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Jim said, ‘Are you jealous of her, Alison?’

‘Me? Why should I be jealous of Roberta?’

‘Because you’re engaged to me and can’t . . .’ He fashioned a diffident gesture with his hand.

‘Can’t what?’ said Alison.

‘Compete, I suppose.’

‘Compete over some Irish bloke? I thought you knew me better than that,’ Alison said. ‘I’ve enough to do on Gilmorehill without becoming involved in silly mating games.’

‘I’m not so sure they are silly. Mating games, I mean.’

‘Jim Abbott! I’m surprised at you.’

Deliberately he stretched out his foot and pushed the door closed. He leaned across the bed, put his arm about her, drew her to him and kissed her. He felt her stiffen. He wondered if he had overdone it, if he had roused her resentment. In fact he had no clear indicator as to what she felt towards him any more . . .

He could not pursue her. He could only wait, wait with dreadful and uncertain patience for her to emerge again.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

All characters in this novel are fictitious. Any resemblance to members of staff or students, past or present, of Glasgow University and its attendant teaching hospitals is purely coincidental.


ONE

Storm in a Teacup

Of all the men that Alison Burnside had ever loved none meant quite as much to her as the three with whom she’d once shared a body.

There was nothing remotely mystical about the experience and, after a week or two with a blade in her hand, Alison thought little of it. Anatomy was the one aspect of medical training which the laity seemed to latch on to, however, as if the cutting up of a human cadaver was somehow an end in itself. Nobody ever enquired about chemistry or physics and the eyes of family and friends would positively glaze over at the mere mention of vertebrate morphology. But just a hint that Alison’s afternoon had been spent in the dissecting-room, slaving over old Tom’s diminishing remains, would lead to a barrage of indelicate questions. Somebody, usually her brother Bertie or sister-in-law Brenda, would ask precisely what portion of the corpse had been carved away that day and would shudder with delicious horror when Alison, with some reluctance, divulged the grisly details.

Admittedly when old Tom had been hale, if not exactly hearty, the first glimpse of him laid out stiff, bronze-tinted and naked on the slab had caused the students a certain temporary revulsion too. Also, on the fourth day of anatomy class, a definite rising of gorges and hasty blinking of the eyelids when Mr Strutt, the demonstrator, had unwrapped his instruments and, without much delicacy or tact, had arranged the blocks and boards to raise old Tom’s thorax to a convenient height. For a fleeting second it had seemed to the students that the poor old fellow was being hoisted up to give them the once over and when Strutt made the first incision along the middle line of the body there was among the group a universal wincing and an audible in-sucking of breath.

From one of the twenty tables behind them they heard a groan and a thud as some sensitive soul crumpled to the floor and just on the edge of Alison’s vision a burly young rugby player doubled over and was wretchedly sick.

Ally Burnside’s team, however, stood its ground manfully.

Declan Slater, who was almost as emaciated as the corpse, swayed not an inch from the table’s edge and glamorous Roberta Logie, daughter of a famous surgeon, even uttered a little ‘Huh!’ as if this initial reflection of the skin was nothing to write home about. Guy Conroy and Howard McGrath pursed their lips, pressed their tongues against their palates and stoutly ignored the sudden overwhelming stench of formaldehyde that rose about them like a cloud.

Old Tom was long gone, of course. All his bits and pieces had been carefully preserved and had been buried with due reverence and respect. He had been one of that band of down-and-outs who sign away their mortal remains to advance the cause of medical science and to earn a pound or two to spend on drink before departure. He had made an important contribution to Alison’s education, though, for under old Tom’s influence she’d come to appreciate why there was little or no larking about in the big, glass-roofed anatomy hall and why the odour of formaldehyde conferred a strange kind of privilege upon those to whose clothing it clung.

There was something different about medical students, some element in that branch of learning which distinguished its acolytes and separated them from the general ruck. Within limits, medical students were permitted to blow off steam in their social life while at the same time observing the sort of monasticism that went with long hours of study, extended terms, difficult examinations and a volume of practical work which constantly threatened to wipe them into oblivion.

Small wonder then that nobody at home could understand why Alison had changed or why on occasion she seemed impatient with family matters. Why she was irritated by her brothers’ squabbles, her father’s fussy demands and disinterested in the tittle-tattle that centred around the council house in the Glasgow suburb of Flannery Park. All the things that had seemed so vital to her in 1930 had become almost irrelevant by 1933. It was not that she looked down on her family. It was simply a matter of preoccupation, of being constantly, mentally, elsewhere.

Sometimes she envied Declan Slater his unsanitary basement in a shabby terrace house in Greenfield, envied him his exile, his absolute lack of distraction. She envied Declan more than she envied Roberta her big house by the tennis courts in Dowanhill or Howard his ‘digs’ in the privately owned Bankside Hotel. There was something noble about Declan’s suffering, his refusal to knuckle under to poverty, an edge, a necessity to his studies which Alison believed she lacked. Number 162 Wingfield Drive was just too comfortable and convenient to be inspirational, for Alison was looked after there by her eldest brother, Henry, and Trudi, his wife, and was expected to make only a modest contribution to the smooth running of the household.

The four-in-a-block, two-storey council house was not as spacious as Roberta’s mansion but since Alison’s father had flitted across the drive to live with his new wife, Ruby, and brother Jack had married Ruby’s daughter, Brenda, number 162 no longer seemed quite so cramped as it had in the past.

Henry and Trudi occupied the back bedroom upstairs. Davy had taken over the upstairs front and Bertie reposed in solitary state in the small bedroom that opened off the living-room. ‘Princess Alison’ – Bertie’s term for his sister – had been offered a choice of rooms but for harmony’s sake she had elected to stick to the narrow bed-study which she’d grown used to over the years. How nice, she’d thought, to be able to look from the window across the little park and see the lights of the house where her father, Alex, and Ruby lived. How consoling it would be, she’d thought, to have Dad so close at hand.

In fact, Dad and Ruby spent most of their time in 162 and by the end of her first year at Glasgow University Alison had shed her sentimental notion of family bonding and could have seen the whole damned lot of them far enough. She no longer owed allegiance to the Burnsides. She belonged – the word was not too strong – to the team, to Declan, Guy, Howard, even to Roberta.

Why this assortment of personalities rubbed along so well was a mystery. They were not alike in breeding or background. Roberta was a snob, an intelligent snob but a snob none the less. Guy was handsome, well mannered and gracious, but he said little about his parents and the manner in which they lived in the rich, rural suburb of Bearsden.

Howard was rich, dashing and flamboyant. Son of a professional soldier, he had been raised in a mansion in the Border town of Hawick and groomed for the army from birth. At eighteen he had demanded the right to choose his own career and had elected to ‘do’ medicine at Glasgow instead of saluting the flag at Aldershot. ‘Good for you, lad,’ his father had shouted when Howard’s decision had been made known to him. ‘Royal Army Medical Corps – what!’ Howard’s reply had been quite unprintable. It had led to him being booted out of the house and warned never to darken the ancestral doorstep again, an order which he was only too happy to obey – provided his monthly remittance arrived on time.

In, say, the Faculty of Law, Alison’s council school education might have been held against her, together with the fact that her father’s ‘position in the city’ was only that of a maintenance man in the Glasgow Mercury’s machine-room. Alison, however, had a little money of her own. She was not vulgarly spoken and emanated an unobsequious confidence which was entirely classless.

Tall, with a solemn, oval face and dark brown hair, there were times when Alison seemed so studious that even Roberta was inclined to defer to her. She had an attractive quality which caught the boys off guard. And at the beginning of fourth term blonde, blue-eyed Roberta had her nose thoroughly put out of joint when both Howard and Guy confessed that they were falling for Miss Alison Burnside. Fortunately for community spirit Miss Alison Burnside was already spoken for.

Up to that point Alison had kept the facts of her domestic life dark.

Now the time had come to tell the team the truth.

They were gathered in Miss Osmond’s Lunch & Tearoom, a favourite haunt of students who could afford something better than standard Union fare. Housemen from the Western Infirmary, senior nurses and an occasional junior doctor could be found there too, slicing away at the Grosvenor pie or delving into a plate of the golden-brown chips for which Miss Osmond’s was justifiably famous. Service was brisk enough to suit folk who were pressed for time. Prices were reasonable. Even Declan Slater could afford the Scotch broth and was willing to put his pride far enough to one side to devour the two or three extra breadrolls that somehow found their way on to his plate.

‘I think,’ Alison began, ‘I should tell you lot something you don’t know.’

‘About what?’ said Howard. ‘Cervical ganglia?’

‘What can Alison possibly have to impart about ganglia that hasn’t been dunned into us, ad nauseam, by old Prof Collings?’ said Roberta.

‘Old Colly doesn’t know everything,’ said Howard.

‘He knows a jolly sight more than we do,’ said Roberta.

‘I don’t think Colly knows I’m engaged to be married,’ Alison said.

Silence around the table.

Guy slid his hand away from the proximity of Alison’s sleeve. Declan rolled his eyes as if Alison’s news was merely exasperating. Howard let out a short, sharp sigh.

At length Roberta exclaimed, ‘Good Lord!’

Howard was next to find his voice. ‘When’s the happy day?’

‘And who’s the lucky fella?’ Declan added.

‘When will you – um, leave?’ Guy asked.

‘Leave? I’m not leaving,’ said Alison. ‘I’ve been engaged for ages. I don’t intend to rush into matrimony.’

‘Troth, though, has been plighted?’ Declan enquired.

‘Years ago,’ said Alison. ‘Before I came up. I should have told you before now, I suppose.’

Howard said, ‘It would certainly have saved Guy here from moping over his beer of a night.’

‘Nothing of the kind,’ Guy murmured in embarrassment.

When he tilted his chin and looked out of the window to the patch of wintry sky above the terraces of Ashton Street, he reminded Alison of film-actor Ronald Colman – minus the little moustache. She felt sorry for Guy. They all did. He was too earnest and wholesome for his own good.

‘You haven’t answered my question yet, Ally,’ Declan said. ‘Who is the lucky fella? Anyone we know?’

‘You don’t have to tell us if you don’t want to,’ Roberta put in.

‘It isn’t a secret,’ Alison said.

‘Then why haven’t you told us before?’ said Guy.

‘You don’t mean to say you’re ashamed of him?’ said Howard.

‘Certainly not,’ Alison retorted.

‘He isn’t, God help us, a doctor?’ said Declan.

‘He’s a school teacher. His name’s Jim Abbott.’

‘Where does he teach?’

‘Flannery Park.’

‘Your old alma mater?’ Howard said.

‘Yes.’

‘What’s his subject?’

‘English and History. Jim encouraged me to apply myself and to pass my Higher grades.’ Alison was beginning to regret having raised the subject. It seemed as if she had put herself into the position of having to defend Jim. ‘You know that my mother died when I was sixteen. Well, I thought it was all up with me at that point. Jim encouraged me to keep going. He persuaded my father to let me remain at school and convinced my brothers that I had – well – brains.’

‘Take the brains as read,’ said Declan. ‘Go on with you.’

‘He tutored me privately in Latin.’

‘Amo, amas, amat and all that – hm?’ said Howard.

‘That isn’t funny, Howard,’ Roberta warned.

‘Anyway,’ Alison went on, ‘when I left school to come into medicine, Jim asked me to marry him. And I said I would – as soon as I graduate.’

‘You mean this fella’s willin’ to wait five years?’

‘Yes, Declan,’ said Alison. ‘Jim refuses to let me sacrifice my career.’

‘How old is he?’ Roberta asked.

‘Older than I am.’ Alison paused. ‘He lost an arm in the war. Shrapnel.’

‘How much arm?’ said Howard.

‘Everything below the lateral head of the left triceps.’

‘He was fortunate to survive,’ said Howard.

‘It’s a fair enough piece of surgery,’ Alison said, ‘considering it was done at a field hospital in emergency conditions. I hardly notice it now.’

‘Are you in love with him?’ Guy Conroy asked.

‘Of course.’

‘It goes without saying that he’s madly in love with you,’ said Roberta.

‘He wouldn’t have asked me to marry him otherwise, would he?’

‘Why choose now to reveal this fascinatin’ fact?’ said Declan.

‘I don’t want any of you to think I’m being stand-offish.’

‘Somebody asked her to the Union Palais dance, didn’t they?’ said Howard. ‘Didn’t they, Guy?’

‘What if they did?’ Guy answered.

‘Don’t you see,’ said Howard, ‘the lady’s letting us down gently.’

‘Paws off, you mean?’ said Declan.

‘Precisely.’

‘It’s not that . . .’ said Alison again, though in fact it was just that.

She felt her cheeks redden and, to cover her confusion, reached for the teapot and dispensed tea all round.

They had been friends for the best part of three terms and she did not wish to risk losing their companionship. No more, though, did she wish to have to explain what Jim Abbott meant to her or why he gave her so much freedom. At thirty-eight – almost twice her age – Jim was terribly aware of the gap between them. He hadn’t prevented her from taking part in the social life of the university. Indeed, he’d encouraged her to become a member of the Queen Margaret Union and any other club or society which took her fancy. He made few, precious few, demands upon her, though Alison knew that every minute he spent away from her was a minute lost out of his life.

She remembered Declan saying, ‘When are we goin’ to meet this Socratic genius who snatches babes from the cradle of their youth?’

‘Oh, shut it, Decker.’ Roberta patted Alison’s hand. ‘I think it’s marvellous, absolutely marvellous.’

‘What is?’ said Guy.

‘Such devotion,’ Roberta said. ‘Alison’s chap strikes me as being like one of those knights who goes off on a kingly quest while the lady waits, chaste and modest, for umpteen years. Only the other way around, if you see what I mean.’

‘Oh, come on, Bobs!’ said Howard. ‘Let’s not get carried away.’

‘In any case,’ Alison said, lamely, ‘now you know.’

‘All cut and dried,’ Declan said.

‘What?’

‘Your future,’ Declan said.

And Alison, as she recalled, had nodded gravely.

Now, in the thirteenth term, when lecture-hall was giving way to ward, cadaver to patient, theory to practice, how ingenuous those second-year upstarts seemed. They were still close friends, though, still a team. And it startled Alison to realise that in thirty months she had managed to split her life into two quite separate and distinct halves, neither of which appeared to have much relevance to the other.

On one hand there was a constant scramble for class tickets, cramming for exams, fear of ploughing anatomy, chemistry or physiology, fear of being faced with autumn re-sits or suspensions. Also rag days, carnival processions, union debates, rugby matches, all the usual carousal of university life which, even if economic depression and slump had taken a toll, remained vivid and vital on Gilmorehill.

On the other hand was Flannery Park. There Daddy, Henry, Bertie, Davy and Jack were the men in her life. Trudi, Ruby, Brenda and the brand-new twins made up a decent, go-get-’em suburban family which rode high on the troubled waters of industrial Clydeside.

There was also, of course, Jim Abbott.

Jim still taught in Flannery Park, cooked bachelor suppers in his council house in Macarthur Drive. Waited patiently for Alison to finish her education and marry him. But, come the cloudy autumn of 1933, Miss Alison Burnside had grown so used to Jim’s devotion that she betrayed him by having a fling with a younger man.

Music, Brenda had decided, was okay if you were Harry Roy or Arthur Mountsey and got broadcast over the wireless once or twice a week from the Mayfair Hotel, London, or the Palais de Danse, Aberdeen. But nobody, especially her husband, could hope to make a decent living playing the trumpet with fat Kenny Cooper and his bunch of dead-beats at the Cally Hall every other Saturday night while living in hope of a job with a theatre orchestra in the pantomime season or summer gigs down the coast.

Nor, Brenda had made clear, was she all that keen to have him galloping out every night in the week to play with the Partick Burgh brass band which paid nothing at all, except so-called ‘perks’, which only meant free beer now and then or a pass to see Thistle play at home on Saturdays.

Nothing, as Brenda had put it, to butter the bairns’ bread or keep her in the style to which she felt she ought to become accustomed. Besides, Glasgow Corporation’s housing allocations department wasn’t going to hand out the keys of a brand-new council house in a highly desirable garden suburb like Flannery Park unless you had something more behind you than the ability to busk your way through ‘My Little Wooden Hut’ or ‘Muskrat flamin’ Ramble’. What Jack had to do was find himself a job, a decent, respectable, nine-to-five job that would bring in a wage-packet regular every Friday night. And if he couldn’t find a job for himself then, damn it, Brenda would do it for him.

And, Brenda went on, if Jack didn’t fancy settling to married life and its responsibilities – hard cheese! He should have thought of that before he dragged her along to Kenny Cooper’s fiftieth birthday party and got her so drunk she didn’t know what she was doing. She didn’t expect to be taken advantage of by one of the Burnside boys. The Burnside boys were supposed to be so respectable that butter wouldn’t melt in their mouths. How did he think she felt having to tell her mother that it wouldn’t be a white wedding after all but that it had better be quick, whatever shade she was married in, because if they waited much longer they’d have to roll her down the aisle in a barrel?

Oddly enough, Ruby, Brenda’s mother, hadn’t gone up in a blue light when Brenda had imparted news of her pregnancy.

‘Are you sure, Brenda?’ Ruby had said wearily. ‘This time, are you really sure?’

‘Look,’ Brenda had said, arching her back and thrusting out her tummy. ‘An’ that’s only, you know, three months.’

‘Is Jack definitely the father?’

‘Of course he’s the flamin’ father. What do you take me for?’

‘I’ll tell Alex tonight.’

What Ruby had actually said to her spouse – who also happened to be Jack’s father – would have wounded Brenda deeply: ‘She got him.’

Alex’s rejoinder would have wounded Brenda even more.

‘Not before bloody time.’

The employment of a down-at-heel lawyer to ensure that some quirk of Scots law didn’t see Jack charged with incest and shipped off to Barlinnie prison for twenty years had cost the Burnsides a pretty penny. After a great deal of hemming-and-hawing and raking about in dusty tomes, the lawyer’s conclusion was that Mr John Burnside and Miss Brenda McColl were not in default of the marriage laws, morally or legally, since they had not been raised as siblings in the same household and, a priori, neither one of them was insane.

This last point was debatable. Highly debatable. And, oh, how the Burnside boys had debated it.

Tirelessly, noisily, night after night, they’d squabbled over How This Could Have Happened, until finally, one evening just a week before his wedding day, Jack had lost the wool, had leaned over the supper table and punched his brother Bertie on the nose.

Trudi had screamed at Henry to put a stop to all this nonsense. Davy, grabbing his cap and a lead, had announced that he was taking Pete the dog for a walk, while Bertie, poor old Bertie, had bled all over the corned-beef hash and tipsy cakes until Trudi had slapped a compress on his neck and told him to stop snivelling and to try to pretend that he was a man.

A week later, in Martha Street Registry Office, Brenda and Jack had been spliced for life in a furtive little ceremony attended only by the immediate family, which did not include Bertie, who claimed he had to attend a Co-op management meeting and couldn’t possibly get away, or by Alison who was that afternoon delving into old Tom’s cranial cavity.

Looking rather grim and distant, Alison did have the decency to turn up at the City Bakeries’ Tearoom in Dumbarton Road, however, where Henry had laid on high tea for twelve, which included bridesmaids Vera and Doris, from Brenda’s former place of employment, and Alison’s ‘intended’, Mr Jim Abbott.

‘Don’t you wish it was us, Ally?’ Jim had whispered when groom had kissed bride to the accompaniment of half-hearted applause.

And Alison, who regarded the whole affair as unbearably squalid from beginning to end, had dutifully murmured, ‘Yes.’

Squalid though it appeared to Alison, Jack’s marriage to Brenda McColl was not without compensations. Brenda might be small and a little on the stout side but she was, none the less, a cuddlesome bundle and had none of the inhibitions which many of her contemporaries lugged to the marriage bed.

Jack did not enquire how Brenda had gained so much expertise in ‘private matters’. He reckoned her answer would be the same as it was to so many of his questions – ‘Vera told me,’ or ‘Doris said.’ Jack was happy enough to accept what had been given him, to stroke Brenda’s whisky-coloured hair and feel her warm flanks against his thighs on a cold winter’s night.

As time wore on, he would put his fingers lightly about her swollen stomach and lightly drum out the rhythm of ‘Two Little Girls in Blue’ or one of Borodin’s less strenuous overtures while Brenda, who had been groaning in discomfort a moment before, would relax and grumble quietly, saying, ‘For God’s sake, Jack, what d’you think you’re doin’?’

Jack would laugh and blow lightly in her ear until she told him to cut it out. ‘They can’t, you know, hear you,’ Brenda would say, for the doctor had recently confirmed that she was carrying twins.

Jack would laugh again and say, ‘Oh, aye, they can,’ for the notion of fathering sons filled him with delight and he felt that the sooner he made contact with the wee rascals the better.

When girls were born instead of boys Jack didn’t mind at all.

‘They’re lovely, dear,’ he said. ‘Just lovely.’

They were lovely too.

Everybody, except Bertie, said so.

They were small but uncommonly shapely for babies. One had a dressing of jet black hair, the other a dusting of silvery blonde. Thus Dad and Mum, Burnsides and McColls, were equally represented and, as it were, had a very special favourite allocated to them at birth.

Only Jack resisted the temptation to favour one over the other. He loved them both equally. He loved the little dark one because she reminded him of his sister Alison and he loved the wee blondie because in every way that mattered she was her mother’s absolute double.

In due course the twins were christened at the font in the local church, with Davy and Alison as godparents.

The blonde was named Ruby, the brunette Alexis.

But it did not take long for the little girls to find their voices and rechristen themselves. Bee and Lexi they became.

And remained.

If, among the Burnside boys, Henry had always been rated the most handsome, Jack, as he grew older, ran him a close second.

He was not so tall as Henry but had a strong square jaw line, broad shoulders and a direct, head-up way of looking at you that indicated candour. He walked briskly and whistled cheerfully as he did the round of Partick’s back streets and the streets of what had once been Greenfield burgh.

The old burgh had recently been absorbed by the city of Glasgow and was tucked away, shabby and neglected, in an elbow of docks and warehouses. Jack didn’t mind the Greenfield beat. He wasn’t afraid of dark alleys and shadowy close-mouths. Jack was just glad to have a steady job. There were worse companies to work for than Manchester Crown General Life Assurance and he was a damned sight better off than most of the lads with whom he had served his apprenticeship in Ransome’s shipyard, young men who were barely scraping by on the dole now.

The Burnsides had been lucky, very lucky. Ransome’s closure had propelled Henry into journalism, Dad into a secure job with the Mercury and, indirectly, had promoted Bertie to deputy managership of the local Co-operative store where he seemed to be as happy as Bertie could ever hope to be.

Only Davy had been spared occupational upheaval. He had served his time as a bricklayer and, because of Glasgow Council’s ambitious building schemes, had never been out of work a day in his life.

It was Brenda who had found Jack the post with Manchester Crown. Jack could never have imagined himself as a brown-suited, white-collar insurance agent. He had passed the company’s simple tests in English and arithmetic with flying colours, however, and after two weeks’ instruction on the street he was turned loose with cash books, briefcase and collection bag to introduce himself to the good folk of Greenfield and Partick South.

The district was notoriously poor in commission pickings. Jack didn’t mind that either. He earned enough to keep his head above water and the wolf from the door. He was affable, open and sympathetic and consequently extracted weekly payments on threepenny and sixpenny policies without too much effort or commotion. Some clients in Partick remembered him from the days when he’d been Mavis Bumside’s ‘boy’ and lived round the corner in Sutton Street. Others recalled him as a solo cornet player with the Old Burgh band or the trumpeter at Cally Hall dances and would ask him if he still played.

Jack would shake his head, grin and say, ‘Nah. I’m a married man now,’ as if music was a pastime for uncommitted youth, like kick-the-can or leapfrog.

He had the twins, Brenda, a steady job, a council house of his own.

And he could still whistle.

By God, he could whistle. He could whistle anything you cared to name, from the latest hit tune to Haydn’s Trumpet Concerto.

At first he whistled only to entertain himself but sometimes he got caught in full flow and some urchin would yell, ‘Hey, if ye’re gonna do that, mister, geez ‘Fonso instead.’ Jack would pause, wet his lips and render the Gracie Fields chestnut, ‘Fonso My Hot Spanish Night’, with all the vibrato he could muster, sliding the tune about to make them laugh.

After several such encounters Jack learned to whistle unabashed. He would let his symphonies and serenades go before him from tenement to tenement so that the wives would know he was in the neighbourhood. The women would smile and say, ‘It’s Mr Burnside, come to collect the insurance money.’ And the men of the house, not unkindly, would shout out, ‘Aye, here’s Whistlin’ Rufus lookin’ for his dough. Huv ye got the birdseed ready, Agnes?’

Friday evenings and Saturday forenoons Jack was at his busiest. Like all collection agents he preferred to tap his clients while payday cash was still hot in their hands. On Fridays he would work until nine or ten at night. On other days of the week he would undertake a more leisurely round of thrifty households or deal with death-benefits, fire claims and matured endowments.

On that particular Friday afternoon, however, the promise of new business took him early to Greenfield.

After a long, stifling summer the autumn’s cool breezes were welcome. The stench that had hung over Glasgow since June had been all but swept away. That scorched metal smell of cinders and coal smoke, petrol fumes, horse manure, tram-sparks and tar lingered only faintly in the air over Walbrook Street’s terrace of once-genteel dwelling houses. Number 27 was no better, no worse than the rest of the houses on the street. It stood behind the maze of tenements which flanked Dumbarton Road and the only building along its length which seemed to have retained any dignity was the little, clean-cut, Presbyterian church of St Anne’s.

Jack had only one client in Walbrook Street. Elderly Miss Henderson, who still forked out sixpence a week from her meagre income to keep up an antique burial policy, had recommended Jack to her friend Mrs McCusker who, at some point in the dim and distant past, had inherited one of the terraced houses and now rented out rooms there. According to Miss Henderson, Mrs McCusker was keen to invest in a burial policy too. Though Jack had already learned that elderly ladies were a breed apart when it came to financial matters, he had too much integrity not to pursue the business.

The oblongs of grass which had once adorned the fronts of Walbrook Street had been killed off years ago by palls of smoke from the railway. Most of the windows were veiled with torn net curtains or faded paper blinds, grey and secretive, as if the inhabitants were ashamed of their straitened circumstances.

Jack did not whistle in Walbrook Street. He walked in silence past the grim, bashful houses and, hoisting his briefcase under his arm, turned on to the little path that led to the door of number 27.

It was a quarter past four o’clock.

He had taken barely a step towards the peeling front door when it flew open and a girl dashed out. To Jack’s astonishment he recognised his sister’s dark brown straight-cut hair, familiar beret, and long coltish legs.

He shouted, ‘Alison? What the hell are you doing here?’

Startled, she dropped her scarf, gloves and a textbook, and exclaimed, ‘Jack! Oh, God! It’s our Jack!’

‘Aye, it’s me, but what are you doin’ here?’

‘I can explain.’ Alison said. ‘I really can explain.’

As she stooped to retrieve her belongings Jack glimpsed a young man in the doorway behind her. Dark-haired and saturnine. Pointed features, a tousled, down-at-heel appearance.

When he saw Jack staring at him he closed the door immediately.

‘Who’s that?’ Jack said.

‘What?’

‘That bloke? Were you inside with that bloke?’

‘He’s a friend – just a friend. From the university.’

‘Aren’t you supposed to be at a class at the Royal Infirmary?’

‘How did you know?’

Hardly more than guesswork based on some half-remembered remark. Jack had no idea, really, how Alison’s days were shaped.

Frowning, he watched her gather her scarf, gloves and textbook. Except for spots of high colour on her cheeks she seemed perfectly composed now.

‘I was,’ Alison said, ‘at a clinic in the Royal. I’ve a lecture at four thirty in the main building. It’s just one of those hectic afternoons. I dropped by my – my friend’s house to pick up a book. This book, actually.’ She held up a weighty volume and gave it a little shake. ‘That’s all there is to it.’

‘Were you inside the house with him?’

‘Oh, just for a moment, that’s all.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Declan.’

‘Funny sort of name.’

‘He’s Irish.’

‘What’s he doing here?’ said Jack.

‘Not all my friends are well off,’ Alison said. ‘This is all he can afford.’

‘He didn’t seem very eager to meet me.’

‘He’s a bit shy, is our Declan.’ Alison hoisted the odds and ends in her arms and ostentatiously consulted her wristlet watch. ‘God, look at the time. Sorry, but I’ll have to gallop or I’ll miss roll-call.’ She glanced round at the door then faced Jack once more. ‘I take it you haven’t come down to Walbrook Street just to spy on me?’

‘Eh?’

‘No, of course you haven’t. Customer, is it?’

‘New business, if I’m lucky.’

‘The old woman McCusker?’

‘Yeah. Do you know her?’

‘Not personally. Declan says she’s a miserable old cow.’ Alison hesitated. ‘Look, Jack, I’d be awfully grateful if you wouldn’t mention to anyone at home that you met me this afternoon.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s not that I’ve anything to hide,’ Alison said, ‘but you know what they’re like. They won’t understand.’

‘I’m not sure I do,’ Jack said.

‘It’s nothing.’ Alison managed a smile. ‘Nothing at all. Honest Injun!’

‘I won’t say anything.’

‘Good lad,’ Alison told him. ‘How’s Brenda, by the way?’

‘Fine.’

‘And my favourite twins?’

‘Fine.’

‘Good, good,’ Alison said, then, giving him a quick peck on the cheek, hurried off down Walbrook Street and turned the corner out of sight.

As a clinician it was generally agreed that the venerable Daddy Dobson was a wash-out. His bedside manner was vague and his attempts at old-world politesse did little to reassure either his patients or his students. He was, however, marginally more effective in the lecture-room where detachment from all-too-tangible flesh allowed him to delude himself that the practice of medicine had hardly changed in the fifty years since he had walked the wards of the Royal Infirmary on the heels of the great, the sacred, Sir William Tennant Gairdner.

The problem was that Gairdner’s many learned tracts had become muddled in Daddy Dobson’s mind and he was liable to interrupt a lecture on nasal diphtheria with a twenty-minute discourse on certain moral aspects of money-getting. This was a wee bit too much for the modern majority, as a result of which Dobson’s Friday afternoon lectures were never well attended.

The old man still sported high collars, four-inch cuffs, jackets with black beading on the lapels, and a tiny, white, waterfall moustache which he sucked reflectively when he ran out of steam. That said, he rattled through the calling of the roll like a Gatling gun and would often mark you present when you weren’t. He was equally careless in filling in end-of-term certificates of attendance, a habit which endeared him, in absentia, to many.

Alison arrived in class a split second before Daddy Dobson called her name: ‘Burnside?’

‘Sir.’

She scuttled down the steep wooden steps of the old classroom and slid on to a bench beside Roberta.

In late-afternoon sunlight Roberta looked more glamorous than ever. She wore an expensive rose-coloured blouse and dusky pink cardigan which disguised her slight tendency to plumpness. Her hair seemed to have been rinsed in twenty-two-carat gold and her lipstick glistened fresh and moist. Half the males in the class – conservative estimate – were gazing at her in wistful admiration, pondering, perhaps, the eternal question of just how close Conroy – or was it McGrath? – had got to bedding her.

‘Conroy?’

‘Here.’

Guy had already begun to make notes in his stout, stiff-covered notebook and seemed impervious to the vision of loveliness by his side.

‘Donaldson?’

‘Uh . . .’

‘Dougald?’

‘I’m here.’

‘Who?’

‘Donaldson, sir. Donaldson’s here.’

‘Not Dougald?’

‘He’s here too. I mean, I am.’

‘Oh!’ No pause: ‘Drummond?’

Roberta leaned slightly to her left and whispered, ‘Where’s Decker?’

‘I’ve no idea,’ said Alison.

‘I thought you were with Decker.’

‘Not I,’ said Alison.

From further along the bench Howard McGrath stage-whispered, ‘Isn’t he with you?’

‘Why are you asking me about Declan?’ Alison snapped.

‘All right. Keep your hair on.’

‘Missed you at the Royal, that’s all,’ Guy said.

‘I went to the library instead,’ said Alison.

‘With Declan?’ Roberta said.

‘No, not with Declan. Not with anybody.’

‘McGrath?’ old Daddy Dobson yapped.

‘I’m here, Professor Dobson, sir.’

A moment later, without looking up: ‘Slater?’

‘Here.’ Howard automatically raised his voice a half octave and added a touch of Irish for effect. He had performed this loyal deception often before.

A similar sort of loyalty had lured Alison to Declan’s digs that afternoon. No law, moral or social, prohibited you being alone with a member of the opposite sex. But there were laws, tacit and unwritten, that dictated the form of such meetings.

Jim was her tutor in this matter too. When it came to interpreting the outs-and-ins of convention, what was done and what was not, Jim Abbott was, in Alison’s view, the expert.

In fact, Alison was rather tired of Jim’s concern for propriety. She had kissed Jim and had been kissed by him. He had even held her in his arms. But he had never lain with her, stretched out like lovers on the grass or among the dunes by Cullen sands. He had never taken her upon his knee, had never tried to touch her breast or thigh. And if she made any little intimate advance he would gently draw away, saying, ‘No, Alison, no.’

‘Why not?’

‘It isn’t right.’

Jim was considerate, tender, even romantic at times.

Alison did not doubt that he loved her yet she couldn’t understand how any man could be that patient and considerate and had recently begun to question just what was real in their relationship and what, by her definition, was false.

Roberta flipped open her spiral notepad. She entered the date, time and the shortform she had devised for Dobson.

Roberta took all her notes in shorthand.

‘Yates?’

‘Sah!’

‘Yuille? No Yuille. Very well. Hypertrophic cirrhosis, or the cirrhosis of Hanot as it was called in my young day.’

The energy generated by roll-call carried Daddy Dobson directly into his afternoon lecture. ‘As you saw today in the case of the young male subject, this is not, as many authorities seem to believe, merely a manifestation of common cirrhosis but differs from regular cases of alcoholic cirrhosis in that the liver is massively enlarged and deeply bile-stained.’

Staring straight ahead, writing effortlessly, Roberta whispered from the side of her mouth, ‘He gave you tea, didn’t he?’

‘Pardon?’

Alison had been thinking of things other than the cirrhosis of Hanot. Thinking of the dreadful fright she’d received when Jack had come marching up to Declan Slater’s door and the shameful sense of persecution which had followed the meeting with her brother.

‘Our Declan, he gave you tea?’ said Roberta.

‘Coffee actually,’ Alison said.

‘That foul black stuff out of a bottle?’

‘Yes, I can still taste the chicory.’

‘If you don’t mind my saying so, you want to be careful.’

‘What d’you mean?’

‘Giving in to Declan.’

‘Giving in?’

‘Shhh,’ Roberta advised softly.

‘Giving in? If that’s what you think of me, Bobs . . .’

‘Shhh,’ Roberta said again. ‘We’ll talk later. Compare notes.’

‘About what?’

‘Declan Slater,’ Roberta said just as old Daddy Dobson swerved away from cirrhosis and fell instead to discussing nostrums in the works of Montaigne.

Seldom did it dawn on the busy little misses of the day that they were fortunate to have escaped the smothering atmosphere of all-female tuition in the old Queen Margaret College, a grim-ish sort of building on the banks of the Kelvin a mile or so from the university heartland.

Suffocating Victorian attitudes, which decreed that middle-class women were frail creatures liable to jeopardise their health and reproductive functions as soon as they set foot outside a domestic environment, were just a joke to Roberta and Alison.

Although Queen Margaret Hall remained open, most of the institution’s female students had been incorporated into general medical courses and worked cheek by jowl – buttock to buttock, as the wags would have it – with their male counterparts. Among the new Georgians, to whom even dancing the charleston seemed passé, the demise of the hall was not something to be mourned. Mutterings about its closure caused no alarm in the breasts of girls who had never darkened its sombre old laboratories or its genteel glass-case-lined dissection-room. More to the fore in the minds of all students, male as well as female, were upheavals in the sitings of the common hearths, id est the Unions.

Since Glasgow University lacked a central campus the vast majority of students lodged not in communal halls but, like Alison and Roberta, travelled home to sup with Mama and Papa and sleep in their own little beds when the day’s work was done. For this reason the Unions became the centre of many young lives, places in which to snooze, smoke, chatter, to rail against life’s sore trials and manifold tribulations.

The new Men’s Union was situated just where University Avenue lurched into Bank Street. It served reasonable lunches, edible dinners and came equipped with a fully tuned piano and several billiard tables. But it was all too spick and span, too clean and spacious to suit a generation which had cheerfully grubbed up in the cramped confines of the old building.

The old building no longer provided a haven of retreat for displaced males. It had been given over to – yes – the women. And, in the way of womankind, the new Q-Emmas had scraped, scrubbed, dusted and polished the place out of all recognition and with pastel colours, pile carpets and chintzy little curtains had chased away for ever the reeking ghosts of masculine occupation.

It was to the new QM that Roberta spirited Alison away as soon as Daddy Dobson’s class dwindled to its conclusion.

Waving ‘Ta-Ta’ to Howard and Guy, the pair were off, arm-in-arm, across the ill-lit quad and through the cloisters, heading for a chintz-covered sofa near the fire and a little light repast of tea and hot buttered toast.

It did not take long for Roberta to come to the point.

‘Declan,’ she said.

‘Yes?’

Alison had already decided that she would come clean with Roberta who had absolutely no connection with anyone in Flannery Park.

‘I must say, I’m surprised you went home with him.’

‘I felt sorry for him,’ said Alison. ‘He seems so “down” since he came back from vacation. I thought I might cheer him up.’

‘That’s what I thought too,’ said Roberta.

‘You? You went home with him?’

‘Three or four times.’

‘When?’

‘Just after Christmas.’

‘I thought you didn’t like Greenfield?’

‘I don’t. It’s disgusting.’

‘Declan isn’t disgusting,’ Alison said.

‘That,’ Roberta said, ‘is a matter of opinion.’

‘He can’t help being poor.’

‘What did he do to you?’ Roberta said.

Alison did not answer.

‘Did he attempt to kiss you?’

‘He may have done.’

‘Alison, for heaven’s sake! Did he, or didn’t he?’

‘He did.’

‘And you allowed it?’

‘I . . .’

‘I certainly did.’ Roberta admitted. ‘Not the first time but the second.’

‘Why did you go with him a second time?’

‘Because I wanted to.’

‘Are you in love with Declan Slater?’ Alison asked.

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Roberta paused. ‘Are you?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘Why fall for Declan Slater when you’ve a perfectly nice chap at home?’

‘Declan’s – different.’

At the top of the stairs from the coffee lounge a couple of freshers hovered uncertainly then, with an air of daring, entered the common-room and meandered towards a window seat, praying that someone would talk to them. They looked, Alison thought, like lost children.

‘Decker’s different all right,’ Roberta went on.

‘I haven’t done anything wrong, you know.’

‘Don’t suppose you have.’

‘I probably won’t visit him again, not alone.’

‘That means you probably will.’

‘Did he tell you he was in love with you?’ Alison asked.

‘Naturally.’

A pause: ‘Me too.’

‘Did you believe him?’

‘No,’ Alison said.

‘But you’d like to think otherwise, is that it?’

Alison lifted her shoulders and gave a smile that felt rather a lot like a simper. ‘What are you saying, Bobs? That Declan’s just after a bit of fluff? If that’s the case why has he waited so long? If it is that he’s after then surely he could find someone more obliging than either of us.’

‘It isn’t that at all,’ said Roberta. ‘I wish it was.’

‘What?’ said Alison, shocked.

There was a glitter in Roberta’s blue eyes which Alison could not interpret. Suddenly she was concerned, not for Roberta but for herself. If Bobs, pretty enough to snare almost any man in college, had already surrendered to Declan Slater’s charm then what chance did she have?

‘I didn’t,’ said Roberta. ‘But I wanted to.’

‘Then we’re both in the same boat.’

‘No, I don’t think we are,’ Roberta said.

‘I had no idea that anything like this was going on.’

‘Of course not,’ said Roberta. ‘Declan’s incredibly discreet. Sly might be a more accurate word for it. In any event, I got over it very quickly.’

‘What happened?’

‘He asked me for money.’

‘He did what?’

‘He asked me to lend him money.’

‘How much?’

‘Rather a lot,’ said Roberta. ‘Fortunately, I hadn’t been quite taken in. Not that I would have. Gone the whole way, I mean.’

‘Did you give him the money?’

‘I gave him something. Not much.’

‘And then he dropped you?’

‘No, I dropped him.’

‘But he’s still your friend, isn’t he?’

‘I pretend that he is. I don’t want to make an issue out of a situation which was partly my fault in the first place.’

‘I thought Declan had more pride than to ask a girl for money.’

‘I tell myself that he must have been desperate.’

‘Did he give you a sob story?’

‘No, he simply told me he loved me,’ Roberta said. ‘I’d more or less put the entire episode behind me until I realised he’d taken up with you.’

‘If he thinks he can squeeze any cash out of me,’ Alison said, ‘he’s got another think coming. For all I’ve got.’

‘You won the Tuxford Prize at school, didn’t you?’

‘Who told you about the Tuxford?’

‘Declan,’ Roberta said. ‘Now do you see why I had to intervene? I mean to say, I don’t want you to think I’m acting out of spite.’

‘I wonder if Declan’s tried to tap the boys?’

‘Howard wouldn’t part with a penny. And he certainly hasn’t asked Guy.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Positive,’ Roberta said.

From the dining-room across the landing came the rattle of crockery, from the kitchen the hiss of the huge copper urn in which water was boiled. A gaggle of five Arts students burst into the common room, stared disdainfully at the freshers then, chattering volubly, flung themselves on to sofas and into armchairs close to Alison and Roberta.

The topic which engaged them wasn’t boys or clothes or the beauty of Wordsworth’s Prelude but the forthcoming municipal elections. Party politics, a subject Alison considered dull to distraction. Perhaps she should discuss politics with Declan. Surely, that would dampen his ardour.

She had no intention of writing Declan Slater off just yet, however. She was not without secrets of her own. Four years ago she had imagined herself in love with Walter Giffard. She had learned a great deal from the experience. She was older now, however, wiser in the ways of the world. Money? That, within limits, would not be a problem. But if dear old Declan Slater thought he was about to receive something else for nothing then he was in for a very rude shock.

Alison got suddenly to her feet.

‘I’d love to linga-longa, Bobs,’ she said, ‘but I really must run.’

‘Do you have to?’ said Roberta. ‘I mean to say, I thought we were just embarking on a jolly interesting talk.’

‘I appreciate what you’ve told me,’ Alison said. ‘I won’t tell a soul, of course. About you and Declan, I mean. But I did promise Jim I’d be home by half past six and it’s almost that now.’

‘Fly then,’ Roberta said, hiding her disappointment. ‘And be careful.’

‘Oh, I will, I will,’ said Alison. ‘Here, let me pay for the tea.’

‘My treat,’ Roberta said. ‘See you Monday.’

‘See you, Bobs,’ said Alison, and left.

As head of the household Henry liked to make sure that everyone was accounted for before he took himself upstairs to bed.

He also turned off taps and lights, unplugged the wireless, secured the fireguard and supplied Pete, the dog, with food and water to see him through the night. His last act was to lock and bolt both doors for there had been a couple of burglaries in Flannery Park of late and Henry wasn’t one to take chances.

The fact that the house was secure, however, did not necessarily mean that its occupants were all asleep.

The light in Alison’s bedroom would frequently burn until two or three in the morning and Bertie, a born insomniac, could be heard padding about in the wee small hours, making himself tea or searching for aspirins. Only Davy seemed to need his shut-eye and would fill the big front room with his snores long before anyone else considered turning in.

Fortunately, Trudi shared Henry’s nocturnal proclivity.

They would often sit up in the broad double bed wrapped in dressing-gowns, cardigans and bed-jackets, and sip tea, nibble biscuits and read snippets of news to each other from magazines and journals.

By the light of the parchment-shaded lamps which flanked the bed Henry looked older than his years, Trudi younger. Henry had begun to put on a little weight but he was still dourly handsome and carried an air of probity which Trudi had always found attractive. In contrast Trudi remained as slender and poised as a willow, her fine white-blonde hair and pale, pale eyes giving her, at times, an almost ethereal quality.

However well she had settled into the role of working-class suburban hausfrau, she had not sacrificed her individuality to do so. Clearly she was still cosmopolitan, marked out by her manner as well as her clipped ‘Swiss’ accent. She ran the house like clockwork, took charge of the wages, settled the domestic accounts and was such a wonderful cook that even Bertie was heard to mutter now and then that he didn’t know what they’d do without her.

Changes in Henry’s relationship with his out-of-the-ordinary wife were subtle and not apparent to his brothers or sister.

Trudi and he no longer made love with any great frequency. The fierce perverted passions which had first brought them together were, it seemed, things of the past. Their love-making now was discreet, tender and orthodox. An unhurried kiss on cheek or lip, a little sigh, an arm about the waist, toes wrestling for possession of the hot-water bottle had become substitutes for more exacting adventures beneath the sheets for, Henry told himself, their union had become one of like minds and relatively free of physical demands.

In those late hours Trudi and he would discuss the state of the world. Fascist marches in Italy, rioting in Jerusalem, the banning of the Iron Guard in Bucharest. Red Menace in Spain. Chancellor Hitler’s withdrawal of Germany from the League of Nations. And, of course, the forthcoming Scottish municipal elections which Henry would cover for the Mercury.

Henry found it difficult to take local elections seriously, however. His interests lay further afield now, in those dark and dangerous places into which Trudi’s knowledge and experience gave him a window.

Trudi would read aloud to him from obscure foreign newspapers which Henry purchased from a little kiosk near Queen Street railway station. She translated fluently from French and German, more haltingly from Italian and Spanish and, by way of commentary, would tell her husband what she had learned of these alien cultures.

Henry was fascinated.

He had known when he married Trudi Keller Coventry that she was an intelligent, well-informed and widely travelled woman. But he had not expected to find in her a partner quite so ideal. He also valued her judgement in domestic matters and admired the tact with which she handled her in-laws. For this reason he felt entirely justified in telling Trudi what Jack had told him about Alison’s fancy-man and the chance meeting in Walbrook Street.

‘A man, another man?’ Trudi said, surprised.

‘That’s what Jack seems to think,’ Henry said.

For reading, Trudi wore a little pair of crescent-shaped glasses in a gold wire frame. She was supported by a heavy, flock-filled bolster and, though the night was mild, wore a crocheted bed-jacket and a wisp of chiffon, like a scarf, about her throat. She tipped her head back, lowered the German newspaper and squinted at Henry curiously.

‘Did Jack catch her in the act?’

‘What act?’

‘Fornication.’

‘Don’t be daft.’ Henry said.

‘He saw only that she came out of a house?’

‘In the middle of the afternoon, when she should have been at class?’

‘How is it you know that she should have been at class? Perhaps the order of the curriculum has been changed.’

‘According to Jack she behaved like she shouldn’t have been in Greenfield at all,’ Henry explained. ‘And she asked him not to say anything about it to any of us.’

‘So the first thing Jack does is to tell you?’

‘He felt I should know,’ Henry muttered uncomfortably.

He was perched on the room’s only chair.

He wore shirt and vest and pyjama trousers and reminded Trudi of an Italian peasant or a Serbian prisoner-of-war, though she could not pin down the points in her history from which such comparisons emerged.

‘Why do you tell this to me, Henry?’

‘I thought you might have a word with Ally.’

‘Where was it you said this encounter took place?’

‘Walbrook Street in Greenfield. It’s a dump.’

‘What if I tell you that Alison is concerned because she met Jack in the middle of the afternoon in this unfrequented part of the city?’

‘Did Alison say something to you about it?’

Trudi answered question with question. ‘What was Jack up to at that time of day in that place?’

‘Hell’s bells, Trudi, he was collectin’ insurance.’

‘That is his story.’

‘There’s a vast difference between . . . Look, Jack was working.’

‘How do you know that Alison was not working also?’

‘In a house in Greenfield?’ said Henry. ‘Anyway, Jack spotted this shady-looking cove—’

‘One of her friends. One of – what does she call them – her “team,” no?’

Henry rubbed a hand over his jaw and sat forward.

Trudi had successfully confused the issue and, now that he considered it, he was almost willing to admit that he was guilty of jumping to conclusions.

He had been worried about Alison for months, though.

She was no longer his sweet little sister, sober and dependent, clever and pliant. She had become stubborn, at times quite sly. Besides, he’d grown fond of Jim Abbott who, if not quite a brother, had certainly earned the right to be regarded as a close family friend. It had crossed Henry’s mind that Alison might meet someone at university whom she preferred to Jim Abbott. He had always considered it courageous of Jim to accept this risk.

‘She doesn’t talk much about her friends, does she?’ Henry said.

‘Perhaps it is that you do not listen,’ Trudi told him.

‘I suppose it could have been perfectly innocent.’ Henry unbuttoned his shirt, raised it over his head and, as his face emerged from the folds, added, ‘But our Jack doesn’t seem to think so.’

‘What would Jack know of such matters?’ Trudi said. ‘He is so besotted with his wife and his new children he cannot see his nose before his face.’

Henry folded the shirt carefully and inserted it into the basket in the corner. Trudi studied him critically over her the rim of her glasses.

‘What?’ said Henry.

‘Alison has done nothing wrong. It is all conjecture,’ Trudi said. ‘The mountain from the molehill, the storm in the teacup.’

‘All right, Trude. You’ve made your point.’

‘I will, however, talk with Alison.’

‘Well, it might be useful,’ Henry said. ‘None of us really seems to know what she’s up to these days.’

‘And you would not wish for her to get into trouble?’

‘Course not.’

‘I will talk with her.’

‘Thanks, Trudi,’ Henry said.

‘It is not a problem,’ Trudi said and, poking her glasses back on to the bridge of her nose, lifted up her copy of Der Angriff and began again to read.

Some Sundays it just wasn’t worth while getting out of bed.

And this, Brenda had decided, was one of them.

She had lain as long as possible, snuggled under the quilt with the sheet cowled over her head, listening to her daughters creating havoc in the kitchen below. Her husband’s cajoling cries of, ‘Bee, put that down. No, I mean it,’ or ‘Lexi, darlin’, I don’t think the teddy wants any more porridge,’ did not amuse her, for the stamping of little feet was punctuated by wails and yelps of temper, none of them sufficiently prolonged to force Brenda to hoist herself out of bed.

She preferred not to face the rigours of the day until the church bells had summoned the faithful to their prayers. Until Jack had fed and dressed the twins and wheeled them round to the newsagent’s shop to pick up the papers and a couple of packets of ciggies. Usually Brenda remained oblivious to the house’s atmosphere of burnt toast and frizzled ham, tobacco smoke, dust and pee-pee, but the clammy sounds of a dank, sanctimonious sabbath were a bit too much even for Brenda and she clung to her bed like a sailor to a raft and tried, without success, to go back to sleep.

The house was a two-in-a-block. Living-room, bathroom and kitchenette downstairs and two bedrooms up.

Brenda and Jack had the bigger room to the front and the drone of bus traffic and the occasional snorting of a motorcar seemed more disturbing than Partick’s heavy traffic had ever done. Maybe she had just been younger then and had been able to sleep through anything.

In the back bedroom, three steps away from Daddy and Mummy’s room, the twins had their lair. One double cot, a frame with a bath on it, two drying racks draped with nappies and more clothes and toys hurled about than you would have imagined possible. Also tiny socks, pretty little shoes, dresses, pantaloons, golliwogs, teddy bears, alphabet bricks and, inevitably, a perpetual guddle of potties, nappies and damp cotton knickers.

Her mother, Ruby, had purple fits every time she came into the house. She went dabbing about like some gaudy seabird, picking up clothes and toys and teacups, crushed biscuits and gnawed rusks, even sweeping up the litter of papers and magazines that Brenda, no neater than her daughters, strewed about in her wake.

Brenda drove Ruby crazy, of course.

And vice versa.

The only good thing Ruby could find to say in Brenda’s favour was that she never neglected the children. The house might be as grubby as Paddy’s Market but the children were always neat and, indeed, had the scrubbed, pink-cheeked perfection of two little china dolls.

How Brenda managed it was beyond Ruby’s comprehension.

Come to think of it, how Brenda managed it was beyond Brenda’s comprehension. She took no pride or interest in housework or cooking and only when it came to the twins was she driven to keep them not just clean but shining. She had never gained her mother’s approval for anything she’d ever done in her short life but, by God, she’d given Ruby something special by way of grandchildren and she did not intend to let that advantage slip. Consequently she not only put herself out to keep Bee and Lexi smart but also concerned herself with their health and well-being and, whenever Jack was not around, fussed over them obsessively.

When Jack was at home it was a different story. Brenda trusted Jack because he was the only person who never criticised her. He accepted what little she chose to offer him and indulged her laziness without complaint. She also trusted him because she was the mother of the precious twins and, however attentive she might be to their welfare, she had nothing on Jack when it came to doting. He adored his daughters and, by inference, adored Brenda too, a situation which Brenda naturally exploited.

‘Jack?’ she called out from the bed.

‘Yep.’

‘What are they doin’?’

‘Helpin’ me wash up.’

‘Have they got on their pink bodices?’

‘They have, they have.’

‘Don’t let them get, you know, wet.’

Gales of childish laughter rose from the kitchen as if Bee and Lexi were mocking her concern. The twins were much more interested in making soap suds and in assaulting the iron frying pan with a bristle brush than in anything Mummy and Daddy might be saying. Even so, Brenda felt a ridiculous prickle of resentment. She rolled on to her side and pawed the sheet from her face.

‘Jack?’

‘What?’

‘Did you get my ciggies?’

‘Yep.’

‘And the Post?’

‘Yep.’

‘What time is it?’

‘Ten past twelve.’

‘Okay, I’m gettin’ up.’

More mirth, as if the girls found this announcement hysterically funny.

Resentment swelled in Brenda’s chest like heartburn. She had a good mind to let them fend for themselves. But she would need at least a couple of hours to get them bathed, dried, dressed and combed before half past three o’clock, at which hour the ritual of high tea at the Burnsides took place. She didn’t really mind the Sunday visit. It saved her thinking what to cook for tea and also meant that she would be relieved for a while of the clamouring attentions of her daughters, who had of late grown too mobile and too voluble for her liking. She did, however, feel hemmed in by the inflexibility of family obligation, for Brenda could not abide having to be somewhere at a specific time and having to jog herself along to get there.

‘I’m gettin’ up,’ she called out again and, holding the quilt to her breast, managed to elevate herself into a sitting position. ‘Okay?’

There was no response from below, only a peculiar silence and that strange hollow feeling you get when the outside door opens and the faint hiss of rain unexpectedly enters the hall.

Frowning, Brenda listened to the voices, low at first then rising.

Who was it? Alison? Yes, Alison had arrived.

The twins’ monkey-chatter was drowned out by an angry adult argument, and when Lexi howled, Brenda shot out of bed and, clad only in her rumpled nightgown, headed instantly for the stairs.

Bee’s piping wail joined her sister’s. Alison’s voice was louder still, though, and Brenda was surprised by the vigour of her sister-in-law’s language.

‘You bastard, Jack, you promised you wouldn’t tell.’

‘Och, Ally, I only mentioned . . .’

‘You told Henry. He told Trudi and she’s been at me all morning.’

‘I thought Henry should know . . .’

‘Know what, Jack?’

Alison ignored Brenda when she appeared on the stairs. Bee was clinging to Daddy’s trouser leg and Lexi, on her knees, was holding her sister’s hand. The pair of them, frightened by their aunt’s temper, were wailing away good style.

In a black overcoat, beret and trailing scarf Alison looked mad enough to scare the wits out of anyone. Brenda had never seen Ally Bumside enraged before. There was something gratifying in the sight of the so-called Princess of Wingfield Drive in a temper. If it hadn’t been for the children Brenda would have flung herself into the argument just for the sake of it.

Instead, she bounced downstairs, yelling, ‘You leave my bairns alone.’

‘I never touched your precious bairns.’

‘Easy, Ally, take it easy,’ Jack said.

Brenda scooped Lexi into her arms. Jack, taking his cue, stooped and plucked up Bee and held her against his chest. The little girls buried their faces in Mum and Dad’s shoulders and peeked out at their aunt, their wails turning to sobs now that they were secure and protected.

‘What’s Jack supposed to have done then?’ Brenda said.

‘It’s between Jack and me, Brenda, so I’ll thank you not to interfere.’

‘She’s got a fancy-man,’ Jack said, sighing.

‘I haven’t got a fancy-man.’

‘Stop, you know, that shoutin’,’ Brenda said.

‘I knew this would happen,’ Alison cried. ‘I knew everybody would jump to the worst possible conclusion. I don’t run my life like a railway timetable. I do what I like, when I like. I choose my friends.’

‘A fancy-man?’ Brenda said. ‘You? Don’t make me laugh!’

‘At least I didn’t have to get knocked up to find one,’ Alison retorted.

‘Bitch!’ said Brenda.

‘Aye, that’s quite enough of that, Ally,’ Jack warned.

The twins were watching as if they understood. A full-blown row was novel enough to intrigue them even if they had no clue as to what was going on. They looked from Alison to Jack to Brenda, pert little heads rotating, fists closed tightly on the fabric of shirt and nightgown.

Brenda produced her matronly shuffle, waggling her hips. She hoisted Lexi higher in her arms as if to give her daughter a better view.

Wagging a forefinger in her brother’s face, Alison said, ‘I told you what I was doing in Greenfield, Jack. I assumed you’d have enough sense to believe me. If not sense, at least respect for my intelligence.’

‘What’s intelligence got to do with it?’ said Brenda. ‘Unless this lover o’ yours is, you know, another bloody genius?’

‘Look,’ said Alison, lowering her voice, ‘Declan Slater . . .’

‘Ooo, is that his name?’ Brenda put in.

‘. . . is not my fancy-man or anything remotely like it. He’s a friend, a platonic friend, that’s all.’

‘Have you told Jim about him then?’ Brenda said.

‘That’s it!’ Alison snapped. ‘That is it!’

‘She didn’t mean it, Ally,’ Jack said.

‘Oh aye, she did,’ said Brenda.

‘I didn’t think it would be you who drove me out, Jack,’ Alison said. ‘I just hope you remember to tell Henry that when I’ve gone.’

‘Here, you’re not goin’ to do anythin’ daft, are you?’ Jack said.

‘On the contrary,’ Alison said. ‘I’m going to do something very sensible, something I should have done years ago, in fact.’

‘Eh?’ said Jack again.

‘I’m leaving.’

‘Good,’ said Brenda.

‘I don’t mean here. I mean getting out, getting away from all of you.’

‘Alison, you can’t.’

‘Watch me,’ Alison said.

‘Goin’ to stay with your fancy-man then?’ said Brenda.

Alison caught the end of her scarf and with a flick of the wrist flung the loose ends up around her throat. She had on her aloof look again, that assured expression which had always driven Brenda crazy.

‘Perhaps I will,’ Alison said. ‘Perhaps I will at that.’

Jack reached to grab her sleeve but as he did so Bee slipped in his arms and he was obliged to use both hands to steady the child.

He called out, ‘Alison, wait,’ but by that time his sister had stepped into the open doorway. ‘Alison!’

‘Oh, let her go, for God’s sake.’ Brenda ended her husband’s attempts at peace-making by kicking shut the door. ‘An’ good bloody riddance.’

Jack stared at the metal cage of the letterbox. ‘Oh, Jeeze, Brenda, do you reckon she means it?’

‘If I had a fancy-man . . .’ Brenda began then, glancing at the child in her arms, changed her mind and closed off the sentence with a little grunt. ‘Naw, I don’t reckon she means it. But I think we’d better get round to 162 as fast as we can.’

‘What for?’ said Jack.

‘Just in case I’m wrong,’ Brenda said and, still carrying her daughter, padded into the kitchenette in search of tea, toast and a cigarette before the rush to get ready began.

As a whistler Jim Abbott was not in the same league as his brother-in-law-to-be. None the less he would whistle ‘Cheerful Little Earful’ whenever he was feeling chirpy which was usually the case on Sunday afternoon when he walked down from Macarthur Drive to the Burnsides’ house for high tea and an evening en famille with his beloved Alison.

Alison would have been galled to learn that Jim actually thought of her as ‘his beloved’. The phrase was not only possessive but had an undertone of Victorian sentimentality which was not something Alison would care to associate with a man she had once admired for his down-to-earth approach to education.

Love had not robbed Jim of his perspicacity, however. He was well aware that Alison regarded him as a bit of an old fogey and that she was less than enchanted by his refusal to sweep her into the shrubbery for something more memorable than a heart-warming cuddle. Resistance to Alison’s charms did not become any easier as the months trundled by. He longed to have her long, lithe body lying naked under him and, if only Alison had known it, frequently struggled against sudden urges to take what was due to him now, without benefit of clergy.

On Cullen sands in the blistering heat of an August afternoon, for instance, he had been driven almost to distraction by a glimpse of salt seawater glistening on the fine pale brown hairs of Alison’s inner thighs. She had asked him to dry her back. He had done so reluctantly, dabbing the towel on her shoulder-blades and stroking it up into the little beard of wet hair that had escaped her bathing cap. His state of arousal had not escaped her attention and she had kissed him there in the open, in public, had tried to insinuate her tongue into his mouth. He had been forced to pull away before he forgot himself completely and lost control.

Later, at teatime, seated at the boarding-house table, he’d felt quite dizzy as he’d watched her scoffing fish pie, sipping cider from a tall glass and chatting away to Henry and Trudi, their holiday chaperones, as if she was unaware of how desirable she looked in her flimsy summer dress.

Later still, he’d kissed her goodnight. Tucked into the fronds of a withered aspidistra on the first-floor landing, lapped by the persistent odour of kippers and warm old wallpaper, he had allowed her tongue into his mouth, had felt it shiver, glossy wet and inquisitive, against his own until, again, he had separated himself from her and had stepped back, trembling, to light a cigarette. She’d vanished, slamming her bedroom door, before he’d blown out the match.

Henry, in pyjamas, had immediately stuck his head out of an adjacent bedroom door and had said, ‘Everything okay, Jim?’

‘Fine, fine. Just off now, Henry. Goodnight.’

‘Where’s Alison?’

‘Gone up.’

‘Good. Goodnight then, Jim. Another nice day tomorrow?’

‘We live in hope,’ he’d said.

As a rule hope was enough.

He did not intrude into what went on at university beyond asking a few questions about the professors’ teaching methods. In the early days Alison could hardly wait to be with him of an evening, to walk the streets of Flannery Park or, on wet nights, to sit in an upstairs booth in Ferraro’s Café drinking endless cups of coffee and blethering on about the content of her day. Jim had listened attentively, and had forgotten nothing.

After the first term or two, however, Alison no longer seemed to feel the need to confide in him. Jim was caution personified. He did not pry. He knew how important it was to give her breathing space. By the end of the third summer term she had given up talking about her university friends entirely. She lived with textbooks on surgery, ophthalmology, human embryology but, Jim noticed, she no longer seemed to need to cram raw facts into her head with the same urgency as before.

‘Do you understand all this?’ he’d asked, thumbing through a manual on operative surgery.

‘Most of it, yes,’ Alison had answered. ‘Why?’

‘How much of this sort of thing have you done?’

‘Surgery? A couple of terms. Systematic and clinical.’

‘With the knives? On patients?’

‘Oh, yes. Under supervision, of course.’

‘You didn’t tell me.’

‘Didn’t I? Well, I didn’t think you’d be interested. Pretty boring, really.’

Then he’d known for sure that she was leaving him behind and he could only pray that in time she would come back to him.

Sometimes he felt more comfortable with her brothers and in-laws than he did with Alison. Sometimes he felt that all he really wanted was what Henry had, or Jack, or even Alex with his blowsy, big-hearted wife to look after him. None of these feelings and doubts did Jim confess to anyone, certainly not to Alison. He taught school every weekday, saw Alison when she could spare the time, attended church on Sunday mornings and took tea at the Burnsides’ house on Sunday evenings. And still he managed to whistle as he walked there, in the hope that things would work out in the long run, that his patience and his virtue would eventually be rewarded.

As soon as he entered number 162 on that drizzling October afternoon, however, Jim sensed that something was wrong.

Everyone was standing about with teacups in hand and mournful expressions on their faces. Only the dog, the twins and Davy were absent which meant that, rain or no rain, Davy had been sent out to trundle his nieces about the streets and keep them out of the way for a while.

Jim said, ‘Where’s Alison?’

Trudi untied her frilly apron and put it behind her on to a chair.

The big table crammed into the window bay had not been set yet. Tea was being served from the old brown pot, in cups without saucers, which was very unusual for a Sunday.

Jim said again, ‘Where’s Alison? What’s happened?’

‘No, no, she’s okay,’ said Henry. ‘Not ill, I mean.’

‘Tell him, for God’s sake,’ Bertie said.

‘She’s – Alison’s gone,’ said Henry.

‘Walked out,’ said Bertie. ‘Packed her bag an’ flounced out.’

‘I see,’ Jim said. ‘Did she give a reason?’

‘She seemed to have a lot of reasons, son,’ Alex Burnside said. ‘She did a fair bit o’ shoutin’. I couldn’t make much sense of it, m’self.’

‘Balderdash!’ Bertie plumped himself down in the smoker’s chair by the fire. ‘You know why she went. You just don’t want to admit she’s turned out to be the spoiled bitch I always said she was.’ He was a small man, excessively prissy and neat, with sharp features and gold-rimmed glasses. ‘Somebody’d better tell him. He’s supposed to be her fiancé, after all.’

The upper part of Jim’s left arm, the stump, had begun to throb, something that hadn’t occurred in a good ten years. He reached across his chest, clasped the fold of the empty sleeve and squeezed it tightly.

‘It would seem,’ Trudi told him, ‘that there is involved a man.’

‘A lover,’ Bertie crowed. ‘She’s run off with her lover.’

‘Bertie, shut your mouth.’ Alex thrust a balled fist into his son’s face. ‘Or I’ll shut it for you.’

‘Alex, Alex.’ Ruby patted him soothingly. ‘It’s not Bertie’s fault.’

‘Maybe not. But that wee bugger’s snide remarks are beginnin’ to get on my wick,’ Alex shouted. ‘If you can’t say anythin’ conductive, Bertie, then just keep your lip buttoned.’

‘Aye,’ Jack added.

‘You keep out of it, Jack,’ Brenda said. ‘It’s got nothin’ to do with you.’

Alex Burnside had the build of a bantam-weight, with big square hands and a head that seemed just a shade too large for his body. To Jim’s knowledge, he had never been a Clydeside hard man, though his features were scarred and, at some point, his nose had been broken. Now, flushed with temper, the pocking stood out vividly and he looked almost savage.

‘It’s got everythin’ to do with Jack,’ Alex shouted. ‘If Jack hadn’t seen her none o’ this would’ve happened an’ Ally would still be here.’

Jim sighed, released his throbbing arm, pulled out a dining chair and seated himself upon it.

Trudi said, ‘Are you all right, Jim?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. I just want somebody to tell me what’s going on.’

‘That’s reasonable,’ Alex said. ‘Thank God somebody’s got some sense.’

‘Henry,’ Trudi commanded, ‘you will tell Jim what has happened.’

‘Right,’ Henry said and, crouching a little, whispered the tale of his sister’s downfall into the ear of her betrothed.

Back in the big house of Kerridge – a building set so far into the Wicklow hills that it was hard to find when sober on a clear summer’s morning let alone drunk in the dark depths of winter – Declan Slater might be considered the wildest young rover who ever walked the sod but even he drew the line at murdering a cat.

Declan had been branded a ‘black sheep’ at a remarkably early age and had done everything he could to justify the slur as he grew in wisdom and stature. By the time he was fifteen he had been expelled from two Catholic boarding-schools and denounced as an incorrigible case. He was also the terror of his little home town and the defenceless hamlets round it, as well as a thorn in the flesh of the family O’Gilligan of Kerridge and all its cousins and cadets. He had been whipped by priests, belted by his Catholic uncles, thumped by his brothers, shrieked at by his sisters, prayed over by his mother and written off by every last one of them. Except, of course, his dear old Da in whose view Declan was the only true son of Slater and the apple of the old man’s Protestant eye.
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