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On every other night of the year the Paisley streets would have been deserted when the town hall clock struck midnight. But this was no ordinary night; it was the moment when Hogmanay, the last day of the year in Scotland, gave way to Ne’erday, the magical moment when an old year passed away and a new year came blinking and squalling into the world.

A special new year, this one. It was 1920, the beginning of a new decade; the opportunity for those who had survived the horrors of the Great War to start again. The streets of Paisley were filled with men, women and children celebrating the new year and new decade of peace. Celebrating, too, the fact that even though most of them had lost at least one loved one to the war they were finally beginning to look forward and not back – towards a future that would surely be better than ever before.

Caitlin and Mary Lennox eased their way through the crowds, their small niece Rowena tucked securely between them. Murdo Guthrie, Caitlin’s fiancé, and Lachie MacInnes, Mary’s young man, were a few steps behind them. ‘Just think,’ Mary said, ‘we’re standing in the middle of history here! Rowena …’ she put an arm around her niece ‘… you must remember this time because one day when you’re a very old lady you’ll be able to tell your grandchildren about tonight.’

‘I’ll be able to tell them about backsides and bellies, because that’s all I can see,’ ten-year-old Rowena complained, then gave a short squeal as she was suddenly swept into two strong arms and lifted off the ground.

‘There now, is that better?’ Murdo said into her ear.

‘Murdo, put me down, I’m no’ a wee wean!’

‘Mebbe not, but you’re too wee to see over folks’ heads, so you might as well stay up here with me and enjoy yourself,’ the big Highlander said, so she gave in, cuddling against his broad shoulder to keep warm. Caitlin tucked her hand into the crook of his free arm and let him help her, too, to forge a way through the crowds.

The mood was jubilant, and it reminded her of the night just over a year ago when the Great War came to an end. Then, as now, the people had poured from their homes, desperate to be with others as they celebrated the end of four terrible years.

Somewhere in the crowd an accordion broke into ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’, and a singer joined in almost immediately. His voice, affected by drink, leaned heavily on the notes instead of lifting with them, sometimes not even managing to get close enough to lean. Others joined in, each bringing his or her interpretation, until the song turned into a cacophony of discordant sounds and the accordion could scarcely be heard at all. As Murdo and Caitlin moved on, with Mary and Lachie following, the singing died away behind them.

Most of the people tonight were in a good mood, but there were always those who had started to celebrate early in the town’s public houses before weaving their way out into the streets, unsteady on their feet, and with heads fogged by alcohol. They met up with one such reveller a few minutes later, a small man who almost lost his balance as he passed them, staggering into Mary and sending her reeling. She might have fallen if Lachie hadn’t caught and steadied her.

‘Sorry, hen, jist a wee accident.’ The man caught her other arm, peering closely into her face. Mary, who couldn’t stand the smell of strong drink, pulled back against Lachie, almost choking on the whisky fumes. ‘Here, have a drink,’ the man urged, pushing his opened bottle at her.

She wrinkled her nose and shrank away from him. ‘I don’t want any of your drink. Will you just go away from me?’

‘What’s the matter, hen? Too proud tae drink wi’ an ordinary workin’ man like me? A man that fought in the war tae keep the likes o’ you safe?’ His voice was suddenly belligerent.

‘Go away and stop bothering me!’ Mary could put on an icy voice, and she also had a glare that could normally quell the strongest of men, but for once neither worked.

‘I’m no’ botherin’ ye, I’m askin’ ye tae drink tae the New Year wi’ a soldier back from the wars. Nae need tae get so nebby. Think ye’re better than me, is that it?’

Lachie MacInnes pushed past Mary. ‘You heard the lady – she doesn’t want a drink,’ he said in the lilting accent of folk more used to speaking Gaelic.

‘So that’s the way o’ it? Now she’s walkin’ oot wi’ the likes o’ you she thinks she’s better than a decent Paisley man?’ the drunk sneered, squaring up to Lachie, who was only a little taller than he was, and slightly built. ‘Well now, laddie, this is my toon, no’ yours, so why don’t ye get the hell oot o’ it and crawl back where ye came from? Away an’ live wi’ the sheep where ye—’

The words ended in a gurgling sound as Lachie gathered up the thin scarf about the man’s throat in one fist.

‘Leave him, Lachie, he’s too drunk to know what he’s saying. Don’t argue with him – you’re just showing us up in front of all these folk.’ Mary put her hand on Lachie’s arm but he shrugged it off, pushing his face into the man’s.

In the light from a street lamp Caitlin saw that his familiar features, normally easy-going and cheerful, were set into a scowl so menacing that she felt the blood chill in her veins.

There was a crash of broken glass as the man’s bottle fell from his hand. His eyes began to bulge as Lachie’s fist twisted, tightening the scarf. Mary caught hold of Lachie’s arm again and pulled at it with all her might, but he continued to tighten his grip. The drunk clawed weakly at his own throat, then began to sag to the ground. Around them, the revellers continued to sing and dance and shout, oblivious of the drama unfolding only inches away.

‘Murdo …’ Caitlin turned to see that he was already letting Rowena slide to the ground. He pushed the girl close against Caitlin’s side before stepping forward to say something swiftly and urgently in Lachie’s ear. When the younger man ignored him he spoke again, in his native Gaelic tongue, at the same time taking hold of Lachie’s wrist and tightening his grip until the other man’s fingers were forced to open.

As the drunk fell to the ground, released, Lachie whirled on his friend, his face still set in its menacing scowl, his eyes blazing hatred. Murdo caught him by the shoulders, holding him still and talking to him until the heat began to leave Lachie’s eyes. Then he said to Caitlin and Mary, ‘Take him away from here. I’ll follow you in a minute.’

Mary seemed too stunned to do as she was told, so it was left to Caitlin to take Lachie’s arm and lead him away. To her relief, he went with her, seemingly too spent to protest.

Murdo caught up with them when they were halfway down Causeyside Street. Rowena, who had been un usually quiet on the journey home, immediately slipped her free hand into his, while Lachie hurried ahead to join Mary, who was stepping out so fast that she was almost running. In the normal course of things the two of them would be arm in arm, but once he had caught up with her Lachie walked apart, staring down at the pavement while Mary talked. They were too far ahead for the others to catch any of her words.

‘Was that man hurt?’ Caitlin asked quietly over the little girl’s head.

Murdo threw a brief, reassuring smile at her. ‘He’s fine. All it needed was some money to buy another bottle.’

‘What got into Lachie? I’ve never seen him lose his temper like that.’

‘The war can change men,’ Murdo said, his face suddenly grim. ‘He’s all right now.’

They were going against the flow now, easing their way through crowds of people hurrying to get to the Cross in time for the bells that would bring in the New Year. Murdo raised his voice, smiling down at Rowena. ‘I’ll be glad to get back indoors, nice and warm and away from all these folk. We promised your gran and grandda that you’d be home before the bells, and we’ll just about manage that.’

Alex was looking tired, Rose thought, glancing across the table at her husband. He paid no attention to the conversations going on around him and his long, lean face had a closed-in look, while his fingers played restlessly with a corner of his starched linen napkin.

Rose’s heart went out to him. She knew that if there was one thing that Alex detested above all others, it was having dinner with her parents. Normally she tried to avoid her mother’s invitations, but this was New Year’s Eve (her parents never referred to it as Hogmanay, considering the word too lower class for them), and like all married couples at this festive time of year she and Alex were obliged to spend some time with each family. Dinner tonight with her parents, lunch tomorrow with Alex’s father and sister in Glasgow, and then the part they both looked forward to – a Ne’erday dinner in Espedair Street with his mother and stepfather. She cheered up a little at the prospect, but then her shoulders sagged slightly as she thought again of the formal obligations to be gone through first.

Her gaze drifted back to Alex, and this time he glanced up as though sensing the butterfly-soft brush of her eyes against his face. He smiled at her and, as always happened, for that brief moment it was as though the table with its delicate china, sparkling glass-and silverware, and snowy cloth had disappeared, taking with it her parents and her two elder sisters, two brothers-in-law and seven nephews and nieces, leaving only the two of them, alone together.

She smiled back, while her gaze took in the bruised shadows beneath his blue eyes and the downward turn at the corners of his mouth. He had not long recovered from the results of the terrible influenza that had decimated soldiers and civilians alike at the end of the war, and he still tired easily.

Her mother was not pleased when, as she summoned her daughters and grandchildren and prepared to move into the drawing room, leaving the menfolk to their brandy and cigars, Rose announced that she and Alex were going home.

‘But you’re all staying here for the night so that we can go to church tomorrow morning and then exchange our New Year gifts!’

‘I’m sure that you will all enjoy it just as well without us,’ Rose said firmly, ‘and we’ll leave our gifts to you and take yours home with us to open tomorrow morning. We’ve had a lovely meal and a lovely time, but now I feel tired and I want to go home – if you don’t mind, Alex.’

‘Not at all.’ Her husband leaped to his feet with ill-disguised enthusiasm.

‘Rose, you are never tired,’ Mrs Hamilton said, and then, with a sudden lift to her voice, ‘Oh, my goodness, you’re not—?’

‘No,’ Rose said emphatically. ‘I am not. I have too much work on hand at Harlequin to consider having a child at the moment. There’s plenty of time for that.’

‘You’ll be thirty-two this year,’ her elder sister Helen reminded her. Helen was approaching her fortieth birthday in February and not looking forward to the event.

‘Not until September, which means that I am barely thirty-one at the moment,’ Rose pointed out sweetly.

Her mother, used to getting her own way, pursed her rouged lips in a girlish pout. ‘It isn’t often that I get my three daughters and their families under my roof at the same time. Your room’s all ready for you—’ she was beginning when her husband, glancing at his youngest and most determined daughter, intervened.

‘My dear, I believe that Rose has made up her mind, so we might as well accept her decision graciously.’ He crossed to the bell pull by the fireplace. ‘I shall ring for Gordon and ask him to put their overnight luggage into the car.’

Since Alex had shown no interest in learning to drive, Rose had taken lessons and bought herself a small motorcar, which she loved dearly. The overnight cases were soon installed, and she heaved a sigh of relief as she started down the driveway, leaving her family grouped on the steps, waving goodbye.

The kitchen table had been carried into the parlour with some difficulty earlier in the day and covered with Kirsty Paget’s best tablecloth. Now the snowy lace was almost hidden by plates of shortbread, sandwiches, scones, cakes and black bun – a very rich fruity cake traditionally eaten at New Year.

‘Anyone would think,’ Todd Paget said as he and his wife surveyed the table, ‘that you’re expectin’ tae feed the whole of Paisley.’

‘While you keep them merry.’ Kirsty nodded at the sideboard, which held every glass in the house, along with bottles of whisky, sherry and ginger wine.

‘It’s Hogmanay, lass, ye’ve got tae be welcomin’ when folk arrive.’ Todd picked up his newspaper and settled by the fire while Kirsty seated herself at the table, her hands lying idly in her lap for once.

She hated the New Year season, for try as she might to look forward towards a better future, her mind always insisted on turning the clock back to the past. Every life had its ups and downs, but there were times when Kirsty felt that she had had more downs than most. She had been raised by her widowed father, a dour man who, on discovering that she was pregnant by Sandy MacDowall, his young apprentice, had beaten her sweetheart savagely and then thrown sixteen-year-old Kirsty out.

After five years of struggling to support herself and Alex, her son, she had married Matt Lennox, another dour widower in need of a woman to care for his own son, Ewan. When her father, to her astonishment, left the house and the small cabinet-making workshop to her, Matt insisted on moving to Paisley, where her father’s journeyman, Todd Paget, was looking after the business. A few years later Matt died, and eventually Todd and Kirsty married.

‘Ye’re a million miles away, woman,’ Todd said just then, and she jumped, but then smiled at him.

‘Just remembering how I never wanted to come back to Paisley after the way my father treated me and poor Sandy, when he found out I was carrying Alex. It was Matt who wanted a new life for all of us. And if he hadnae been so determined I might never have met you. I’d be a lonely widow.’

‘No’ you. You’d have found another husband no bother. I’m just glad that I was here.’

‘So am I. But you’d a price to pay. If we hadnae come to Paisley, Ewan would never have met Beth Laidlaw and run off with her just before your wedding.’

‘I think I got the better part o’ the bargain. Beth left him soon enough, didn’t she? There’s no doubt in my mind that she’d have done the same tae me.’

‘I wonder where she is now?’

‘Far from here, I hope. If she ever does turn up she’ll only bring trouble with her.’

‘Here they are, home at last,’ Todd ended as they heard voices just outside the window.

‘Are you sure you’re not expecting a baby?’ Alex asked as Rose drove down the long driveway from her parents’ large house.

‘Of course not. If I was, you’d be the first to know.’ She slowed the car as it emerged between the stone pillars on either side of the gateway so that she could scan the roadway to either side. ‘There’ll be plenty of time for babies later, but not now, especially with Caitlin getting married soon.’

‘It’s not like you to be tired.’

‘I’m not, that was just an excuse.’ She turned the car on to the road and picked up speed. Alex hated being fussed over and so it would not be wise to tell him that she had changed their plans for his sake. ‘I suddenly realised as we got to the dessert that I was totally and absolutely and dreadfully bored,’ she said lightly. ‘I’ve never enjoyed the company of my mamma and my sisters, and I enjoy it even less now that we’re all older. They can’t talk about anything other than the problems of getting good servants nowadays, or raising children. I love my nephews and nieces dearly, more than I love their parents in fact, but I’m not a bit interested in domestic discussions about their upbringing.’

‘You might feel differently when we have children of our own.’

‘I doubt it – I’ll enjoy them, of course, but I hope that I never let them become my sole topic of conversation. Would you like me to drive to Espedair Street? Your family aren’t boring, like mine.’

‘Let’s just go home. We’ll see them all tomorrow.’

So she was right, Rose thought. He was feeling worn out. Aloud, she said, ‘So we will. Home, then.’

The rest of the journey passed in silence and when Rose gave Alex a swift sidelong glance she saw that he had fallen asleep. He had had a bad time recently, and he had not yet recovered fully. He had been invalided out of the army after being caught in a bomb blast in France, where he had been serving in the front lines, then not long after their marriage he had fallen victim to the influenza epidemic. He had survived, unlike thousands of others, and although he insisted that he had got over it completely he still tired easily. Sometimes, when they were alone at home in the evenings, he could fall into a sudden doze and waken between ten and forty minutes later without even being aware that he had been asleep.

‘Isn’t it lovely to be home again?’ she said with genuine pleasure as she drew the car to a halt by the side of the road. Her voice roused him, and as he sat upright she went on in order to give him a moment in which to collect his wits, ‘You didn’t mind me dragging you away from the others, did you?’

‘Of course not. To tell the truth, I wasn’t looking forward to the rest of our visit. I never feel comfortable with your parents. They’re very civil, but I’m always aware that they think you married beneath you.’

She leaned over to kiss his cheek. ‘Pay no heed to them. You’re the one who got the worst of the bargain, and I’m a very fortunate woman.’

Alex was silent for a moment, but then he said suddenly into the darkness within the car, ‘There’s times I worry in case I can’t make you as happy as you deserve.’

‘Don’t be daft!’

‘I’m not being daft, just sensible.’

‘It’s that blasted influenza – it’s left you feeling morbid. Come on,’ Rose ordered, opening her door, ‘let’s get upstairs.’
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Rose and Alex were still living in the bachelor flat in Paisley Road West that Alex had rented a few years earlier, when he had moved from Paisley to Glasgow and started working for his father. They planned to find something larger, but had not yet got around to it.

‘I think I’ll go to bed,’ Alex said as soon as they went in.

‘Do you want anything to eat first?’

‘Good Lord, no. Your mother fed us like kings.’ Rose stretched her arms above her head, then ran her fingers through her hair. As always happened, hairpins cascaded to the floor.

‘Oh, drat.’ She knelt to pick them up. ‘A cup of tea? I’m having one.’

‘No thanks. You don’t want to stay up for the bells, do you?’

‘Not really. We’ve got a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.’

‘Do you mind having to do all that visiting? New Year can be a bit of a nuisance sometimes.’

‘Absolutely not. We must be fair, and in any case, tomorrow belongs to your family, and I much prefer them to mine. You go along now and I’ll follow you in a little while.’

Coming upstairs to the flat they had met some neighbours on their way out to see in the New Year with friends or family, but nobody was likely to call on them. They were both out all day: Rose at Harlequin, the thriving dressmaking business she and Caitlin had set up between them, and Alex at the furniture workshop he managed for his father, so apart from exchanging greetings should they happen to meet on the stairs or in the close, they were strangers to their neighbours.

When Rose had made and poured her tea she added a little cold water so that she could drink it quickly, but even so, she went into the bedroom to find that Alex was already sound asleep. He had left the light on, and as he was lying on his back she took the opportunity to study him, careful not to let her shadow cover him. He had always been wiry and thin-faced, but the war years had stripped what flesh there was from his bones and he had not yet regained all the weight lost. His body scarcely mounded the blankets and his straight nose stood out in sharp relief, while his closed eyes were almost sunken, as was his mouth.

Asleep and vulnerable, he looked, Rose suddenly thought, just as he would when he was a very old man.

She stepped back swiftly from the bed, her body gripped by an involuntary shiver – the sort of tremor that folk normally referred to lightly as someone walking over their graves. It took a moment for her natural strong character to reassert itself and dismiss the morbid thought.

In the few weeks between Alex’s last letter from France and the arrival of official word that he had been wounded in a direct hit that had taken the lives of several members of his battalion, she had thought that she would never see him again. When he finally arrived home she had insisted on their marrying as soon as possible, superstitiously convinced that once he belonged to her she would be able to protect him. But within a month of their marriage he was fighting the influenza that had found him, in his weakened state, an easy victim. Rose had scarcely left his side throughout the course of the illness, and had wept with relief when he began the long slow climb towards recovery.

Life could be vexing, she thought as she prepared for bed. She had always resisted her mother’s efforts to turn her into a copy of her elder sisters, who had both married suitable men and settled down to raising families in the comfortable homes their husbands provided for them. From the cradle, her life had been one long fight against her parents’ wealthy background until the day she had met up with the Lennox family and finally found a purpose to her existence. At first she and Alex, two strong characters, had sparred and argued every time they met, and it had taken some time for them both to accept the fact that their antagonism was not down to a mutual dislike, but a strong mutual attraction. Marrying him had been the best thing that had ever happened to her, and she was determined to devote the rest of her life to making him happy, since that was clearly the only way of ensuring her own happiness.

While Rose drank her tea and Alex fell into a deep sleep, his half-sister Caitlin was asking, ‘You’ve still got the black bun and the coal, haven’t you?’

‘Aye, and the whisky, all safe in my pockets,’ Murdo assured her. Tradition insisted that a household could only have a good year if the first person to step across the threshold was a dark-haired man bringing with him whisky, coal and food to ensure that the residents could be sure of a year without want. Murdo, with his black hair, was the obvious choice.

‘I want to wait with you,’ Rowena said at once. The big Highlander was her hero, and she loved being in his company.

‘You will not,’ Mary told her niece. ‘Murdo can manage fine by himself.’

‘But he’ll be lonely!’

‘No I’ll not, for Lachie’s going to wait with me, aren’t you, Lachie?’

‘I don’t know – mebbe I should just go home,’ Lachie muttered.

‘No, please stay!’ Mary said at once.

‘Of course he’s staying – he’ll come in with me and I’ll make sure that I’m the first to step over the door,’ Murdo assured her. ‘Go on now, before you all catch a chill.’

‘Is Murdo outside?’ Kirsty asked as soon as her daughters came in.

‘Ready and waiting, and Lachie with him,’ Caitlin assured her.

‘D’you think there’ll be enough to eat?’

‘Mam, you could feed an army with this lot!’ Mary protested.

‘You never know – it’s a sharp night, and cold weather makes folk hungry. Was the town busy?’

‘Packed like sardines in a tin,’ Mary said. ‘I was glad to turn for home, to be honest. I can’t be doing with crowds.’

‘I was glad too,’ Rowena confided, dropping to the rug between her grandparents’ chairs. ‘There was a nasty man who wouldn’t leave Mary alone, and Lachie had to—’

‘Och, it was just a poor old drunk,’ Mary said swiftly. ‘He didn’t mean any harm. Lachie and Murdo saw him off no bother. Now then, d’you think Murdo remembered to bring his mouth organ, Rowena?’

The ruse worked, for Rowena immediately forgot about the scene at the Cross. ‘I’ll run out and ask him if it’s in his pocket,’ she said, making for the door.

Caitlin hauled her back. ‘You’re not going out there without a coat. And I’m sure he has the mouth organ, since he’s never without it.’

‘Anyway, it’s near time for the bells.’ Todd laid his pipe down carefully and went to open the window. ‘Quiet now, and listen …’

Kirsty got to her feet and they all stood silent, straining their ears, while the clock on the mantelshelf ticked out the final minutes of 1919. At first, all they could hear was the sound of footsteps hurrying along the pavement and the occasional voice, but then the town hall clock began to chime in the distance.

As Rose put the light out and slipped into bed beside Alex her sharp ears caught the sound of bells chiming. ‘Happy New Year!’ she heard someone shout in the street below, and the cry was taken up by several other voices.

She leaned over her slumbering husband and kissed him lightly on the lips. ‘Happy New Year,’ she whispered, and he stirred, murmured something, and fell back into a deep sleep.

She curled her body around his and closed her eyes. It would be the best year they had ever known, she promised herself, and him. She would not allow anything to spoil it for them.

In Paisley, the final, twelfth chime died away to be replaced by the sound of windows being thrown up along the length of Espedair Street and voices shouting, ‘Happy New Year!’

Todd put his arms around his wife and kissed her soundly. The doorknocker banged against its polished brass plate and Rowena rushed into the hall and returned with Lachie and Murdo; Murdo’s hands filled with the blessings intended to bring good cheer to the household. As soon as the bottle, coal and piece of black bun had been laid on the table Rowena hurled herself at Murdo, who lifted her off her feet and kissed her on the cheek.

‘Happy New Year to you, pet,’ he said, and then set her down and turned to Caitlin. Although his ring was on her finger and 1920 would see their marriage, he gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek, for Murdo did not like to display his feelings in public.

Almost at once the doorknocker went again, not for the last time that night. The first to arrive were Todd’s sister and her family, who lived not far from Espedair Street, then neighbours came calling, every group with a bottle to share round. Murdo was persuaded to play his mouth organ and Rowena, an accomplished country dancer, was the first to do her party piece, spinning and leaping neatly on the very small area of flooring left available. Songs were sung and poetry recited before the entire company settled down to a general sing-song.

By two o’clock the children who had been allowed to stay up for the occasion were being taken home and Rowena was beginning to flag. Kirsty coaxed her upstairs and into bed, ignoring the girl’s protests that she could not possibly sleep yet.

‘I’ll stay with you and we can have a nice quiet talk, then we’ll go back down if you can’t settle,’ Kirsty offered, and five minutes later, leaving Rowena in a sound sleep, she went back downstairs on her own. They were still singing lustily in the parlour, but instead of joining them she went through the kitchen and out of the back door to the yard, taking a coat from the peg behind the door as she went. The night air was cold, but not cold enough to prevent her from sitting on the wooden bench by the house wall.

She stared out into the darkness, seeing in her mind’s eye the yard in daylight, covered with fresh, pristine snow marked only by tiny footprints – just as it had been on the day that Fergus, her last-born, had died after toddling into the covered passageway known as a pend at the side of the house, and into the path of a horse bringing in a cart loaded with timber for the workshop. Kirsty had never forgiven herself, and never would, for the moment’s inattention that had allowed the adventurous little boy to slip from the house unnoticed.

The back door opened, then closed again. ‘I thought ye’d be out here on yer lone,’ Todd said, coming to sit by her. ‘Are ye all right?’

‘I’m fine. I just needed a wee while to myself.’ She leaned against him, enjoying the solid feel of his arm against hers. She had married Matt for security, but her marriage to Todd, four years her junior, had been a love match.

‘Thinkin’ about the past, were ye?’ He always seemed to know what was going on in her mind.

‘I cannae help it at this time of year.’

‘We need tae look ahead,’ Todd said into the darkness. ‘We’ve just walked intae a new decade, and a new beginning. And an end to wars – at last. Mebbe now men’ll have the sense tae talk through their differences instead of turnin’ tae violence.’

‘Amen to that,’ Kirsty said, with all her heart. Alex had come home from the war, but his stepbrother, Matt’s son Ewan, had not been so fortunate. A ladies’ man, Ewan had eloped with Beth Laidlaw only weeks before she was due to marry Todd. Nothing more had been heard of the runaways until five years later when Rowena, dirty, cold and bewildered, had been delivered to Espedair Street by a carter, together with a note from Ewan. Beth had left him for another man and, unable to look after their daughter, he had sent her to his family while he himself went off to Australia. He had joined the Australian Army during the war and Alex had met him in France. A few days later Ewan had been killed.

Closing her eyes, Kirsty offered up a short prayer for her stepson’s soul, then as a sudden shiver passed through her, she said, ‘We’d best go inside before our visitors start wonderin’ what we’re up to.’

Todd was on his feet first, turning to take her hands and pull her up beside him. Then he took her into his arms and kissed her – a more passionate kiss than was usual among middle-aged couples.

‘Todd Paget!’ she protested when he finally released her. ‘What d’you think you’re doing?’

‘Kissin’ my wife. And I cannae think of any better way tae start the new year,’ he said, and she blushed in the darkness like a young girl.

As they returned to the warmth of the house she found time to wish briefly that her first-born, her Alex, could have been with them. But now that he was married he had other folk to think of. And she would see him and his wife later on in the day, for their Ne’erday dinner.

At the very moment he came into his mother’s mind, Alex struggled upright in bed, shouting unintelligible words and fighting against the entangling bedclothes. Before Rose was properly awake she was sitting up beside him, pulling him into her arms, holding him when he tried to break away.

‘It’s all right,’ she said over and over again close to his ear, her voice deliberately even and calm. ‘You’re safe; you’re at home with me, nothing bad can happen now. It’s all right, Alex.’

Gradually his struggles eased and his desperate, terrified voice sank to a low wailing, which in its turn faded away. He stopped struggling and clutched at her, holding on to her as though afraid that if he let go he would never find her again. She rocked him in her arms, murmuring to him soothingly and feeling the tremors that racked him calming down.

‘I-I must have been dreaming,’ he said at last, his grip slackening.

She reached out for the small towel that she kept on her bedside table and wiped the perspiration from his face and neck. ‘Would you like some tea?’

‘No, I’ll be all right now that you’re here.’

They lay still and silent in each other’s arms and she listened as his breathing slowed and then began to take on a rhythm that indicated that he had fallen asleep again.

When they were first married the nightmares had been frequent and on more than one occasion he had struggled against her so fiercely that he’d left bruises on her shoulders. He had never knowingly spoken to her of his time in the trenches, but during the influenza’s delirium it had all poured out. She had listened, shocked and appalled by what he and the other soldiers had seen and experienced.

But strangely, the delirium seemed to have helped, for now the nightmares were less frequent. She had never told him, and never would, what he had revealed to her while raving in the grip of the fever; nor would she ever tell another living soul.

But now that she knew something of what it had been like for him in the mud and blood and incessant mind-numbing din of the trenches, she was amazed that he had emerged from it without losing his mind entirely.
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Motherless from early childhood, Fiona Chalmers, born Fiona MacDowall, was the apple of her father’s eye. Thanks to the tough determination that had taken him from an orphanage to a job as apprentice for Kirsty’s father, Murray Galbraith, then on to set up his own business and, finally, his own large Glasgow furniture emporium, Sandy MacDowall had become a wealthy man and his only child had wanted for nothing.

Fiona’s marriage to George Chalmers, a man several years older than her, had been dull and unexciting, and when George was called up to serve in the navy shortly after war broke out Fiona wasted no time in moving from the marital home in Fort William to her father’s comfortable flat in Glasgow. When George died of influenza on his way home at the end of the war she remained in Glasgow, gradually taking over the running of the flat. Her father, happy to have her close by him as before, made no objection. His only protest came when she had her long fair hair cropped in the latest style.

‘But you had such lovely hair – why let them cut it all off?’

‘Not all of it.’ Fiona ran a hand over the smooth shining helmet moulded snugly to her head. ‘It’s all the rage now, Father, and it’s much easier to look after. You’ll soon get used to it.’

On the first day of the New Year she sat at the dressing table in her pretty bedroom and again ran a hand over her head, enjoying the feel of soft, short hair against her palm. In her own view the new, formal style emphasised her classic features and large brown eyes. And, she thought, clipping on the diamond earrings George had given her on their wedding day, her small neat ears were now seen to their best advantage.

She wet a finger and smoothed it over each eyebrow carefully before selecting a pale pink lipstick, the colour just enough to make a subtle difference to her cupid’s bow mouth, but not quite enough to make her father frown at her.

Blotting her mouth carefully, she inspected herself in the mirror and nodded approval. She had recently emerged from her obligatory year of mourning and today she wore a charcoal-grey cotton dress with three-quarter-length sleeves beneath a knee-length overdress in deep-lilac voile printed with violet flowers. A snowy white shawl collar was caught and held at the soft curve of her bosom by a bunch of artificial violets.

She got up, bent to smooth her silk stockings over slender, well-shaped legs and went out of the room and into the dining room, where she cast an eye over the table.

‘Everything’s ready, Mrs Chalmers.’ The housekeeper came in, carrying a tall white vase. ‘Where do you want this, ma’am?’

‘I’ll take it, Mrs Dove. You’ve put the sherry out?’

‘It’s on the sideboard.’

‘Good. That’s all for now, thank you.’ At least Fiona had learned one thing from her marriage – how to deal with servants. Mrs Dove had been Sandy MacDowall’s housekeeper for many years, and as Fiona grew up the woman had seemed more like one of the family than a paid servant. But George had been a firm believer in keeping servants in their proper place, and since returning to Glasgow Fiona had adopted a polite but remote attitude towards Mrs Dove and the maid who assisted her. On occasion, when she found reason to reprimand, she had seen a swiftly subdued gleam of anger in the older woman’s eyes, but that was of no matter. Servants were paid to do as they were told, George had said, and if they didn’t like being servants then it was up to them to find some other kind of work. It was probably the most intelligent thing that he had ever said, Fiona thought as she placed the white vase on a small side table and stepped back to study it. The tall evergreen branches it held looked perfect, and so did the two dark-blue vases, one on each window sill, containing several sprays of branches bearing bright red berries. She was admiring them when her father came in.

‘What do you think, Father?’

‘It looks very nice. You have an artistic touch, my dear.’

With a faint upward movement Fiona’s shoulders fielded the compliment and tossed it aside. ‘You look tired. Perhaps it was a mistake to invite Alex and Rose to lunch today.’

‘Nonsense, it’s Ne’erday and I want my family about me.’

‘They might not stay long.’

‘They can stay as long as they like.’ Sandy crossed to the window to look down on to the street. ‘I always enjoy Rose’s company. Alex has chosen his life partner well, do you not think so?’

‘Of course,’ Fiona agreed smoothly, her voice easy but her face suddenly blank. Sandy, scanning the street for the first sight of his daughter-in-law’s car, didn’t notice. He was on the verge of his fifties, and his hair and moustache were silver, with no trace of the redhead he had once been. He had always held himself well, but now his shoulders were faintly bowed.

‘I wonder if I should take driving lessons?’ Fiona said.

‘There’s no need. Fletcher can drive you anywhere you want to go, and if I’m using him then you can easily get one of the other men from the store to drive you. There are two cars in the garage there that you can use.’

‘Rose doesn’t use a driver.’

‘That’s because she’s an independent woman with a business of her own. Driving her own car’s part of her nature.’ He continued to watch the street below while Fiona, nibbling at her lower lip, studied his back.

‘Have you ever thought of retiring, Father?’ she asked, and he swung round and looked at her in astonishment.

‘Why should I do that?’

‘You’ve earned some time off. Wouldn’t you like to go on a cruise, or take up a relaxing hobby?’

‘Not particularly. In any case, Alex needs to get settled in again, after being away at the war, then being so ill. It wouldn’t be fair to land him with the responsibility of running the business until he’s fully recovered.’

‘Alex isn’t your only child.’ Fiona’s voice was sharp. ‘I’m here now.’

‘But you’ve got your own life to lead. You’re young – you’ll meet someone else.’

‘Even if I do it needn’t stop me from helping in the business. Wasn’t I of use to you when Alex was away?’

Sandy’s sharp blue eyes softened as he looked at his lovely daughter. ‘Indeed you were, my dear. I don’t know how I could have managed without you.’

‘Well then,’ Fiona was beginning when the blare of a horn in the street below captured her father’s attention.

‘It’s them – Alex and Rose are here.’ He made for the door, ignoring Fiona’s, ‘Father, let Mrs Dove open the door, it’s her job!’

The MacDowalls lived on the first floor of a handsome tenement building. By the time Fiona had reached the spacious entrance hall of their flat, the door had been thrown open and her father was halfway down the stairs. Frowning, she went on to the landing in time to see him greet Rose, who came running up to give him a warm hug.

‘Happy New Year to you, Sandy, and my goodness, how well you look!’ she said warmly, and then, glancing up the staircase, ‘Fiona, you look wonderful too! Happy New Year! I really like your hair.’

She came leaping up the ten or so steps with all the style, Fiona thought spitefully, of a clumsy young colt attacking its first hill. It did not help to know that if she spoke the thought aloud Rose would probably laugh and agree with her.

Alex, taking the stairs more slowly than his wife, arrived to shake hands with his father while Rose was hugging her sister-in-law, who stood stiffly within the circle of her arms.

When they all reached the hall Mrs Dove was waiting to greet the guests and take their coats. Rose insisted on hugging her and wishing her a good New Year, while Alex did the same, but with a handshake instead of a hug. It wasn’t until the housekeeper had gone off with the coats that he turned to his half-sister.

‘Happy New Year, Fiona.’

‘And to you, Alex.’ As he bent to kiss her on the cheek she turned her head slightly at the last moment so that his lips met hers, putting her arms around him and holding him close when he tried to pull away.

‘You look tired,’ she said when she finally released him.

‘I feel fine – stronger every day.’

‘She said the same thing to me,’ his father told him. ‘Pay no heed, it’s just woman talk. They like to think that we men need coddling. Come and have a sherry before we eat.’

He was about to lead the party into the drawing room when Fiona stopped them. ‘I told Mrs Dove to put the sherry decanter and the glasses in the dining room. Lunch is almost ready and we might as well go in now.’

She led the way to the room and insisted on pouring and handing out glasses of sherry, which they drank by the long windows until Mrs Dove came in with the first course.

‘I thought that you and Rose should sit across from each other, Alex,’ Fiona said swiftly as he moved to his usual place at the foot of the rectangular table. ‘I’ll sit opposite Father.’ She took her seat while Alex, after a moment’s puzzled hesitation, drew out a chair for his wife and then went round the table to sit opposite her.

‘Your clothes are very pretty, Rose,’ Fiona said in her clear, cool voice as the door closed behind the housekeeper. ‘Are you wearing Caitlin’s designs?’

‘Yes, I am.’ Rose wore a wrap-around blouse in ivory silk, trimmed with black silk and caught at the waistline with a large black button. A matching, trimmed bodice filled in the deep V of the blouse, and her three-tiered pleated skirt was also ivory silk trimmed with black.

‘She’s very talented. You must be delighted to have her working for you.’

‘Caitlin,’ Alex pointed out to his half-sister, ‘is a partner in Harlequin, not an employee.’

Fiona’s carefully plucked eyebrows lifted slightly. ‘Of course – I’d forgotten. How I admire the way she has risen from such humble beginnings.’

‘It’s because she has a great deal of natural talent, and a willingness to work hard,’ Rose put in swiftly, seeing Alex open his mouth to make some crushing retort. ‘Women like you and me, Fiona, should be grateful that we’ve had such comfortable lives, with family money behind us to make up for our lack of talent.’

For a moment Fiona’s lovely face went blank with astonishment, then the gold lights in her eyes blazed at Rose as she realised that she had been subtly reprimanded for her sly belittling of Caitlin. ‘So you feel that you have no talent?’ she said at last, unable to think of any better jibe in reply.

‘Certainly not compared to Caitlin. But fortunately for both of us, I did have the money to buy the old mill and turn it into a business where her talent could be recognised and enjoyed – and rightly rewarded.’

‘You demean yourself, Rose. You have a great deal of determination,’ Sandy smiled down the table at his daughter-in-law, ‘as well as a capacity for hard work that many men would be proud to possess.’

‘But now that you’re a married woman, are you not planning to give up your business, Rose?’ Fiona threw herself back into the fray.

‘Not at all. We’re busier than ever and I would die of boredom if I were to stay at home all day with little to do.’

‘You have a lot to do! Surely you don’t expect Alex to go on living in that tiny little flat – you could fill in your days looking for a more suitable home and furnishing it.’

‘We’ll move eventually, probably this year, but I doubt if Rose would need a lot of time to set it to rights,’ Alex said easily.

Rose smiled across the table at him. ‘That’s true, and in any case, I’ve no wish to stay at home. I enjoy meeting people and I love being involved in something that fills every minute of my day,’ she was saying when Mrs Dove returned to collect their empty dishes.

‘I agree with Rose when she says that being at home all day would be too boring,’ Fiona remarked casually, when the housekeeper had left the room. ‘So, since George has gone I shall sell the house in Fort William and stay here in Glasgow to look after Father. And since I learned quite a lot about the business over the past few years, I’m going to take part in that as well. I hope to be of use to Father – and to you, Alex. You still look pale and we mustn’t forget that you’ve been through a great deal.’ She reached out a slender hand and laid it on her half-brother’s arm. ‘Perhaps you should take more time off, and return to work gradually, over a period of months.’

‘I wouldn’t dream of it.’ Slowly but firmly he removed himself from her touch. ‘Getting back to my everyday life will be of more benefit to me than anything else.’

‘I get the distinct impression,’ Rose remarked three hours later as she drove west towards Paisley, ‘that your dear sister is getting her feet well and truly under Sandy’s table in more ways than one. I don’t suppose you noticed, but the place is full of feminine touches that weren’t there before.’

‘Father seems to be pleased that she’s staying on in Glasgow. And Fort William was George’s home, never hers.’

‘I suppose not. It’s such a pity that George died.’ Rose honked the horn at a group of small boys playing football in the road. They scattered, making faces and catcalling, and she smiled at them as she drove by.

Once she was in the Espedair Street house Rose began to relax for the first time in almost twenty-four hours. It was such a pleasure to be with the people she considered to be Alex’s real family. She loved the safe, cosy feeling of the small house; it was so unlike her own childhood home, which was so large that the residents could, and usually did, spend most of their time in separate rooms.

She and Kirsty had first met when Kirsty was her mother’s sewing woman – a post she lost through a piece of thoughtlessness on Rose’s part. Horrified by the result of her stupidity, Rose had sought Kirsty out in an attempt to make amends, a move that turned out to be the most sensible thing she had ever done, for it introduced her to Caitlin and Alex.

Recently home from finishing school, bored and restless, Rose had been entranced by the small second-hand clothes shop where Kirsty worked with Jean Chisholm. She had been drawn to the place again and again, and was instrumental in the purchase of the shop next door, which enabled Jean to expand her business. And eventually, using an inheritance from her grandmother, and taking advantage of Caitlin’s natural gift for colours and design, she had opened Harlequin.

As usually happened when they went to Espedair Street, Alex scarcely had time to greet his mother and sisters before Todd whisked him off to the workshop, where they could smoke and talk business in peace, without having to raise their voices against a background of female chatter. Jean Chisholm was spending Ne’erday with the Pagets as she usually did, having no family of her own, and even without the men in it the parlour was quite crowded. Jean and Kirsty were discussing the clothes shop, while Mary helped ten-year-old Rowena to dress the new doll she had received for Ne’erday. ‘I thought Murdo would be here,’ Rose said to Caitlin.

‘Och, you know what he’s like. He first-footed us last night, but he’s not one for socialising. Highlanders are happier with their own folk.’

‘You’ll be getting married this year.’

‘Once Murdo’s got the gatehouse to his satisfaction.’ Murdo had formerly woven materials for MacDowall and Son, but while Alex was in the army Fiona had dismissed him, claiming that the emporium couldn’t afford its own weaver. Rose had then asked him to work for Harlequin and offered him accommodation in the mill gatehouse. A ground-floor room of the gatehouse had been converted to take the loom and now Murdo was renovating the rest of the building in his spare time, and turning it into a home for himself and Caitlin.

‘It shouldn’t take long,’ Rose said cheerfully. ‘Are you going to design your own dress, or is that unlucky? I can find someone else to do it if you want, mebbe in one of the Glasgow houses.’

‘There’s time enough to decide that.’

‘Speaking of designers, d’you not think that we’re just about ready to bring someone in to work with you?’

‘Can we afford it?’

‘I think we could, this year. There have been a lot of orders since the war ended and you’ve had to work hard. It’s not fair.’

‘I enjoy it.’

‘Even so, you can’t be expected to keep it up once you’ve got a husband and a home to look after.’

When Caitlin and Mary went into the kitchen to get the food ready, it seemed only natural for Rose to follow them and pick up an apron – something else, she thought contentedly, that she could never do in her own mother’s house, or in her father-in-law’s.

‘Geordie Marshall’s gettin’ tae be awfy troubled with the rheumatics,’ Todd was telling Alex in the workshop. ‘And his eyes arenae what they used tae be, either. His wife’s no’ keepin’ well an’ I think she’d like for him tae be at home more. I could dae with someone tae replace him.’

The small cabinetmaking business had originally belonged to Kirsty’s father, but after being reunited with his birth father Alex had bought the workshop from Kirsty so that it, together with a workshop Alex supervised in Glasgow, could supply handmade furniture for Sandy MacDowall’s big Glasgow store. Todd, a man who prized contentment above ambition, was happy to run the place for his wife’s first-born.

Alex leaned back against a bench, breathing in the familiar smell of glue and the mixed aromas of the different timbers used in the workshop. It was at times like these that he felt a moment of nostalgia for the old days, when he had worked here himself.

‘How’s the apprentice coming along?’ he asked, returning almost reluctantly to the present.

‘Young Kenny? He’s a willin’ enough lad, but he’s still got a lot tae learn. Ye’ll mind that Geordie only came in tae help out while poor Bryce was away at the fightin’. If he’d come back like we all thought he would …’

Todd let the words trail into silence and both men stood in silent tribute to Bryce Caldwell and the other young men who had been cruelly denied the opportunity to return home to pick up the reins of their ordinary lives. After a respectable time had elapsed and he judged it decent to return to the matter in hand, Todd lifted a hand to the bowl of his pipe, which immediately nestled into his cupped palm like a small child settling into familiar adult arms. Removing the stem from his mouth he allowed a cloud of soft blue-grey smoke to escape from between his lips, before replacing the pipe and saying round it, ‘Geordie tells me that there’s an Irish family moved intae the top floor of his tenement. The man seems tae have worked as a cabinetmaker back in Ireland.’

‘Would you be willing to take him on?’

‘If he’s up tae the job.’

‘Then get Geordie to fetch him here so that you can have a look at him. If you’re happy with him, it’s fine by me.’

Todd shuffled his feet slightly. He was a worker by nature, not an employer. ‘I’d as soon you were here too, when he comes.’

Alex knew that there was little point in arguing, and in any case, why should his stepfather be made to do something that he didn’t want to do? His mind ran ahead, checking through his duties in Glasgow.

‘I can be here around four o’clock on Monday afternoon. Tell the man to come here then and we’ll see him together,’ he said as Rowena came scampering down the length of the backyard to summon them to their Ne’erday dinner.
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At first sight, Joseph McCart was not impressive. He was slightly smaller than the average height, thickset and dressed in a shabby jacket and trousers that did little to protect him against the January chill. A large tweed cap with a few holes in it was pulled so far down over his face that little could be seen but the tip of his nose, red with the cold, and a mouth held tightly shut, as though its owner feared that it might forget itself and start to babble secrets to all and sundry.

Alex first saw his prospective employee loitering about on the pavement when he himself arrived at Espedair Street. Pausing at the house door, he glanced over his shoulder at the man, who hurriedly began to walk away, head down, shoulders hunched and his fists pushed into his jacket pockets.
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