years to find out.’

      ‘Of course I asked about him. I was told the doctors set his broken bone and discharged him home after a few days.’ It had taken her almost a week of nagging her father to find that out. Not that she was going to tell Alasdair that.

      Alasdair frowned at her and carried on walking and she had to almost run to keep up with him. ‘Mr Morrison – Alasdair – just tell me what happened to Hamish and I’ll let you go on your way.’

      He stopped and turned to face her. ‘Let me go on my way?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t need your permission, Miss Bannatyne.’ He studied her for a moment. ‘Very well, then. Since you ask, Hamish did survive the accident. It wasn’t the injuries that killed him. Not directly anyway.’

      ‘Hamish is dead?’ Her throat closed. After everything the poor man had been through that day. ‘How did he die? Did his wound become infected?’ Back then the possibility had never occurred to her. However, after years of studying medicine she now knew that setting broken bones was the easy part. Wounds, especially those that happened in the workplace, often became infected, the infection raging through the blood until it killed the victim. All these years she’d believed Hamish had survived, and it was a bitter blow to find out he hadn’t. Tears burned the back of her lids and she blinked. She wouldn’t give this man the pleasure of seeing her cry. Hamish was dead. That was all that mattered. There was no more to be said.

      ‘Good day, Mr Morrison. I wish I could say it was a pleasure meeting you again.’ She squared her shoulders and began walking away. She’d only gone a few steps when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘We could go on all evening like this, you chasing after me and me chasing after you.’ She couldn’t help noticing how his eyes crinkled up at the corners when he smiled.

      ‘I don’t wish to take up any more of your time.’

      He looked at her keenly and his expression softened. ‘What happened to Hamish really does matter to you, doesn’t it?’

      She didn’t know which she resented more: the earlier derision in his eyes or the sympathy she saw there now. Unable to trust herself to speak, she nodded.

      He pulled a fob watch out of his pocket and glanced down at it. ‘Look, I’ve got a little time before I have to be somewhere. Let me buy you a cup of tea.’ Before she had the chance to reply he had taken her by the elbow and had steered her inside a tearoom.

      Pulling out a chair for her, he squeezed in opposite, his legs brushing against her knees under the small table. She quickly jerked hers away.

      ‘Tea?’ he asked, appearing not to notice, although the small smile twitching the corners of his mouth suggested otherwise.

      Margaret nodded again.

      ‘Tell me what happened to Hamish,’ she said when the waitress had taken their order and left.

      Alasdair leaned back in his chair. ‘As I said, Hamish did survive the accident. However, it left both his legs useless, and a man without the use of his legs can’t work. Without work, Hamish and his family had no way to feed themselves. We all did what we could to help them out but Hamish was a proud man and would only take what he needed to save his family from starving. He died a few years ago. His wife followed a year later and then two of the children. There’s nothing left of that family apart from one lad. He’s working at the shipyard now. Unfortunately too late to help his family.’

      ‘I’m truly sorry to hear that. I’m certain my father would have had him and his family taken care of, if he’d known. Hamish was one of his workers, after all.’ But even as she said the words she wondered uneasily if they were true. Her father hadn’t appeared too concerned about Hamish’s welfare that day and she doubted whether he would have made enquiries at all had she not badgered him.

      ‘Miss Bannatyne, I can’t imagine you have the slightest idea how your father’s businesses work.’

      She stiffened again. The man wasn’t just rude – he was patronising. ‘I know his yard is successful and that he employs thousands of people – people who’d be out of work if it wasn’t for him.’

      ‘Bannatyne’s is successful because your father spends as little as he can so he can maximise his profits. Most of the other shipyards have some insurance for the workers – not your father. He says it’s too expensive. Says there’s no reason to pay men who can’t work when there are plenty to fill his place.’

      ‘I don’t believe you!’

      ‘Aye, well. That’s up to you. You asked, I answered.’

      She waited until the waitress had placed their teas in front of them before she spoke again. ‘You have no business spreading lies about my father.’

      ‘Lies, is it?’ He leaned forward and looked at her keenly. ‘Are you certain about that?’

      ‘My father is a good and fair man.’

      Alasdair laughed harshly. ‘Your father is many things but good and fair aren’t among them.’ He shook his head and gave her a rueful smile. ‘Look, Miss Bannatyne, I’ve said enough. I have no wish to run a father down to his daughter no matter how I feel about that particular man.’ He tilted his head. ‘Come to think of it, I doubt he’d be happy if he discovered you’ve been talking to me. I’m not one of his favourite people.’

      She wondered if Alasdair was anyone’s favourite person. He wasn’t exactly the friendliest soul. ‘I can talk to whoever I please. He wouldn’t do anything to you.’

      He laughed shortly. ‘I didn’t mean to me. Your father can’t touch me. He’d love to but he can’t. No, it’s you I’m thinking of. I can’t imagine he’d be best pleased with you.’

      She stiffened. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I’m a grown woman.’ Everything about this man – especially what he’d said about her father – annoyed her. However, there was still something she wanted to know. ‘How did you know how to help Hamish?’

      She’d wondered about that often over the years. Haemorrhage had to be controlled by pressure; if it couldn’t – if an artery had been damaged, as she was certain had been the case with Hamish – then applying a tourniquet above the bleeding vessel was the best way of stopping someone from bleeding to death before getting them to hospital where the artery could be ligated. How had Alasdair, a shipyard worker, known exactly what to do?

      He studied her for a moment with his cool, grey eyes. ‘I was in France during the war. The last year of it anyway. I saw enough bleeding and broken bones to last me a lifetime. Me knowing what to do when there’s an accident at the yard is the only good thing that came out of the war.’

      ‘You don’t think we should have fought?’

      ‘I didn’t say that. But I often wonder what it was all for. It changed nothing for the ordinary man. They told us we were fighting to make this a land fit for heroes when we returned. They lied. This is no land fit for heroes. In fact it’s worse than it was before.’

      ‘My brothers both lost their lives in defence of their country,’ she said quietly.

      His eyes softened. ‘I know. And I’m sorry. My dad told me. Too many good men died in the war and your brother Fletcher was one of the best.’

      ‘You knew him?’ she whispered.

      ‘Aye. If he’d lived, Bannatyne’s might be a different place.’

      She blinked away the tears that burned once more behind her lids. So Alasdair didn’t despise all Bannatynes, then. ‘That day at the shipyard,’ she found herself saying, ‘I was shocked and horrified. I wanted to be able to help someone the way you helped Hamish.’ She smiled. ‘Now I can. I just sat my last exam as a medical student. That’s why my friend and I were in the bar. We were celebrating.’

      Alasdair’s eyebrows shot up and he whistled. ‘Well, I never. A doctor. Good for you.’ For the first time she saw approval in his eyes and despite everything he’d said before, it sent a warm glow all the way through her.

      She took a sip of her tea. ‘I’m starting as a House Officer at Redlands Hospital in a couple of weeks.’ She couldn’t quite manage to keep the pride from her voice.

      ‘Never heard of it. What kind of hospital is it?’

      ‘One for women. It’s all female doctors that work there.’

      ‘Can anyone go there?’

      ‘As long as they’re female – and can afford the fees.’

      ‘Better that you were working for those without money. They need doctors more than the women you’ll be caring for, I’ve no doubt.’

      She bristled. Couldn’t she say anything without incurring his disapproval? Just when she was warming to him he said something clearly intended to provoke her. More unsettling was that he made her feel defensive – and she had no reason to feel that way.

      ‘If it were up to me, I would have taken a House Officer’s post at the Western or the Royal, but they give those posts to men. Don’t think the poor have the prerogative on unfairness. And, for your information, I have cared for the poor. During my training.’

      ‘I suspect you’ve never seen poor like those who live in the Gorbals – or Govan.’

      Why was she bothering? she thought, exasperated. ‘I don’t know why you are so ready to judge me – you know nothing about me.’

      ‘Perhaps it has something to do with who you are and the way you are dressed. I’m no expert but I imagine the outfit you are wearing would feed an unemployed man and his family for a year.’

      ‘I doubt that,’ Margaret replied, stung. Although her suit was made from the finest tweed, it wasn’t even her most expensive outfit – not by a long chalk. She couldn’t help noticing earlier that his wool jacket was worn and one of his boots was coming away at the sole.

      Alasdair pushed his empty tea cup aside. ‘It has been pleasant talking to you, Miss Bannatyne, but I’ve a shift to get to. At Bannatyne’s as it happens.’

      ‘You still work at the shipyard?’ So her father hadn’t found a way to fire him after all.

      ‘Aye. Night foreman.’

      ‘I’m surprised you continue to work there when you so clearly disapprove of my father and the way he runs his business.’

      ‘I work for your father because, like everyone else, I need the money. Apart from that, I make sure he runs the yard as safely as possible. Unfortunately, there are still too many like Hamish.’ He took some change from his pocket and signalled to the waitress to bring the bill.

      ‘Does the nightshift start so early? It’s not even four yet.’ Although she’d said everything she’d wanted to say, she was unaccountably reluctant to say goodbye.

      ‘It doesn’t start until eight, but I have people I need to see before then.’

      ‘Friends?’

      Once more he gave her the slow smile that made her feel warm inside. ‘You are very inquisitive, Miss Bannatyne.’

      ‘You claim to know all about me. It’s only fair I should know more about you.’

      ‘There’s nothing about me that would interest you. But seeing as you’ve asked – I’m going to Govan to see some of the men who used to work for your father before he laid them off. And I should be getting on my way.’

      He stood and held out his hand and automatically Margaret shook it. His grip was firm without being too tight, but even through the thin cotton of her gloves she could feel how rough his hands were.

      ‘I’d like to go with you.’ When his eyebrows rose, she added hastily, ‘To see where the shipyard workers live.’

      ‘You want to go to Govan?’ If anything, his eyebrows rose even higher. He might well look surprised, she had no idea that that was what she was going to say until the words were out of her mouth.

      ‘Why not?’ If she went she could see for herself what life was like for her father’s workers. It had nothing to do with the fact, she told herself, that she wasn’t yet ready to part from this man. ‘I’m going to the opera with my fiancé this evening, but until then I’m free.’

      His eyes took on the wintry look she remembered so well. ‘I read about your engagement in the paper. Somehow I doubt Viscount Locksley would approve of his fiancée gadding about the East End.’

      ‘Robert no more tells me what to do than my father does!’

      An expression she couldn’t read flickered across his face. ‘Nor, for that matter, would my friends be happy for Bannatyne’s daughter to drop in on them as if they were exhibits in a zoo,’ he continued.

      ‘Really! You are the most infuriating man I have ever met. I am a doctor. I’m used to treating the less fortunate. You seem to think I know nothing about how the poorer residents of Glasgow live, but I can assure you I have been in their homes before. They might have very little but they get by. I can’t imagine the people in Govan are less well off than the people in Partick.’

      He studied her through narrowed eyes. ‘Very well then, Miss Bannatyne. If you wish to see how the people who depend on the shipyards live, I’ll take you. As long as you’re ready to go now.’

      ‘I can find my own way.’

      ‘You wouldn’t last a minute. Not dressed like that. Haven’t you heard of the razor gangs? Govan is one of the places they like to hang about and God knows what they’d do to you if you stumbled across their path.’ He shook his head. ‘They won’t touch you as long as you’re with me – I’ve helped too many of them out of a tight spot.’

      ‘Helped them? Why? Aren’t they thugs and murderers?’

      ‘They are not always guilty of what they’re accused of. Besides, every man has the right to justice.’ His mouth turned up at the corners. ‘I work nights because during the day I work at Reid’s the solicitors. I expect to qualify in a few months and after that, who knows? Perhaps take my bar exams.’ His smile grew wider and a dimple appeared in his left cheek. ‘You see, Miss Bannatyne, you weren’t the only one with a dream.’
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      They took the Subway to Govan. Margaret had never used it before – there had never been any call to. Most days she walked to the university or hospital or, if the fog was too thick or if it was raining, the chauffeur took her.

      The damp, foul-smelling tunnel was claustrophobic and the tightly packed platform worse. Once seated, she was acutely aware of Alasdair’s thigh pressing against her leg as the carriage rocked from side to side, forcing her against him. When he put his arm round her to steady her, she could smell the soap he used. She stole a glance up at him. Even with the stubble on his face, he was an extraordinarily good-looking man. She pushed herself upright. What on earth was she thinking – and what had possessed her to go with him?

      She was relieved when they alighted at Govan station and once more into the daylight. Not that there was too much of that. Thick smoke hung in clouds, obscuring the sun that had shone down on the West End. In contrast to the elegant townhouses in that part of the city, the tenements here were squashed together, most of them looking as if they hadn’t been repaired since they’d been built. Towering over them were the cranes of the shipyard silhouetted against the skyline, the smell of soot and coal and the sound of steel rendering steel, reminding her of her visit there eight years ago.

      The streets were jam-packed with groups of men and women standing around gossiping while children amused themselves nearby. At first it all seemed little different to Partick but when she looked closer she noticed that most of the children were barefoot, wearing clothes that, judging by the number of holes in them, had clearly been passed down from child to child. And instead of balls and hoops, the children played in the rubbish-strewn streets with whatever they could find, using bits of broken pottery to mark out lines for hopscotch, or pushing metal rims salvaged from old prams with sticks. The games were the same as children played everywhere, but these children looked cold and gaunt-eyed and almost all of them had running noses and, no doubt, lice.

      ‘I’ll take you in to meet Toni and his wife Mairi first,’ Alasdair said, nodding in the direction of several people as they passed. The men doffed their caps in return and despite their laughing remarks, most of which she couldn’t follow but suspected involved her, she could tell they held Alasdair in genuine high regard. ‘I worked with Toni at the shipyard,’ Alasdair continued, ‘but he was laid off three years ago and hasn’t worked since – probably because he took part in the strike in twenty-six. Your father has no time for strikers.’

      Did everything have to come back to her father? She bit back the retort that rose to her lips.

      The tenement where Toni and Mairi lived was up a narrow back street which was even more full of rubbish than the last one and Margaret had to watch where she put her feet. The close had last been painted many years ago judging by the peeling paint and green algae clinging to it. The damp was immediately evident and seemed to seep almost instantaneously into Margaret’s bones.

      Alasdair, however, seemed not to notice. He took the stairs two at a time, stopping by some doors to call out a greeting. On each landing was a shared lavatory, some of which were cleanish, and outside one a woman holding a pail of strong-smelling urine was waiting her turn. She looked at Margaret and blushed a deep red, doing her best to shield the pail from Margaret’s sight.

      Toni and his family lived on the fourth floor. As they passed each flat, Alasdair pointed out the little brass plates on the doors, telling her that it was the ticket system. Each floor, he said, had been divided then subdivided into single rooms in order to accommodate the ever-increasing numbers of families that had flooded into Glasgow in search of work. She told Alasdair she already knew about the ticket system. In an attempt to limit overcrowding, Glasgow City Council had sent out sanitary inspectors to decide how many people could safely live in each flat. That number was on the little plaque and the sanitary inspectors would carry out periodic visits, most often at night, in an attempt to ensure that the numbers were being adhered to.

      ‘Of course they aren’t,’ Alasdair finished. ‘It’s not as if there is anywhere else for them to go. Except the streets. And they’d be lifted from there by the polis and sent on their way. At least this way they have a home of sorts.’

      He knocked on a door. Margaret studied the plaque while they waited for it to be answered. Five. Five in a single end? Surely not?

      The door was opened by a pretty woman in a well-worn dress, her blonde wavy hair partly hidden under a scarf. She broke into a smile as soon as she saw Alasdair. ‘Well now, it’s yourself. Come in, come in. Toni won’t be long. He’ll be glad to see you.’

      She had the same soft Highland accent Margaret had often heard from the nurses in the Western and which she found very easy to listen to.

      Alasdair introduced the two women. If Mairi recognised her name she gave no sign of it.

      ‘I’ll no’ be shaking your hands at the moment,’ she said to Margaret. ‘I’m just after changing the baby’s nappy and I’ve yet to wash my hands.’ While she was speaking her fingers fluttered nervously. ‘Please excuse the mess. Here now, Johnny! Am I not after telling you to get the weans outside so I can get cleared up?’

      Johnny, a boy of around six with the same pudding-style haircut she’d seen on all the children in the street, wiped a hand across his mouth and stared at Margaret. ‘Who’s the posh wummun, Mammy?’

      ‘Ssshhh now. Don’t be rude. Go on. Out with you all.’ Mairi lifted a pile of clean laundry from a chair, looked around wildly and seeing there was nowhere else to put it, placed it back down. Margaret sat down on the vacated chair and as Mairi bustled around buttoning coats and hustling what seemed to be a gaggle of children, one of whom was in nappies and carried by his elder sister who couldn’t be much more than three years old herself, out the door, Margaret looked around the room.

      There was a large black stove set against one side with a long, wide mantelpiece on top of which jars and tins of all shapes and sizes jostled for space. A sink, with a wooden worktop on either side, was set against a grimy window, a large dresser containing plates, pots and pans took up most of the wall opposite and a double bed was tucked into the recess of the third wall. Apart from the chair she was sitting on there was only one other, a large threadbare armchair next to the stove. A pulley, heavily laden with washing, hung from the ceiling. She’d seen at least five children and with the two parents that made seven. Where did they all sleep? How on earth did they manage in this tiny single room?

      ‘How many children do you have, Mairi?’ Margaret asked.

      ‘Seven. The older two are outside somewhere.’

      So that made nine of them. Not just illegal to be all crammed into this space, but impossible to imagine.

      The door opened and a heavyset man with a thick moustache entered. ‘Alasdair! I heard you’d come. And that you’d brought someone with you!’ He patted his wife’s bottom. ‘Have you made tea for them yet, woman?’ His accent was an unusual, but not unattractive, mix of Italian and Glaswegian.

      ‘They’ve just this minute arrived, Toni. I’ll get the kettle on.’

      ‘Use fresh leaves now,’ Toni said to his wife. He perched on the end of the bed and grinned. ‘Now who is this good lady? Aren’t you going to introduce us?’

      ‘This is Miss Bannatyne, Toni.’

      ‘Not the Miss Bannatyne?’

      ‘Aye the one and the same.’

      The smile vanished from Toni’s face. ‘What have you brought her here for?’ He turned to Margaret. ‘Forgive my plain speaking. Nothing personal, you understand.’

      Why had she come? Alasdair had been right. She had no idea people lived like this. She hadn’t lied to Alasdair when she’d told him she’d visited homes of the less well-to-do. As part of her obstetric training she’d attended twelve outdoor cases – most of which had been in the Partick tenements. Although she’d thought all the homes she’d visited sparsely furnished and cramped, they had been relative palaces compared to this one.

      ‘Alasdair told me a little of what it’s like for you. I wanted to see for myself,’ she said, shifting uneasily in her chair. Mairi was bound to be as ill at ease to have Margaret here as she was to be there. It was one thing having a man witness your domestic disorder, quite another having another woman. But she was here now and however much she wanted to leave, she couldn’t. It would be unforgivably rude. At least not until she’d had her cup of tea.

      ‘Margaret is a doctor, Toni. She thinks I’m exaggerating about conditions her father’s workers live in.’

      Toni flushed. ‘Not all the workers. The time-served trades do all right.’

      Margaret sent Alasdair a triumphant glance.

      ‘Yes, they do all right.’ Alasdair returned Margaret’s look. ‘They can afford to live in decent houses, but how many of the workers have a trade, Toni? And as for the rest? Most are just labourers or – like yourself – unemployed. They live here, crammed cheek by jowl, earning barely enough to put food on the table. Italians, Irish, Scots, Jews, Catholics, Protestants. No wonder there’s trouble, sometimes.’

      ‘You must miss Italy, Toni?’ Margaret said, thinking it best to change the subject.

      ‘Never lived there. My father came here before I was born. He thought we’d make a better life for ourselves in Scotland. He was right. But it all changed after the war. The yards have been going through difficult times since then.’

      ‘What do you do if one of the children is sick?’ Margaret asked. She really wanted to know.

      ‘We’ve been lucky. They’ve had colds and coughs – everyone has. It’s the smog I blame, meself. There’s others no’ as lucky as us, though. There’s not a family on this stair who hasn’t lost a child. We nearly lost our Meg a year ago, but the wife pulled her through. Don’t know how she did, but she did.’

      ‘What was wrong with her?’ Margaret asked.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Mairi said over her shoulder as she fussed over the stove. ‘I think it was whooping cough. She was making this awful sound. I just kept her in my arms and walked her up and down. I can tell you I was terrified out of my wits – said a few prayers that night, that’s for sure – but somehow she pulled through.’

      ‘Why didn’t you take her to the hospital?’

      ‘They wouldn’t have taken us,’ Mairi said, placing a cup of dark tea in front of Margaret. ‘Toni doesn’t have the card, see, since he was let go from his job.’

      ‘The voluntary hospitals won’t turn away a sick child whether the parents can pay or not,’ Margaret protested.

      ‘Aye, so some people say. They also say as many die in hospital as out of it. I thought it best to keep my child with me. Perhaps if she’d got worse…’

      ‘Did any of the other children get it?’

      ‘Sent them away to their gran in the country. As soon as I saw Meg was unwell.’

      ‘That was a good decision,’ Margaret said.

      Mairi shrugged. ‘I’m no expert. What little I do know I picked up from my Mam. She used to be a nurse.’

      ‘Here?’

      ‘No, on the Outer Hebrides.’ Mairi smiled. ‘That’s where I’m from. Came to Glasgow to do my nurse training but then I met Toni and well… that was that.’

      ‘Next time one of them gets ill, let Alasdair know and I’ll come out to see them,’ Margaret said.

      This time it was Alasdair’s turn to look surprised.

      ‘That’s very good of you, er – Margaret – er – Doctor, but my wee ones are all fine at the moment,’ Mairi replied. ‘Same can’t be said for Audrey’s. A more sickly bunch you never saw. Mind you, if she kept her place clean they might not be so sickly. Not that there’s much she can do with no money and that wastrel of a husband spending what little they do get.’

      Margaret glanced around. Apart from being too small this little flat was spotless.

      Catching Margaret’s look, Mairi squared her shoulders, her eyes defiant and proud. ‘Aye, we may be all squashed in together but I keep this place ship-shape. As best I can. It would help if there was running water. I can’t tell you how many trips I have to make to the back close to fetch it. Keeps me fit though.’ She smoothed her dress over her hips. ‘Toni says I’m as trim as the day we married.’ The two men had given up on the women’s conversation and were conversing quietly, their heads bent close to each other. ‘Mind you, my stomach will never be the same after all these children.’ She winked at Margaret. ‘Doesn’t seem to put him off, though, if you get my meaning?’

      Margaret laughed. She did indeed.

      A short while later, the children, complaining that it was raining cats and dogs ‘ootside’, filed in bringing with them the scent of wet wool and, if Margaret wasn’t mistaken, a baby’s full nappy. With them inside it was impossible to think let alone carry on a conversation so she and Alasdair had taken their leave.

      Despite the weather there were several children still playing on the streets, but as the rain began to fall in earnest, several windows opened and women leaned out shouting for their offspring to ‘get upstairs’, or ‘get inside or they’d feel the back of a hand’.

      They stepped back into the close as they waited for the rain to ease.

      ‘It’s not as bad here as you led me to believe, is it?’ she said. ‘I mean, everyone is poor – I can see that – but they have roofs over their heads and enough to eat.’

      Alasdair stared at her in disbelief. ‘Toni and Mairi manage well enough, but every day’s still a struggle to feed themselves and their family, to buy clothes to put on their backs, even to buy coal for their stoves. But their family is one of the lucky few. I thought you’d realise that. If you really want to see how most people live, then come with me.’
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