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Chapter One


SCOTLAND, NOVEMBER 1955


It was raining. A thick, sleety sort of rain that could easily turn into snow. The first snow this winter. It had been cold enough for it the last few days, Heather Grace thought hopefully, having always retained a childish pleasure in snow. And it wouldn’t be that unusual – she often remembered walking to school in a late-November snow. But it wouldn’t be walking to school in the snow now, or catching the bus into the office in Wishaw. From now on it would be walking up to the old Victorian station to catch the train into Glasgow. Right into the middle of the city.


She sat sideways on the stool in front of the kidney-shaped, walnut dressing-table, in the bedroom she shared with her younger sister, Kirsty – her brown eyes gazing out into the dark, drizzly evening, and over the shadowy, square back gardens of her neighbours. But these were not gardens where frivolous flowers grew, as most of the men grew only the earnest potatoes and carrots, turnips and cabbages they had been reared with back in Ireland.


There were a few men like her father who grew roses or hydrangea bushes under the front windows, or straight lines of wallflowers or marigolds at either of the paths leading to the front door of the house. Apart from those odd floral glimpses of colour in the summer, most of the houses in the mining village remained stoically grey or stony beige.


There was a slight knuckle-tap on the bedroom door, then Sophie Grace came in carrying a plain pink mug in one hand, and a china mug decorated with freesias and the word Mother in gold handwriting in the other. A short while before she had changed her knitted working jumper for a soft grey fitted cardigan with pearls, which showed off the trim figure that the bubbly Kirsty had inherited. Unlike her petite blonde sister, Heather had taken her mother’s height, but her Irish father’s stocky, more athletic build and his almost black, glossy hair.


‘I have the dinner nearly ready. We’ll have it the minute your father and Kirsty get in,’ Sophie announced, in her local Lanarkshire accent. Unlike her Irish-spoken husband who had come over from Ballygrace in County Offaly in his twenties, Sophie was more Scottish, having been born in Motherwell to an Irish father and Scottish mother. Her allegiance at times leaned more towards her birth country and, tellingly, she had picked traditional Scottish names for her daughters, unlike her in-laws who came down very firmly on the more Irish side. ‘What time did you say your film started?’


‘Twenty past seven,’ Heather said. ‘Thanks for hurrying everything up on account of me.’


‘Well,’ her mother said, smiling fondly at her, ‘it’s not often that you go out on a Thursday night so I suppose we can make a wee bit of an effort for you.’


‘I was just weighing up all this about Glasgow . . .’


‘Are you having any second thoughts?’ Sophie asked gently, jostling for a space on the busy dressing-table for the pink mug. She moved a small, navy glass bottle of Avon perfume and the turquoise plastic basket that held the hair-rollers and pins.


‘Nope.’ Heather smiled, catching her mother’s eye through the mirror. She reached over to the transistor radio on her bedside cabinet, to turn down Connie Francis. ‘I think . . . I’m definitely going to take it.’ She put the last spiky roller in her long dark hair, and deftly stuck a small plastic pin through it to secure it. ‘I’m going to hand my notice in at the office in the morning.’




Sophie patted her daughter’s shoulder then sat down on the end of Kirsty’s single bed.


‘As your father and I told you, hen, it’s your own decision. We’re very proud of you getting such an important job – you’ve done well for yourself.’


Heather took a sip of the hot tea, enjoying the chance to talk things out with her mother on her own. ‘I’m really excited about it in one way, but if I was to tell the truth . . . I suppose I’m a wee bit nervous about it as well.’ Her newly plucked dark brows creased. ‘It’ll feel funny travelling all the way into Glasgow on the train every day,’ she said in a low voice, ‘but to be honest, I can’t stick the thought of snooty Mrs Anderson being my boss for ever and going on the same bus to the same office for the rest of my life.’


‘A lot of people do . . .’ Sophie said thoughtfully, ‘and you’re still only nineteen.’ She took a mouthful of her tea.


‘I know.’ Heather swung around on the stool to face her mother. ‘But it’s too good a chance to miss – a job in a big office in Glasgow. It’s a real step up for me, and if I don’t take the chance of it now, I might never get it again.’


Sophie nodded her head. ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained, as they say.’


‘My Auntie Mona wasn’t exactly enthusiastic when I showed her the letter last night, was she?’ Heather said, rolling her eyes. ‘Talk about doom and disaster.’ She gave a giggle now. ‘You’d think I was going to Sodom and Gomorrah the way she was goin’ on, instead of Glasgow.’


Sophie smiled now. ‘Och, don’t pay any heed to what she says. If I listened to everything your Auntie Mona says, I’d never put my nose outside the door. She’d have me tied to the sewing machine and if I ran out of work, she’d have me down on my knees scrubbing and cleaning all day. Then when my own house was spotless she’d expect me over in the chapel to start scrubbing there as well, or maybe polishing the brass on the altar.’


‘She doesn’t half go on when she gets the bit between her teeth, does she?’ Heather said tutting. ‘And she expects everybody in our family to be right holy-willies just because she’s the priest’s housekeeper. She’d have us at early Mass every weekday before work if she had her way.’


‘Och, she doesn’t mean any harm. It’s the way she was brought up in Galway with her uncle a priest and her auntie a nun. She feels she’s got to keep up the family’s standards even though she hasn’t seen some of them for years.’ Sophie rolled her eyes now, looking exactly like an older version of her daughter. ‘She’s nearly worse about housekeeping than she is about religion. I was in trouble with her again this afternoon for forgetting to bring in the washing. She’d warned me several times that there was rain forecast, and there I was, sitting down and all relaxed listening to The Afternoon Play on the wireless when she landed at the back door carrying the basket and the washing, telling me how she’d saved it from getting a real soaking. You should have seen her face when she realised I was sitting down doing nothing.’


‘Oh!’ Heather teased. ‘You’ll be the talk of the street!’


‘If I am, it won’t be the first time,’ Sophie said wryly, taking a drink of her tea. ‘She told me that I might at least have been doing my sewing and listening to the radio.’


‘And you could have tied dusters around your feet and polished the linoleum while you were at it!’ Heather said, giggling at the thought.


‘Och, she was probably looking for that skirt she asked me to hem last night, but I’ve told her that I have two bridesmaids’ dresses to hem before I can look at her skirt.’ Sophie had a small sewing business going, and was kept very busy by the locals, repairing torn items, hemming and altering garments and running up curtains.




The front door opened, and Kirsty’s cheery voice called a greeting. ‘It’s me-e!’


‘We’re upstairs!’ Sophie called back.


There was the sound of footsteps thumping up the stairs and then the bedroom door was energetically thrust open. ‘Sorry I’m a bit late, Mammy, I met this lassie from school that I hadn’t seen for ages and we got chatting,’ the younger girl explained. Her curly blonde hair and camel-coloured duffel coat glistened around the edges with droplets of rain. ‘Anything new or exciting happened since this morning?’ Kirsty was always looking for something exciting to happen.


Heather shrugged. ‘Nothing – we’re just talking about me going to work in Glasgow.’


‘You lucky thing! It’ll be brilliant,’ Kirsty said, sinking down on the bed beside her mother. ‘I wish it was me. I’d love to be in the city every day, being able to walk around the big shops in your lunch break.’ Her eyes took on a dreamy look. ‘I wish I was in Oklahoma or South Pacific or any of the shows that are on in the big music halls . . . then when the weather gets better we could tour around all the big cities like Edinburgh and London.’ She closed her eyes. ‘It would be my greatest wish . . . I’d just love it.’


‘You’re doing well enough for eighteen years old,’ Heather reminded her. ‘You’re one of the youngest singers in any of the bands, and you’re earning more money between your two jobs than I make at the office.’


‘And you’re certainly doing more than enough travelling, Madam,’ Sophie said, stroking her youngest daughter’s damp, blonde curls, which were restrained by a large clasp as her job in the local chemist’s shop dictated. ‘Some evenings you’re hardly in the door, until you’re back out it again.’


‘I know, I know,’ Kirsty said, her blue eyes brightening. ‘We’re out tomorrow night in Coatbridge playing at a dance, and then on Saturday night we’re playing at a talent competition in Hamilton.’


‘Well,’ her mother said, her eyebrows raised in concern, ‘you’d better make sure you get an early night tonight. You can’t be burning the candle at both ends.’


‘We’ll see . . .’ Kirsty said vaguely. She turned to her sister. ‘Who’s going out tonight?’


‘The four of us,’ Heather said, unpinning a roller now to check if her hair was dry yet. It was still a bit damp, so she rolled it back up again.


‘And who’s the four?’ Kirsty persisted.


Heather made a little impatient sound. ‘Oh . . . me and Gerry, and Liz and Jim.’


‘Oh . . . Gerry,’ Kirsty said meaningfully, then started to unbutton the toggles on her coat. ‘And what are you going to see?’


Heather shrugged. ‘I’m not sure . . . I think it might be some kind of a gangster film.’ Her face darkened a little. ‘It was Gerry’s idea – so no doubt it will be a fella’s kind of film.’


‘Well, at least it’s a night out, and it won’t cost you anything if Gerry’s taking you,’ Kirsty pointed out.


‘Sometimes I pay,’ Heather retorted, ‘and if he gets the tickets first, I often buy the ice-creams and the drinks.’ She looked over at her mother. ‘I must make sure that we don’t stuff ourselves with hot-dogs again tonight, I can feel my working skirts getting a bit too tight again.’


‘Just cut out the rubbish,’ Sophie said firmly, ‘and you’ll be fine.’


‘You’re daft,’ Kirsty stated. ‘I wouldn’t be arguing with him if he wanted to pay for everything. It leaves you more money to spend on yourself. Anyway, he earns more than you – and you’ve been going out with him for nearly six months.’


‘Maybe I don’t want to let him pay for everything,’ Heather said, her voice rising in indignation. Although they got on well for sisters, sometimes Kirsty really got on her nerves the way she voiced her opinions on everything so forcefully. And it was especially irritating when the opinions were about Gerry.


‘Right,’ Sophie said, standing up now. She could always tell when things needed diffusing between the girls. She made towards the hallway now. ‘I’ll go down and check that the potatoes aren’t boiling too quickly and you ladies can follow me down shortly. Put that wet coat in the airing cupboard now, Kirsty, so that it’s dry right through for work in the morning.’


‘What’s for dinner, Mam?’ Kirsty asked, getting to her feet now. ‘I’m absolutely starving.’


‘Stew and carrots and peas.’


‘Brilliant! I’ll have a big plateful, because I’ve only had a roll and a wee Dairylea triangle since I left the house this morning.’


‘You should have come home at lunchtime and I’d have made you something decent,’ Sophie told her.


‘I know,’ Kirsty agreed, ‘but the others were all staying in the shop, and anyway, it was that miserable out I couldn’t be bothered walking home in case I got soaked.’


‘A cheese triangle and a roll – it’s no wonder you’re so skinny, if that’s all you’re eating during the day,’ Heather told her, secretly wishing she could last all day on such a small amount. Maybe her skirts would fit better if she tried to copy her sister. ‘That’s a really stupid way to be carrying on.’ Even after a breakfast of cereal and boiled egg and toast, Heather often found herself starving by eleven o’clock in the morning, and could quite easily demolish the two rounds of sandwiches, crisps and chocolate biscuits she took to work every day for her lunch. Some days she did exactly that, and other days she made do with a bun or a hot sausage roll when the tea-trolley came around, and kept the sandwiches until one o’clock.


‘Och, that’s very unusual,’ Kirsty said for her mother’s benefit, but she pulled a face at her sister as soon as Sophie’s back was turned. ‘Most days I usually eat a lot more. But sometimes I could easily go all day without eating and it wouldn’t bother me. If we get busy or if I’m doing my nails during my lunch break I often forget to eat – it’s only when I come in the door at home and I smell the cooking that it suddenly hits me.’


‘I hope you’re not being silly, and making yourself ill,’ Sophie called as she went down the stairs. ‘Maybe you should start coming back home again for your lunch break every day where I could make sure you’re havin’ something decent to eat.’


Kirsty passed by Heather now, giving her a poke in the back. ‘Stop getting me into trouble, you!’ she said in a low, joking hiss.


‘I don’t need to,’ Heather retorted. ‘You’re well able to get into trouble without my help.’ Kirsty went out to the airing cupboard with her coat, and then returned to lean against the doorjamb. ‘Are you getting fed up with Gerry?’ she asked, her eyes narrowed.


‘What makes you ask that?’ Heather said, frowning.


‘Oh, I can tell,’ her younger sister said airily. ‘I always know the signs. You’re not bringing him back to the house as often . . . and I can see he’s starting to get on your nerves already. All the little habits that you liked in the beginning are starting to irritate you . . .’


A broad smile suddenly broke out over Heather’s face, and then she reached into the plastic basket. ‘I’ll tell you what’s starting to really irritate me, Kirsty Grace—’ A small pink roller came flying across the room. ‘You!’


‘So it’s all decided then?’ Fintan Grace said in his Irish lilt, beaming across the table at his elder daughter. He had come in from his work as the local school janitor and quickly washed and changed into his evening clothes.


‘Aye, more or less . . .’ Heather said, nodding her head. ‘I’m handing my notice in tomorrow.’ She moved back in her kitchen chair now, as her mother went around the table with the hot plates.


‘They’ll be sorry to lose you,’ Fintan said, lifting up his knife and fork, ‘but people have to move on.’


‘I wish I could move on,’ Kirsty said, attacking her potatoes and stew with an eager fork. ‘That Sheila is driving me mad. She’s got an eye on her like a hawk, and if you have a couple of minutes without a customer she finds you a cloth and tells you to wipe down the shelves or polish the glass doors.’ She shook her head then lifted the fork to her mouth.


‘Ah, Kirsty, don’t be complaining now,’ Fintan told his younger daughter in a light, teasing manner. ‘You have a grand set-up there, with your half-days Wednesday and Saturday, and only a five-minute walk away from the house.’


Kirsty finished chewing her piece of stew, conscious of the table manners that had been drilled into her years ago. ‘There’s times it’s dead boring, Daddy,’ she said, rolling her eyes. ‘You get fed up with moanin’ old wives coming in for prescriptions who think you’re only too delighted to stand there listenin’ while they tell you all about their varicose veins or their husband’s piles.’


Fintan shook his head, his eyes twinkling in amusement. ‘You should take it as a compliment; they must think you’re a real expert on all their complaints to be confiding in you.’


The conversation suddenly halted as the latch on the back gate sounded. ‘Lily, I’d say,’ Sophie said with a wry smile, ‘and no doubt Whiskey.’ Lily was the elfin, curly blonde, ten-year-old daughter of Mona and Pat Grace – Fintan’s brother – and the only girl after four boys.


‘Hopefully it’s not about the flamin’ dog-house again,’ Fintan said under his breath.


‘Shhh . . .’ Sophie hissed. ‘Don’t let her hear you.’




There was a slight tap on the kitchen door and, unrehearsed, all four chorused in unison, ‘Come in!’


‘It’s only me and Whiskey,’ a high-pitched voice sounded as the door slowly opened, and the small, grinning face appeared wrapped in a knitted red pixie-hat with what looked like two little ears at the corners. She wore a green duffle coat and red gloves that matched the hat. ‘I came round to see if ye wanted any messages or if ye had any empty ginger bottles ye wanted taking to the shop?’


‘It’s too dark for you to be out,’ Fintan told his niece. ‘Does your mother know you’re out of the house?’ He finished the last few forkfuls of his meal now.


‘Did ye not notice?’ Lily said, grinning broadly and ignoring his question. She stepped into the kitchen now, still holding on to the dog lead. She pushed the door to, leaving a small space for the lead to run through but not enough room to allow the dog to squeeze inside the house. She tapped the top of her pixie. ‘It’s snowin’!’


‘Is it?’ Heather said, getting to her feet to look out of the window. ‘I can’t see anything.’


‘Och, it’s just a wee flurry,’ Lily said, her eyes dancing, ‘but it’s definitely snowin’. You can see it on our garden at the front.’


‘A wee flurry?’ Kirsty said, imitating her young cousin. She loved teasing her, although it was always done in a good-natured way that the little girl enjoyed. ‘That’s a very posh word. Where did ye get that one from?’


‘Out of a book,’ Lily stated, her eyebrows shooting up. ‘Where d’you think?’


Her gaze now shifted over to the corner where Sophie kept the empty bottles. She grinned. There were two: an Irn Bru and an American Cream Soda bottle.


‘I still don’t think you should be out at this time of night,’ Fintan repeated. ‘Who let you out?’


‘Och, I just said I was taking the dog for a wee walk to the corner,’ the little girl said, folding her arms now. She shook her red pixie head like a wise old woman. ‘Dogs need walkin’ two or three times a day – and there’s not a single person in that house who would bother takin’ him out, if it wasn’t for me. Them lads are absolutely useless – especially our Patrick. My mammy’s always tellin’ him that he’s nothing but a lazy bizzim.’


‘Was your mother in?’ Sophie cut in, not wishing to encourage the girl to be telling tales from home.


‘At the chapel,’ she said, her eyes sliding back to the bottles that she would get threepence each on. ‘There’s a funeral on in the morning – that crabbit old fella that goes into the library – and she needed to go and sort the flowers into the vases.’


‘I knew damn fine she wasn’t in,’ Fintan said, smiling and raising his eyebrows. ‘She wouldn’t let you out on your own in the dark, especially on a school night. It’s your bed you should be heading off to, never mind gallivanting around the streets.’


‘Och, it’s perfectly safe, and I’m not a bit tired,’ Lily said, waving a small gloved hand dismissively. ‘Anyway, I know every single person around this place and they all know me.’


‘Come on,’ Fintan said resignedly, pushing his plate away and standing up, ‘I’ll walk the pair of ye around to the shop and then back home. I could do with a packet of Woodbines.’


‘Will you carry the bottles?’ Lily asked, grinning with delight. She stretched her red gloves further up her wrists and pulled the sleeves of her coat down over them.


‘Do you think I came up the Clyde on a banana skin?’ her uncle said, his brows deepening in a mock-serious frown.


Lily went into peals of laughter as she always did when her uncle teased her.


‘What about your cup of tea?’ Sophie asked her husband, mildly irritated at the interruption to their meal.


‘I’ll have it when I come back,’ he said, going to get his heavy grey wool coat from the rack beside the back door.


‘Did you tell Heather about the country dancing?’ Lily suddenly remembered. Since Fintan was the janitor in their school, she expected him to keep fully up to date on everything that went on.


‘I never got a chance yet, bossy boots,’ Fintan said, pursing his lips. ‘I was just about to tell her when you arrived.’


‘What about it?’ Heather asked.


‘Saturday afternoon at three o’clock,’ Lily stated. ‘Mrs McGinty said to tell you that she needs a really good dancer to help out with the practice for the Christmas show.’


‘I’ll have to see what I’m doing,’ Heather said. ‘I might have to go into Motherwell or Wishaw to do a bit of shopping.’


‘Oh, but you’ll have to come!’ Lily gasped, her eyes like saucers. ‘I told Mrs McGinty that you’d come. This practice is for a really special display for the parents at Christmas. Everybody has to pay a shillin’ each to get in – it’s to buy new football strips for the school team.’


‘You’d no business saying I’d come until you had checked,’ Heather told her. ‘I’m very busy at the weekends and I might not be able to help out.’


Undaunted, Lily looked over at Kirsty now. ‘You could come too, after work, since Saturday’s your half-day.’ She narrowed her bright blue eyes in consideration. ‘You’re nearly as good a dancer as Heather.’


‘Oh, could I?’ Kirsty said, rolling her eyes. ‘And what if I have other plans?’


‘Out wi’ your boyfriend, I suppose?’ Lily said, raising her eyebrows suggestively. ‘Have you got a new one yet?’


‘Never mind out with my boyfriend,’ Kirsty said, pretending she was getting up out of the chair, ‘just get your nosy wee face out of that door before I give you a good skelp!’


‘You’ll have to catch me first!’ Lily giggled, opening the door just wide enough to allow her to squeeze out without the dog coming flying in. ‘Come on, Uncle Fintan, and don’t forget the empty bottles.’









Chapter Two


The light scattering of snow gradually turned into a grey slush as Heather and her friend Liz Mullen stood on the main street waiting for the bus into Wishaw.


‘That was a big change in the weather today. I can’t believe how cold it is now,’ Heather said, her breath coming in white clouds into the freezing night air. She had dressed for the wintry weather in her black and white checked coat with matching black beret, scarf and gloves – plus the black umbrella she carried everywhere when rain threatened.


‘It’s blidey freezin’!’ Liz agreed, hugging the wide collar of her blue swing coat closer to her exposed throat. Giving more attention to fashion than warmth, the collar buttoned low down on her neck, and she hadn’t thought to bring a scarf. ‘I only hope this film is worth coming out for. What’s it about anyway?’


Heather shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. Horror or gangster, no doubt.’


‘Och, it’s a free night out,’ Liz laughed, slipping her arm through her friend’s. ‘And I always feel that going out on a Thursday night starts the weekend earlier. Anyway, I suppose we should be grateful that it’s us they’re spending their money on – they’re two fine-looking fellas and could get any lassie they want. At least that’s what Jim’s always reminding me.’


Heather’s face darkened. ‘You should tell him to get lost! I wouldn’t let any fella speak to me like that, and you shouldn’t let Jim Murray speak to you like that either. There’s nobody going to make me grateful to him for going out with me. I’d sooner be on my own.’


‘Aw, you know what they’re like,’ Liz sighed in a world-weary fashion. ‘Jim’s always been full of big talk when there’s an audience. He’s different on his own, all over me. I have my work cut out trying to get him keep his hands to himself.’


‘You’d better be careful with him,’ Heather warned, her frown deepening. ‘I told you I’d heard rumours about him with the last girl he went out with from Wishaw – there was talk that she’d disappeared down to England to have a baby.’


‘Oh, I tackled him about that, and there’s no truth in that whatsoever. She got a new job in Coventry and just decided to take it. And there’s no fear of anything like that happenin’ to me,’ Liz said airily. ‘I have the measure of Jim Murray, and there won’t be anything going on until I have a ring safely on my finger.’


Feeling slightly uncomfortable with the turn the conversation was taking, she stepped out onto the road now to see if the bus was coming. ‘Anyway, Gerry’s absolutely mad about you, and would do anything to hang on to you,’ she said, changing the subject. ‘I hear all the girls in his work are daft about him, but they know they’ve no chance when he’s going out with you.’


‘I’m not sure if that’s what I want either,’ Heather said moodily. ‘Sometimes he’s a bit over-keen . . . keeping tabs on every single thing I do.’


Liz stepped back into the bus shelter, relieved that she’d succeeded in moving the conversation away from herself. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything . . . but your Kirsty told me that she thought you were getting a bit fed up of him . . .’


‘She’s a nosy individual,’ Heather said, irritated at Kirsty butting into things as usual, ‘and she should mind her own business.’


‘Aw, don’t finish with him, Heather,’ Liz said pleadingly. ‘I really like Jim . . . and he’s always keen if we’re going out in a foursome. The longer we all go out together, the better chance I have of getting an engagement ring on my finger. Don’t do anything until after Christmas – please.’


‘I’ll have to see what happens,’ Heather said, not promising anything.


The girls’ chat came to an abrupt halt as a medium-sized, stocky figure under a flowery umbrella came bustling towards them. ‘It’s my Auntie Mona,’ Heather hissed. ‘Don’t mention anything about Glasgow.’


‘Well, girls, off out for the night?’ Mona stated in her Galway lilt, pushing into the bus shelter beside them and shaking the snowflakes from her umbrella. ‘Cold the night, isn’t it?’ She turned to her niece, her brows down. ‘Did you come to any decision about the job in Glasgow?’


‘I’ve decided that I’m accepting it,’ Heather said quietly, turning her attention to examine one of her gloved hands.


Mona’s face was aghast. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve handed your notice in already?’


‘Tomorrow,’ Heather stated. ‘It’ll all be official then.’


Mona shook her head. ‘Glasgow’s not the be-all and end-all, you know. There’s plenty of young girls would have been happy to work their way up in that office in Wishaw. It’s one of the best in the area, and very little travel involved.’ She pursed her lips. ‘I’d think long and hard tonight before doin’ anything drastic in the morning. You still have time to change your mind. All that travelling to Glasgow would wear a young girl out . . . and you could get in with the wrong kind.’ Her brow deepened. ‘I’ve seen it happen.’


‘There’s all kinds of people worked in the office in Wishaw and it was fine,’ Heather said, trying to sound friendly and light.


Mona shook her head. ‘Take it from an older, wiser woman. Glasgow’s very different from Wishaw or Motherwell or any of the local places. And Glasgow people are very different too.’


Then, out of the drizzly, foggy night the pale yellow lights of the red bus came looming in the distance.


‘Quick, Heather!’ Liz said. ‘Wave your umbrella and make sure he sees us or we’ll miss the start of the film.’


‘I’ll see you, Auntie Mona,’ Heather said cheerily, relieved that the bus had saved her.


‘It’s busy enough for a Thursday night,’ Gerry said, coming back to the seat laden with ice-creams, drinks and a large bag of chocolates. He divided them out between himself and Heather.


‘Thanks,’ Heather said with a smile, taking the ice-cream and the bottle of Pepsi with the stripy straw from him. ‘I wish you’d at least let me pay for the sweets.’


‘Another time,’ Gerry said, winking at her, his blue eyes suddenly looking bigger and softer. ‘When you get your first wage from the new job.’


There was a little silence. ‘Do you think I’m daft for giving up the office in Wishaw?’


‘Not at all,’ he answered, frowning now. ‘It’s what you want, isn’t it? If you want to get on in life, you have to take a few risks, you have to make the most of your chances. I don’t think you’re daft at all – I admire you.’


‘I wish more people did,’ Heather half-muttered to herself, thinking of her aunt’s doom and disaster warnings this evening. This was the bit of Gerry that she liked – the bit that had attracted her to him in the first place. He was ambitious for himself and admired ambition in others – even girls.


‘We’re a good team, you and me,’ Gerry whispered, squeezing her hand. ‘I think we could . . .’ He halted, picking his words carefully. ‘I think we want the same things out of life.’


There was something in the huskiness of his tone that made Heather’s throat tighten, and she was suddenly aware of the lingering grip on her hand, which didn’t feel as comforting to her as it used to. She took a deep breath, a kind of claustrophobia now creeping all over her. She had felt echoes of this before, but in a much more fleeting way. But now, the feeling of wanting to move away from him was more powerful and immediate. She realised she wanted to move out of the cinema seat – and out of the cinema, away from him. What on earth was happening? she wondered to herself. There was a time when she enjoyed every minute she spent with him. There was a time when she felt he was a really good catch.


The lights suddenly dimmed in the picture-house and the pianist struck up a rousing opening tune.









Chapter Three


‘Did you get a chance to look at that suit skirt yet?’ Mona Grace asked, as she came along the hallway behind the slim figure of her sister-in-law.


‘It’s on my list of things for the morning,’ Sophie told her, ignoring Mona’s resulting disappointed sigh. She had recently decided to change tactics with Fintan’s bossy sister-in-law, thinking that if she took longer to do her sewing jobs then Mona might not be so keen to turn up every other week with the mountain of trousers and skirts that needed hems taking up or seams letting out.


‘I wouldn’t normally be rushing you,’ Mona said, as they came into the living-room, where Kirsty was curled up reading in a corner of the deep, wine-coloured couch, ‘only I need it for that bloomin’ Kelly wedding next Saturday, and I’d feel happier if I was lookin’ at it hanging up in the wardrobe all ready.’ She gave a small, apologetic smile, hoping to appeal to her sister-in-law’s good nature. ‘You know what I’m like, I hate leavin’ everything to the last minute.’


‘Och, we’ve plenty of time,’ Sophie said vaguely, lifting a pile of newspapers and books from the armchair by the fire to let Mona sit down, before seating herself in the armchair opposite.


‘Hi, Auntie Mona,’ Kirsty said, looking up from a sheet of paper that held the words of a new song she was trying to memorise for the band’s date the following night.


‘Well, Miss!’ Mona greeted her niece with a beaming smile. ‘All ready for bed in your nice warm pyjamas and dressing-gown I see.’


‘Och aye.’ The young girl smiled, patting the back of her damp, curly hair. ‘I’m all bathed and hair washed and everything. I’m gettin’ all set up for the weekend early. You never know who I could meet in the dance halls on a dark night.’


‘Good girl yourself!’ Mona said, making a grab for her niece’s bare feet – a little friendly tussle they often had. ‘And if you get knocked down crossing the street, and have to be rushed away in an ambulance, at least you’ll be spotlessly clean.’


‘Pure as the driven snow,’ Kirsty said, slapping at her aunt’s hand and drawing her bare feet well in under her.


Mona laughed to herself as she sat her ample frame down into the chair. ‘Purer than a lot of others around here, that’s for sure,’ she said. ‘I hear that young Helen Kelly one is gettin’ married in white after all.’ She shook her head, tutting. ‘How can they brass-neck it when everybody knows that she’s expectin’? And her havin’ to be carted out of Mass when she fainted in front of the whole village. A fortnight later the wedding invitations were out, and they’re saying they set the date ages ago. They must think we’re a right pack of eedjits.’


‘There but for the grace of God,’ Sophie said in a low voice. ‘It could happen to anybody – and indeed it has. There’s plenty of families have quicker weddings than they would have liked.’


There was an awkward little silence. Kirsty went back to studying the words of her song.


‘I’m not sayin’ it can’t happen to anybody,’ Mona said, her voice slightly brittle now. ‘The point I’m makin’ is about the hypocrisy. The fact that she’s gettin’ married in pure white, and we’ve all got to stand there while they’re takin’ photographs and everything and smile and kid on we don’t know she’s due in seven blidey months’ time.’


There was another little silence.


‘As a matter of fact,’ Sophie said quietly, ‘she’s not actually getting married in pure white. I’ve been asked to sew a few pale pink rosebuds under the top layer of her dress and veil.’


Mona puffed out her cheeks. ‘You’re a dark blidey horse at times, Sophie Grace. Knowin’ all that and sayin’ nothing.’


Sophie got up and put the kettle on and a while later came back with a tray filled with mugs of tea, three thin, hot buttered crumpets and a plate of mixed biscuits.


‘I saw Heather and Liz Mullen at the bus stop earlier,’ Mona said, taking a tiny bite of her rolled-up crumpet. ‘Off gallivantin’ into Wishaw with the fellas, no doubt.’


Kirsty stared at her aunt, fascinated by how she always ate so very daintily for such a buxom woman. Kirsty often wondered if Mona ate quite so politely when there was nobody watching her or whether she wolfed things down. ‘The pictures,’ she confirmed, taking a much bigger bite of her own crumpet.


Mona sucked her breath in now and shook her head. ‘She’s decided on the big office in Glasgow, she was telling me.’


Sophie nodded, her china teacup thoughtfully clasped between both hands. ‘If it’s what she wants, then she might as well give it a try. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, as they say.’


‘It’s no joke gettin’ up every morning and trekkin’ up to that railway station . . . and if you miss it, you’ve to wait another hour for the next,’ Mona pointed out. ‘She only has to wait ten minutes at that time of the mornin’ going into Wishaw on the bus – and if the weather’s bad and the buses are stopped, she can always walk it home.’ She took another little nibble at her crumpet. ‘And there’s every type there . . . foreign and all sorts.’


‘I wish it was me,’ Kirsty put in now, her blue eyes shining at the thought. ‘I’d love it – going into Glasgow on the train every day. It would be dead exciting.’


‘Get away with you!’ Mona said, her face brightening with amusement. For all her stern, critical ways, Kirsty knew exactly how to appeal to her aunt’s sense of humour.


‘You’re some blade to be travelling into Glasgow, so you are – they wouldn’t know what hit them. How Joe Simpson puts up with you, I’ll never know – it’s usually the serious, brainy types like Heather that they go for in a chemist’s.’


Kirsty swallowed the last of her crumpet, ignoring the inference that she wasn’t as clever as her sister. ‘It’s because of me that all the fine young fellas come in lookin’ for Brylcreem and bottles of hair oil they don’t even need,’ she said, winking knowingly at her aunt. ‘Joe Simpson should be grateful to me for all the custom I bring in, for he would have hardly any business except for doctors’ prescriptions if it was left to the miserable-faced older ones just like yourselves.’


The two older women now hooted with laughter.









Chapter Four


A small group stepped off the rattling bus at the shops in Rowanhill, and back out into the drizzly dark night. The bus engine revved up and it pulled away, leaving clouds of steamy grey exhaust fumes billowing into the nippy November air.


‘Are you two going for chips?’ Liz called over the bus noise, moving as quickly into the bus shelter as her high heels would allow. ‘Jim says he’s starving.’


The thought of the Italian shop’s newspaper-wrapped chips made her mouth water, but Heather shook her head. ‘I don’t want any . . .’ she said in a voice that sounded surprisingly convincing even to herself. She looked at the grinning, sandy-haired Jim first and then at Gerry.


‘No, I’m not bothered about chips either,’ Gerry said quickly, taking Heather’s hand and putting it into his coat pocket.


Immediately, the claustrophobic feeling started again. ‘We’ll walk over to the chip shop with you, anyway,’ Heather said. Then, Liz caught her eye and gestured with a nod of her head that she would prefer it if she and Jim were left to themselves.


‘Well, maybe—’ Heather started to say when Gerry interrupted, his hand tightening around hers.


‘Tell you what,’ he suggested to his friend instead, ‘we’ll walk on to Heather’s house, and then I’ll catch up with you at Liz’s and we’ll head home together.’ The two boys lived another half-mile on from Liz’s house, which was just off the main street in Rowanhill.


‘Fine,’ Liz said, thrusting her arm through Jim’s before he had a chance to voice any objections. She wasn’t too bothered about the chips, but the chance of spending any time on her own with Jim was definitely not going to be turned down – especially when there was an empty bus shelter. Especially when the last bus had gone and there would be nobody around to disturb them.


‘I’m glad we’ve got a bit of time on our own,’ Gerry said quietly as he and Heather walked down the drizzly lamp-lit street. ‘You can never say too much with Liz’s big ears taking in everything.’


‘I don’t actually think she’s too interested in anything about you or me,’ Heather said. She moved her hand away from him now, to allow herself to put the umbrella up. ‘I think Jim takes up all her attention.’


‘Here, I’ll hold that for you,’ Gerry said, taking the umbrella out of her hand. His arm slid around Heather’s waist, pulling her closer to him. ‘I’ve something I want to tell you.’


Heather looked up at him. ‘What?’ she asked.


‘I got a letter from my uncle in Australia this morning,’ he told her, ‘and he said if I want to go over next year to work for him, that he’ll vouch for me. It’s easier to get in if you have a work sponsor.’


‘And are you going to go?’ Heather asked, surprised at the news. Gerry had mentioned his uncle in Australia several times before, but she hadn’t realised that he was seriously considering a move there.


‘I don’t know . . .’ he said, pulling her to a halt under the yellow-orange light of a lamp-post. ‘It all depends . . .’


‘On what?’


‘You and me,’ he said, looking her directly in the eye. ‘I need to know how the land lies with us first.’




Heather took a deep breath. ‘Well . . . I wouldn’t want to hold you back.’


There was a little silence. ‘You wouldn’t, Heather,’ he said, with a little crack in his voice. ‘Having you could never hold me back.’


‘But if you want to go to Australia, things would definitely change.’


‘As I’ve said,’ he went on, ‘it all depends on you and me . . . whether it would be worth my while staying in Rowanhill.’


Heather’s stomach tightened and her gaze now shifted down to the wet, tarmacadam pavement. ‘What do you mean?’


He moved closer to her, his head bent so close she could feel his warm breath on her face and neck. ‘How serious are you about us, Heather?’ His eyes searched hers, and his arm tightened around her waist.


‘I don’t know what to say . . .’ Her voice was low and her eyes cagey. ‘I haven’t really thought about things like that.’


‘Look,’ he said, his tone brusque and determined, ‘I’m not going to keep beating around the bush . . . how would you feel about us getting engaged at Christmas?’









Chapter Five


There was great laughter going on as Kirsty recounted another of her funny customers’ stories from the chemist’s shop, which suddenly halted when the front door sounded. A few moments later Heather came into the living-room, shaking the raindrops from her black beret and scarf. ‘Hi, Auntie Mona,’ she said politely, before turning to her mother and sister. ‘It’s absolutely bucketing down outside. Thank God I brought the umbrella.’




‘Snow all gone?’ Sophie asked.


‘Just a bit of slush in at the kerbs, the rain’s washing it all away.’


‘You may get used to it,’ Mona said, all joviality now gone from her face and voice, ‘because you’ll do plenty of running in the winter when you’ve to go all the way up that hill to the train station in the freezin’ cold.’


‘There’s tea newly made in the pot,’ Sophie interrupted, ‘and some pancakes and crumpets in the bread bin.’


‘Great,’ Heather said, turning back to the hallway to hang up her damp outer clothes and to escape any further interrogation from her aunt.


Kirsty got to her feet now, pushing them into her comfortable velveteen, embroidered slippers, and tightening the loose belt on her quilted dressing-gown. ‘Did you and Liz decide not to go for chips tonight?’ she asked, following her older sister into the kitchen.


If Kirsty was out with her friends, the perfect ending to the night was to stand gossiping in the Italian-run chip shop waiting for their turn in the long queue. The wait enabled them to find out who had been dancing with whom in the various local dance halls, who had fixed up dates, and what romances had come to an expected or abrupt ending. Sometimes the girls found that part of the evening more exciting than the dance, for there was always the chance that some good-looking boys they fancied might just come in for chips as well, and that would prolong the entertainment of the evening.


Unfortunately, with all her commitments singing with the band, Kirsty lately found herself having to rely on Heather and her friends for the latest gossip.


‘It was too wet to go for chips,’ Heather informed her sister as she poured herself a hot mug of tea from the large brown pot and then added milk and half a spoon of sugar. She went over to the cooker and lit the grill with a match and slid a small pancake and a crumpet on the pan underneath. ‘Anyway, I wanted a reasonably early night for work in the morning, I’m a bit keyed up about handing in my notice.’


‘Did you see anybody you knew at the pictures?’ Kirsty queried.


Heather shook her head as she reached up into the kitchen cabinet for a small plate. ‘Nobody that I recognised – nobody from around here anyway.’


Kirsty poured herself a fresh cup of tea. ‘Well, was the film any good?’ she enquired now, disappointed that there weren’t any snippets of news they could mull over in some depth.


‘Actually,’ Heather replied, her serious face breaking into a smile, ‘it was great. You would have enjoyed it – it was a frightening one – The Hound of the Baskervilles.’


‘Seen it,’ Kirsty informed her, pulling a chair out at the yellow Formica-topped table. ‘It was brilliant. I bet you ran all the way home from the bus stop without looking round.’ The two girls laughed.


Kirsty suddenly gave a shiver. ‘It’s bloomin’ freezing in here,’ she said in a low voice, ‘but I suppose it’s better than listening to my Auntie Mona wittering on about what a terrible place Glasgow is.’ She bent over her cup, giggling.


‘She’s got a right bee in her bonnet about it, hasn’t she?’ Heather said, tutting. She lifted her hot pancake and crumpet from the grill onto the plate and came over to the table to butter it. ‘She’s that obvious, too. She makes out that all the people are terrible and the whole of the city is a dreadful place, when you know fine well it’s all to do with Auntie Claire who we’re not supposed to mention. It’s all because she met up with an older, Protestant man in an office in Glasgow, got married in the register office and went off to live in a posh part of Glasgow.’


‘I love keeping Mona going about it,’ Kirsty giggled again. ‘I love it when she gets all aerated and indignant.’


‘Well don’t!’ Heather hissed. ‘It’s me that gets it in the ear every time the word Glasgow is mentioned. Anyway I think it’s terrible the way she’s turned the whole family against Claire. She’s a lovely person, and I always liked her. It would be like everybody trying to turn Lily against one of us in a few years’ time.’


‘True enough,’ Kirsty said, suddenly seeing her sister’s point. ‘I couldn’t imagine us not ever seeing Lily again . . .’


‘It’s terrible when you’re young and people don’t give you any say in things,’ Heather moaned. ‘I’d love to see Claire again – wouldn’t you?’


‘Definitely,’ Kirsty agreed. She paused for a moment. ‘What about Gerry?’ she asked now, going on to a more interesting subject. ‘Was he all dressed up as usual?’


Heather gave a little sigh, and her cheeks turned pink. ‘You’re not going to believe it . . .’


‘What?’ Kirsty gasped, her blue eyes wide with expectation. ‘What’s happened?’


Heather hesitated for a few moments, then looked towards the slightly ajar door and motioned her sister to close it over fully.


‘Come on!’ Kirsty insisted, clicking the door shut with her foot.


‘I’m still in a state of shock,’ Heather said. ‘Gerry asked me if I wanted to get engaged at Christmas—’


‘Engaged?’ Kirsty repeated in an astonished tone. She looked down into her teacup and then back up to her sister’s face. This was the last thing she had expected. The enormity of all the changes that might lie ahead – weddings, Heather moving out of the house, out of the bedroom they had shared all their lives – had suddenly struck her. ‘What did you say?’


Heather shrugged then ran both hands through her thick dark hair, which was drying into soft waves around her shoulders. ‘I said I’d have to think about it . . . that I wasn’t sure if I was ready for anything that serious yet. I said it might be better if we had a couple of nights apart from each other – have a break over the weekend just to give ourselves time to think everything over properly.’ She bit her lip. ‘I don’t want to be out dancing with him tomorrow night with this hanging between us. Even though he says he understands . . . I know he wants an answer soon.’


Kirsty took a sip of her tea, trying to digest this shocking information. ‘A lot of girls think he’s a good catch,’ she said cagily. ‘I know of a few who would love to jump into your shoes. He’s good-looking with nice hair, a good worker . . . a great dancer. I know he’s not exactly the love of your life – but you’d be hard pushed to find somebody better around here.’ She leaned her elbows on the Formica table now, and looked up earnestly at her sister. ‘You might come to feel more for him later – and if you turn him down, you might regret it.’


‘I know all that,’ Heather said a little testily, the untouched supper in front of her now going cold. ‘And I know I should be grateful . . . but there’s something not quite right.’ She went silent. ‘I know it might sound stupid – but there’s times when I feel I’d rather be on my own, paying my own way, than chance making a mistake by wasting my life on the wrong person.’ She paused again. ‘What would you do, if it was you?’


‘Well . . .’ Kirsty said, ‘I wouldn’t be too hasty.’ Her eyes lit up now. ‘You could always string him along for a bit longer – see what happens. It would save you money in the meantime, and your feelings could change towards him.’ She dug her sister gently in the ribs. ‘Alternatively . . . you might meet somebody new in Glasgow with even more money, and then you could chuck Gerry and you wouldn’t have lost anything! And just think – if you get engaged now, you’ll always have a nice diamond ring to remember him by.’


‘Kirsty Grace!’ Heather said, laughing along with her sister in spite of herself. ‘I should have known better than to ask you for advice!’









Chapter Six


‘Does it look OK? It doesn’t make my stomach look too big, does it?’ Kirsty twirled around in front of the fire in an off-the-shoulder, tight-waisted blue dress. She held out the wide skirt with the dark navy petticoat for her sister’s approval.


‘Gorgeous!’ Heather announced with a vigorous nod of her head. ‘It makes you look taller and really, really slim, and it’ll look lovely on the stage, the shiny material picks up the light.’


‘How’s the length?’ Kirsty checked, pleased that Heather said she looked a bit taller, as she was a good three inches shorter than her older sister and sometimes felt she got a bit lost with all the tall men in the band. ‘Not too long?’


‘Perfect,’ her mother said, delighted that she’d got the hem on the dress so straight. ‘It’s a perfect fit on you all over.’


‘Long?’ Fintan said, scratching his head uncertainly. ‘It’s almost up to your knees . . . and I think it’s a bit on the low side at the chest . . .’ He turned to his wife.


‘Could you not sew a wee triangle at the front where the bow is, and bring it up a bit higher? She’s a bit on the young side to be going out dressed like that—’


‘Daddy!’ Kirsty hissed, rolling her eyes. ‘These dresses are all the go – the Beverley Sisters and all the famous acts wear things like this. Don’t forget I’m the lead singer in the band. I’ve got to stand out from the rest of the girls at the dance.’


‘Well, you’ll certainly stand out in that get-up,’ Fintan said, nodding in exasperation. ‘And let’s hope it’s for your good singing and not for all the wrong reasons.’


‘I hope that oul’ fella that runs the hall has the radiators working tonight,’ Kirsty announced as two of the band members, resplendent in tuxedos and black bow-ties, reached their hands out to pull her into the back of the van, then went back to the bottles of beer they were drinking. Alcohol wasn’t allowed in the church halls so the lads always had a few drinks in the van at the beginning of the night, and another few at the break. They didn’t bother offering the young girl any, as they knew she preferred a lemonade or a cup of tea to beer – and they didn’t want to have to answer to Fintan Grace if he caught the smell of drink from his daughter.


Kirsty was warmly wrapped up in her mother’s fox-fur coat, with a finely knitted, blue lace scarf that her Auntie Mona had given her for her birthday back in October. A pair of sheepskin mittens completed the ensemble – Kirsty Grace was not taking any chances with the Scottish winter weather.


‘Once you get up on that stage, you’ll soon warm them all up,’ a dark, curly-headed young fellow called back from the driver’s seat. Martin Kerr was the lead guitarist and the male vocalist who harmonised with Kirsty or took over a few songs halfway through the night to give her a break. He also owned the van in which they drove to their singing venues. ‘When we play those new numbers we’ve practised, they’ll all be up on the floor.’


‘It’s me I’m worried about, not the dancers,’ Kirsty laughed, carefully settling herself into one of the cracked, black plastic seats, which Martin had unsuccessfully attempted to repair with peeling black duct-tape. Apart from using the van to convey the musical equipment, he often used it as a minibus taxi to earn a few extra pounds when he wasn’t playing.


‘I had flu for a week the last time we played in this dive,’ Kirsty went on, ‘and I blame that oul’ fella for trying to save on the coal.’ The dance hall wasn’t one of their favourite venues, only being a church hall, but it always got a good turn-out in the winter when people didn’t want to travel too far from home.


‘There’s supposed to be a big booking agent from Glasgow here tonight,’ Martin called over his shoulder. ‘So you never know your luck.’


‘I’ve heard that one before,’ Kirsty reminded him, feigning the world-weary attitude of an older woman. ‘I won’t be holding my breath. I’ve never seen any booking agents at the places we play in.’ Then, as the van pulled away from the kerb, she turned around to the window to see if young Lily was watching out for the van. She spotted the little pixie face at her aunt’s window three houses down and gave a big cheery wave. The little girl held the dog up now, and waved its paw – obviously all ready and waiting. Kirsty laughed to herself. She was very, very fond of Lily, who was much more like a younger sister than a cousin. The conversation she’d had with Heather about never seeing Lily again suddenly came back into her mind and she shivered at the thought. ‘Oh, you’re a right cynic, for an eighteen-year-old girl, Kirsty Grace,’ Joe Hanlon, the drummer and oldest member of the group said now. For all he ran the local boxing club, Joe was known to be a mannerly, amiable type of fellow. ‘Where’s all the starry-eyed ambition that you used to have?’ He shook his head at the two fellows opposite him. ‘I can mind you only last year thinkin’ that every smartly dressed stranger that came into the clubs might be a famous booking agent that might discover us.’


‘Och, that was when I was daft and impressionable,’ Kirsty said, waving her hand. ‘A year makes a big difference. Weekends of driving from one damp, freezing dance hall to another fairly keeps your feet on the ground. Oh, there’s nobody will pull the wool over my eyes now, I know what to expect. I’ve no illusions about it, if it gives me a bit of pocket money for clothes and getting my hair done, that’s as good as it gets.’


‘Famous last words,’ Joe warned her. ‘Famous last words.’


The hall was inarguably warmer than the previous time they had played in it, and the fellows in the band constantly teased Kirsty about how she had terrified the poor caretaker into action. She cheerfully ignored their banter as they methodically set up their instruments on the small stage, thinking to herself that the whole place could have done with a good sweep out. Then, while the boys were setting up her microphone, Kirsty went off to find the beleaguered hall caretaker to see if he could find a bit of string that might hold up one of the faded green, velvet curtains so that it would at least look as though it vaguely matched the curtain opposite. She had mentioned this along with the lack of heating to him on their previous visit, and she intended to make the point again, taking the attitude that if nothing was said, nothing would be done.


The crowd started to drift in shortly afterwards, and within half an hour, the hall was packed and the band members were all ready to begin their warm-up numbers. Kirsty had already run through her songs in her bedroom at home, making sure that her voice was ready for the harder notes as the night wore on.


They slid into a few lively Bill Haley numbers that they knew would get the crowd stirred up, and then after Martin gestured to the caretaker to dim the main lights as he was supposed to have done, they played a few slower numbers before swinging into their set programme.


As she sang, Kirsty found herself going through all the words in a perfect but mechanical fashion, having no trouble hitting the notes in any of the songs, old and new. Recently, when she was on stage, her mind kept wandering to more exotic places like the scenes from South Pacific and films with Mario Lanza or whatever latest musical show she had seen or heard on radio. She even found herself thinking longingly of the amateur musicals she had been involved in back in her secondary school days. That’s where it had all started – her love of music and singing. With the help of an enthusiastic older music teacher who had encouraged her to go for proper singing lessons.


They stopped halfway through the night and the fellows went out into the van for their beer while Kirsty went down the rickety wooden steps from the stage into the small ante-room where a cup of tea and a small iced cake were waiting for her. She was leaning against the radiator with the fur coat draped around her shoulders and the hot cup in her hands, pondering over the latest situation with Heather and Gerry, when suddenly the door from the main hall burst open.


‘Where is he?’ snapped a familiarly aggressive voice, reminiscent of a movie gangster. It was a small local fellow with slicked-back red hair – well known to be a troublemaker – who had been banned from several clubs for fighting.


‘You’re not supposed to be in here – this is only for the band,’ Kirsty stated, her brows deepening and disapproval written all over her face. They often got clowns who had drunk too much causing trouble like this.


‘Fuck off and don’t tell me what to do!’ he said, looking back over his shoulder out into the crowd. ‘Where is that big bastard?’


‘Don’t dare talk to me like that!’ Kirsty said, moving from the radiator to the table at the centre of the small room. She slid the fur coat from her shoulders onto the back of a chair. ‘You’ve no right to come in here cursin’ and shouting your head off – and I haven’t even the faintest notion of who you’re talking about.’




‘That blidey Martin Kerr . . . he’s got it comin’ to him!’ His eyes were getting wilder now. ‘I’m goin’ to give him a right doin’ over the night,’ he said, his hand reaching suspiciously inside his jacket. ‘When I’m finished with him, I’ll make sure he’ll never be able to hold a guitar again.’


‘Aw, don’t talk nonsense!’ Kirsty said, her tone derisory now. It was amazing how drink made these eedjits so dramatic. ‘He’ll kill you – he’s nearly twice your height and build. Don’t be so stupid.’ Her voice lowered; fights were part and parcel of the dance halls, and most of them came to nothing more than skirmishes. But the wild look in this fellow’s eyes told her that it was best to try to diffuse the situation if at all possible – especially when his issue was with one of the band members. ‘Look, if I was you,’ she told him putting her cup down on the table, ‘I’d just forget whatever is annoyin’ you and go and enjoy your evening dancing. They’ll only chuck you out and ban you, and then you’ll miss all the good dances over Christmas and New Year.’ She gave him an understanding little smile. ‘Now, you wouldn’t want that to happen, would you? Christmas is the best time of the year.’


‘Fuck off, you!’ was his reply. ‘Nobody tells me what to do.’


Just then the door from the stage end opened and Joe Hanlon came down the steps followed by Martin.


‘Kerr – ya rotten big bastard!’ the little fellow said, advancing towards the men. His hand went inside his jacket again and this time it came back out wielding a toasting fork, a good nine inches long. He held the fork aloft. ‘Let’s see what a big man you are now!’


Joe and Martin moved backwards back up the steps, trying to size up the situation. The little fellow was known for being vindictive and unpredictable.


‘I’ve no row wi’ you,’ Martin told him. ‘I don’t know what all this daft carry-on is about.’




‘Well, I’ve got a fuckin’ row with you!’ the little guy informed him, waving the fork in the air. ‘Chuckin’ me off your mouldy oul’ rust-bucket of a van last weekend and leavin’ me to walk home two miles in the fuckin-well rain. Ma good suit was ruined!’


Martin had a vague memory of a drunken football crowd he had carried causing ructions in the back of the van and pulling into the side of the road where the worst two fellows were pushed out.


‘There’s no need for any of this!’ Joe warned him, moving between them now. ‘You can settle your arguments outside the hall when the dance is over, and without resorting to weapons.’


‘Put the fork down,’ Martin told him calmly, ‘and we can go outside right now and sort our differences out.’


‘Do it!’ Joe shouted, in an authoritative tone. ‘Because if you use that thing, you’re only goin’ to get a sore face and maybe even land yersel’ in jail.’ Joe took up a boxing stance, his fists held out defensively, while Martin, eyes narrowed, came in close behind him. The red-headed fellow hesitated for a second, and when Kirsty saw his arm go slightly limp she came behind him and her hand shot out and grabbed the fork right out of his grip. Almost at the same time Joe moved forward and swung the fellow around, forcing his hands behind his back and his head down onto the table.


The little fellow fought back, kicking out viciously and mouthing obscenities, but when Martin put his big hand on the back of his neck he knew it was pointless.


‘Now, look,’ Martin told him, ‘I don’t know what your problem is, but I’m going to give you one more chance to get out of here before I break your blidey neck.’ He paused.


‘D’you hear me?’


There was no answer. Martin’s grip kept tightening until eventually the fellow gave a nod of his head.




‘Aw, just get somebody to phone the polis!’ Kirsty suggested in a scornful tone. ‘They’ll soon lock him up for the night when they see that stupid-looking fork he was carrying in his jacket.’


‘Well? Have you decided which way you’re going to go?’ Joe Hanlon said, pushing down hard on the small fellow’s arms. ‘Are we going to do this the smart way and forget all about it, or are we going to have to give you a good beltin’ and then let the polis take you?’


‘Aye,’ Martin hissed, ‘apart from assault they might just do you for stealin’ yer granny’s toasting fork!’


The taunt caused another short but vigorous struggle accompanied by the customary string of obscenities, but both men could feel it was only token and that he had more or less given in. A few minutes later, they had him up on his feet with Joe and Martin on either side, pinning his arms behind his back. In a stiff, halting way, as if they were all moulded together, the three of them moved out of the door and into the main hall.


The little fellow made yet another token gesture of struggling as they moved across the floor, but he quietened down when the hefty Martin hissed in his ear. ‘If you don’t go quietly, I’ll go back and get that blidey fork and stick it in your chest and eat you for ma breakfast in the morning!’ Martin gave him a shove. ‘You’re nothin’ but a belligerent wee nyaff, so ye are!’


The threat seemed to work this time and he calmed down again, allowing himself to be led out of an emergency exit door at the side of the hall.


Thankfully, Kirsty thought as the group disappeared, the other band members had gone out to the van to have a fly drink, and a lot of the young fellows at the dance had gone across to the working-men’s club at the break.


All they would have needed was a crowd from the fellow’s local village to decide to back him up against all the ones in the band, as a way to liven up the evening. She tutted to herself and went back into the ante-room to check her bouffant hair style was still in place, and to finish off her tea and cake.


Fellows like that were part and parcel of these places, and she had grown used to it. Most of them were just like lads she’d gone to school with – they acted the eedjit when they had too much to drink. She swallowed the last bit of her cake and then, catching sight of the offending toasting fork, went over to examine it.


As she lifted it up, she sucked in her breath at the state of the thin, sharp prongs which looked as though they had been filed to an even sharper point. There was no doubt about it – it was a dangerous-looking thing.


She looked around the dilapidated room now, full of stacked chairs and crooked cabinets and chests of drawers, wondering if there was a safe place to hide the fork in case the little red-haired nuisance decided to come back in looking for it. She eventually decided on Martin’s guitar case, and after draining her cup of lukewarm tea went back up onto the stage to put it in the case and safely out of sight.


The second part of the night disappeared without any further incidents and all in all the band were happy enough with their performance of the new songs, one of which they planned to play in the talent competition in Hamilton the following night.


‘I see there weren’t too many booking agents there tonight,’ Joe said, winking across to the other musicians as the engine roared into life and they set off for home at the end of the night.


Kirsty was curled up in the back corner of the minibus, cocooned in her mother’s fur coat again, the lacy scarf wrapped several times around her throat, taking no chances until the van heated up properly.


‘Pity there wasn’t,’ Martin Kerr said in a droll voice, ‘because there was plenty of lively talent going on there, especially in the ante-room at the break. There’s many a man couldn’t have held his own the way that wee Kirsty tackled that fella.’


‘Well, boys, let that be a lesson to you all,’ Kirsty piped up from the corner.









Chapter Seven


Sophie stepped out of the back door, a pink plastic baby’s bath piled up with newly washed towels, her eyes scanning the morning sky for signs of the rain that was forecast. Then, deciding that it was worth getting them out into the fresh air even for half an hour, she went down the three steps and into the square drying green edged all around with a neat privet hedge.


She dropped the heavy load onto the grass that Fintan diligently kept short, and reached for the small plastic peg basket that was hooked onto one of the rusty clothes poles. Then she set about the bending and stretching that was involved in pegging out the towels. The latch on the back gate went and in came the small familiar figure of Lily.


‘Are Heather and Kirsty up yet?’ she asked, closing the gate behind her.


Sophie took a peg out of her mouth, delighted to see that there was no sign of the yappy Whiskey along with her niece. ‘No,’ she said, ‘they’re still in bed.’


Lily slid in past her, although the fact she was still in her slippers did not go unnoticed by her aunt. ‘I’m just goin’ upstairs to see them for a wee minute,’ she said, before her aunt had a chance to protest.


‘They’re asleep! Don’t bother your head going up to see them,’ Sophie called, but it was too late. ‘You fly little bugger!’ Sophie said to herself, and went back to pegging out her washing.


Lily stood at the girls’ open door now, her hands shaped like a megaphone. ‘Wakey, wakey!’ she bellowed, her voice piercing the sleepy silence. ‘It’s nearly ten o’clock on a Saturday mornin’ and youse two lazy bizzims should be up!’


Both girls moved to cover their heads with the blankets, leaving trails of dark and blonde hair visible on top of their pillows.


‘Wakey! Wakey!’ the shrill voice repeated.


‘Gerrout!’ Kirsty called from the bed at the far side of the room.


Lily took the response as encouragement, and took herself over to sit at the bottom of her cousin’s bed. ‘Are you not workin’ the day?’ she enquired in a chatty tone. ‘You usually work the half-day on a Saturday.’ Lily kept track of both her older cousins’ whereabouts with great interest, and popped into Kirsty’s chemist’s shop at least once a day for a chat. Her other favourite place was the library, which she frequented regularly.


‘Gerrout!’ Kirsty repeated, her voice muffled with the covers. ‘I was stock-taking late last week, so I’ve the whole day off. I wasn’t home until late last night, so I need my sleep.’


‘All right! All right!’ Lily said, pulling an impish face. She skipped across the floor now to sit on Heather’s bed. ‘Heather . . .’ she whispered, ‘are you awake?’


Heather moved her head under the pillow. ‘Go home,’ she grunted.


‘But I came to see you about the country dancing,’ Lily explained, totally undeterred by the unwelcoming reception she had received. ‘I came to see whether you were collectin’ me later, or whether I was collectin’ you.’


‘Neither,’ Heather snapped, emerging from under the pillow. ‘I’ve to go into Wishaw, so I probably won’t be going.’




‘What?’ Lily gasped, her hands coming to rest on her hips. ‘But you promised!’ Her face was now a picture of wounded shock. ‘You know fine well that Mrs McGinty’s dependin’ on you for this dancin’ display . . . and she was hopin’ that Kirsty would be coming as well.’


‘Away you go and stop annoying us!’ Heather hissed. ‘We need our sleep.’


Then, the sound of Sophie coming back into the kitchen below made Lily move towards the door. ‘I’ll let you sleep for a wee while longer, girls,’ she said affecting a sweet, grown-up tone, ‘and I’ll call back later.’


‘Don’t bother!’ both girls shouted back.


Sophie stood at the bottom of the stairs with a severe look on her face. ‘You had no business goin’ up them stairs without me telling you.’


Lily came down towards her, all wide-eyed and innocent. ‘I was only deliverin’ a message from Mrs McGinty . . . an’ I didn’t hear you callin’ me back.’


‘You must think I’m daft,’ Sophie said, her gaze sliding down to Lily’s feet, ‘and your mother will definitely go daft when she sees you came out of the house in those good slippers.’


Lily folded her arms and looked down at the pink slippers with the white pom-poms.


‘They’re not that good,’ she argued. ‘I’ve had them for a few weeks now.’


Hearing a noise, Sophie looked out through the open kitchen door to see the bustling figure of Mona coming in. ‘You’re for it now, my girl – here comes your mother.’


‘I might have guessed!’ Mona said as she caught sight of her daughter. ‘She was warned not to set foot out of the house until she’d finished her work this morning.’


Lily stood, arms folded defensively and big blue eyes cast guiltily downwards.


‘Well, Miss?’ Mona said, rapping a knuckle lightly on the side of her head. ‘What did I tell you?’


Lily stepped out of her mother’s reach, arms still folded. ‘You only said I wasn’t to take the dog for a walk—’


‘I said you weren’t allowed out of the house until you finished cleaning the bathroom out,’ Mona corrected, her finger wagging. ‘Isn’t that right?’


Lily shrugged. ‘I was nearly finished . . .’


Mona pointed back in the direction she had just come. ‘Home!’ she said. ‘Go home and finish off what you started.’


Lily opened her mouth to protest.


‘Home!’ Mona repeated. Her eyes suddenly dropped to her daughter’s feet, and she sucked her breath in angrily. ‘Ahhh . . . don’t tell me you’ve come outside wearin’ the good slippers . . .’


A short while later the two women were sitting in Sophie’s kitchen drinking a cup of tea, and sharing a small plate of plain biscuits since it was too early for cake or chocolate biscuits.


‘It’s been one hell of a mornin’ so far, I can tell you,’ Mona stated.


‘What’s happened?’ Sophie said, hoping that her sister-in-law wouldn’t start on about the skirt for the wedding again, as she still hadn’t got around to fixing it.


‘The men,’ Mona said, ‘and the Ballygrace business rearin’ its head again.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘You know they’re already plannin’ another visit to Ireland? Pat mentioned that he wouldn’t mind a wee trip over this summer.’


‘Summer?’ Sophie said vaguely.


‘Summer, no less.’ Mona confirmed. ‘And here’s me workin’ my knuckles to the bone to pay for Christmas, and the good lad’s already plannin’ ahead for another trip over the water.’


‘Are you sure?’ Sophie said. ‘I can’t remember Fintan mentioning anything about the summer.’


‘Sophie,’ Mona said impatiently, ‘would I be tellin’ you if I wasn’t sure? D’you think I imagined it all or made it all up?’ She paused, her eyes ominously wide. ‘Take it from me, there’s plans afoot for another trip on their own, and as sure as hell that will put paid to any plans I had for Butlins or a caravan holiday – just like the summer that’s gone.’


‘They’ve asked us to go with them before,’ Sophie reminded her. ‘Last summer they said you and me could go if we wanted, and we said we didn’t fancy another wet summer in Ireland with four to a room and no inside toilets and everything. They also suggested me and you could go to Galway, Pat says it’s about time you had a trip back home. You haven’t been for a few years.’


‘That’s not the point . . .’ Mona blustered.


‘That was when we actually told them to go on their own without us – in fact you were the one that insisted,’ Sophie added for good measure.


Mona took a drink of her tea and a small bite of the Rich Tea biscuit. ‘I know . . . I know,’ she said, clearly irritated by Sophie’s easy-ozey attitude and too-good memory at the wrong times. ‘But I thought they were only goin’ back to help the old couple and Joe out on the farm . . . I didn’t expect them to start buyin’ new clothes and go out gallivantin’ at night.’


Sophie laughed now. ‘Gallivanting?’ she said. ‘I don’t think there’s much fear of them going gallivanting in Ballygrace! Sure, it’s only a one-horse town . . .’


‘Ah, but there’s plenty of dances and that kind of thing in all the surrounding places,’ Mona informed her, her eyes now gazing out of the window. ‘Don’t be so easily fooled, Sophie . . . you have to keep a close eye on the men, especially when they’re getting haircuts and buyin’ themselves casual shirts and everything.’ She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. ‘They don’t get all dickeyed up in new casual shirts for shovelling dung on the farm.’


Lily made a loud slurping noise with her stripy straw in the lemonade, her eyes darting from her aunt frying at the cooker back to both girls seated opposite her at the table. ‘I’m sorry for waking youse both up . . . I didn’t realise you were out so late. Were you awful tired?’ she asked now in an overly concerned tone. There was only three hours left now until the country dancing, and she was desperate to get one or both of the girls on board.


Kirsty swallowed the bite of bacon she was eating. ‘Of course I was tired,’ she said in a high voice, ‘and so would you be tired if you were dancing and singing on the stage for half the night, not to mention havin’ to wrestle a toastin’ fork off of a wee nyaff that was ready to stab everybody in sight.’


‘What?’ Sophie said, dropping the spatula back into the frying pan. ‘Was he jokin’ or was he seriously trying to attack people?’


‘Very serious,’ Kirsty said. ‘He was a right bad little bugger.’


‘Language! Language!’ Lily laughed, her eyes dancing with delight.


Sophie shot her blonde-headed daughter a warning glance.


‘It’s the only way to describe him,’ Kirsty protested. ‘He was a bad little—’


‘What happened?’ Heather asked, her knife and fork coming to rest on her plate.


‘Och, he was after Martin Kerr over some nonsense to do with the minibus. God knows what would have happened if I hadn’t grabbed the toasting fork out of his hand.’ Her eyes suddenly grew large. ‘I noticed that the fork was really sharp, and later on when I showed it to the lads in the band they said he had the ends of the prongs filed to a sharp point.’


‘Oh, I’m not happy about that carry-on at all,’ Sophie said, shaking her head. She came over to the table, frying pan in hand, to put a fried egg on top of the bacon and sausages on each girl’s plate. ‘It sounds far too dangerous a place for you to be singing in. Does your father know what kind of place it is?’


Kirsty shrugged, thinking now that it wasn’t such a good idea to have mentioned the trouble at the club. ‘Och, it’s not always like that,’ she back-pedalled. ‘Most of the time it’s absolutely fine.’


‘Anyway,’ Lily said, reaching a small hand across the table to Heather, ‘what time d’you think you’ll get back from Wishaw?’


Heather gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘What time is the practice?’


‘Three,’ Lily said, and then held her breath.









Chapter Eight


Heather got off the bus at the Household department store in Wishaw, walked briskly down to the lights and then made her way across the busy road and down to Stead and Simpson’s shoe shop. She checked her watch – it was only half past one, and she wasn’t meeting Liz until quarter past two. She had plenty of time to get everything done by then, so they could sit and have a good gab before getting the bus home for the dancing practice.


Kirsty had said she was coming in with her right up until the last minute, when one of the band called at the door to say they were having a final rehearsal for the competition that night. ‘It’ll only be an hour or two,’ she said. ‘I’ll be back as quick as I can and then we can both run into Wishaw together. I need to get new pink shoes to match my stage outfit for tonight.’


‘I can’t wait until after you’ve finished to go shopping,’ Heather had told her, rolling her eyes to the kitchen ceiling. ‘Wee Lily will have a fit if I don’t get back in time for the country dancing practice.’


Kirsty’s face had fallen. ‘Will you get me the shoes? I wouldn’t ask normally . . . but I really need them for tonight.’


‘You wouldn’t ask normally?’ Heather had repeated in an incredulous voice. ‘Last week it was an underskirt and the week before it was a handbag.’ She had paused, tossing her wavy dark hair over one shoulder and then giving a loud sigh. ‘What kind of shoes?’


‘I’ll write it down,’ Kirsty had said, swiftly moving over to the kitchen window ledge to rummage in a green, marble-effect vase full of pens, pencils, screwdrivers, knitting needles and odds and ends. She had found a sharp pencil, and then went into the cutlery drawer to find the small notebook that Sophie kept there for taking down people’s instructions for her sewing.


‘First choice is the pink patent stilettos that they had in Stead and Simpson’s window last week, or pink sling-backs with a high heel from the Household. If they’ve sold out in pink I’ll just take black to match the top.’


‘Size four?’ Heather had said, her brows raised in question.


‘Aye,’ Kirsty had said, grinning. ‘And I’ll give you a loan of them at Christmas if you have anything special on.’


The shoe shop was packed and Heather stifled a sigh as she had to join the end of a queue of about a dozen chairs. Eventually, a sour-faced assistant came to her. Heather gave her the description of the patent shoes, and an eternity later the woman came from the back of the shop holding up the pink stilettos in one hand and the white cardboard box in the other. ‘That them?’ the woman said, with a deadpan expression, taking one of the shoes out of the box and holding it up.


‘Size four?’ Heather checked.




‘That’s whit ye said, wasn’t it?’ the assistant snapped. ‘I’m hardly goin’ to get ye a size eight, am I?’


Heather forced herself to smile ingratiatingly at the rude assistant, whilst seething inside. She handed over Kirsty’s money and then waited for the change and for the woman to wrap the shoe-box in brown paper and laboriously tie the package with string. After that, she made her way further down Main Street to the relatively cheap, but fashionable, ladies’ shop where she and Kirsty had an account. This enabled them to buy new things as they came into the shop, and pay them off on a weekly basis. This was another job that fell to Heather, as she was in the town every day for work. And she knew that if she left it to Kirsty, there would be weeks when she wouldn’t make it in to keep the account up to date.


Sometimes skirts and blouses had to be ordered in if they were very popular sizes, and Heather wanted to give herself plenty of time to make sure she had two new skirts for starting work in Glasgow. A navy and a black she had decided, as they would go with everything.


‘The new pleated ones are very popular,’ the young shop assistant told her. ‘They’re flying out of the shop as quick as we get them in.’


Heather held up a black skirt. ‘Is it wash or dry-clean?’ she checked.


The girl looked at the label. ‘Dry-clean only . . . probably the pleats might fall out if you tried to wash it.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘You’d get a good few wears out of them if you buy them in a dark colour.’


‘What about the pencil skirts?’ Heather said, going over to another rail. ‘Are they dry-clean, too?’


‘No, a gentle hand-wash,’ the girl read out from the label.


‘I’ll try one of each then,’ Heather said.


‘Size fourteen?’ the girl said, holding a navy skirt up.


Heather’s cheeks flamed at the shop assistant’s assumption. ‘Usually a size twelve fits . . .’




‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that,’ the girl said doubtfully, standing back to appraise her customer’s figure. ‘I’d try both sizes on, for the pleats look terrible when they’re stretched too tight over your stomach or hips.’


Ten minutes later Heather came out of the shop with two size-fourteen skirts wrapped up, vowing to herself that she would definitely start eating less. She hurried back up the busy street towards Bairds’ department store, where she was meeting her friend. The tearoom on the top floor had lovely cakes and pastries and was just around the corner from the bus-stop for Rowanhill.


‘You definitely don’t look as if you’ve put any weight on to me,’ Liz said, taking a bite out of a large chocolate éclair. She swallowed it, and then scooped up a lump of cream that had fallen on the plate with her finger and popped it in her mouth. ‘Look at me, I’m like a bloomin’ rake no matter how much I eat. At least you’ve got a bust and hips, and that’s what the fellas go for.’


Heather stared down at her half-eaten lemon meringue pie. It was terrible trying to cut down, when she felt she only ate the same as Liz and Kirsty who never seemed to put an ounce on. ‘The skirt waistbands told the truth,’ she said ruefully. ‘I could hardly get the button done on the size twelve and it was all stretched across my stomach.’ Her spoon moved towards the lemon meringue pie, hovering dangerously close. Surely one more spoonful wouldn’t make a big difference?


As she popped it in her mouth, Heather decided that she’d definitely start being a lot stricter from Monday.











Chapter Nine


‘You made it back in time!’ Lily said with great relief, clapping her hands. ‘Your daddy’s gone over to the school to put the heating on, so’s it’s nice and warm for us.’ She’d been sitting on the edge of the couch in her aunt’s living-room for the last half an hour, swinging her bright red yo-yo while she watched anxiously out of the window for her cousin’s return. Sophie had given her a drink of lemonade and a Wagon Wheel biscuit and then had gone back upstairs to work. She was now in the tiny spare bedroom where her old treadle sewing machine stood resplendent amidst mountains of curtain material, trousers that needed zips putting in, and numerous items that needed taking in or letting out – and her sister-in-law’s skirt.


Lily followed Heather into the kitchen now, almost afraid to let her out of her sight. ‘Did ye buy anythin’ nice for yerself in Wishaw?’ she asked, in the manner that she imagined her nineteen-year-old cousin’s friends might ask. It was Lily’s greatest wish to be the same age as Heather and Kirsty and she couldn’t wait to catch up.


‘Just a couple of skirts for my new job,’ Heather said distractedly. She put all her packages down on the Formica table, and started to unbutton her coat.


‘Did you get my shoes?’ Kirsty called from upstairs, over the whirring of Sophie’s sewing machine.


‘Aye!’ Heather called back. ‘You better come down and check that they’re the right ones.’


‘New shoes?’ Lily said, all interested. ‘Are they for work or for her singin’?’ When there was no information forthcoming, she pulled a chair out for herself and waited. She had to tread a fine line with her older cousins. Most of the time they were easy-going and tolerant of her inquisitive chatter, but at certain times they could take the nose off her and hunt her home if she overstepped the mark with her questions.


Kirsty came in wearing her dressing-gown after her bath, her blonde hair piled on top of her head in an elaborate style, with little imitation pink rosebuds dotted here and there amongst the pinned curls. She put her bare feet into the stilettos. ‘Oh, they’re absolutely fine!’ she said, holding up the dressing-gown to look down at her pink shoes. She practised walking up and down the linoleum floor in them, wobbling slightly with the height of the heels as she went. ‘Begod, I’ll have to watch my step in these shoes tonight or they’ll all think I’ve been at the sherry bottle!’


‘Ha, ha, ha!’ Lily laughed gleefully, rocking back and forward in her chair, her hands covering her mouth. This was exactly the kind of entertainment she loved with her cousins, because all she ever heard from her brothers at home was talk about football and boring old cars now that her father and Michael and Sean – her two eldest brothers – had bought one between them. The two boys were training to be mechanics, so cars were the main subject over dinner every night. Her mother was little better as she was always talking about cleaning and ironing, although it was slightly more interesting when it was to do with polishing candlesticks or dusting the altar rails in the church.


‘D’you think I’ll manage in these shoes all right?’ Kirsty asked Heather now, her brow wrinkled in concern.


Lily looked down at the new shoes. ‘If ye want my opinion, you’d better watch the way you’re walkin’ in them or they’ll all think you’re drunk! You might even fall off the stage and gie them all a great laugh.’ She went into peals of laughter again.


‘Hoy, Elephant-ears!’ Kirsty said, suddenly realising the little girl was taking in the whole conversation. ‘There was nobody speaking to you – this is an adult conversation. Come back to us in another ten years and we’ll let you join in.’


Lily turned away towards the window, looking all injured. It was hard to get it right, because sometimes the adults all laughed hysterically at things like that, and other times they gave her a right earful.


‘Who did your hair?’ Heather asked her sister. She came over now to examine the elaborate creation. ‘It looks really lovely.’


‘May Ingles,’ Kirsty said. May was a neighbour who earned a bit of pin-money from doing hair in people’s houses. ‘She did it in the kitchen. It only took about twenty minutes.’


‘Did you warn her not to put too much lacquer on?’ Heather said, her tone suddenly serious.


Kirsty’s eyes widened. ‘Well . . . she said she had to put a good bit on otherwise it could fall down in the middle of the performance. She said all that stuff about the lacquer-bug is a load of nonsense. She said all the hairdressers got letters about it.’


All sorts of stories about the so-called ‘lacquer-bug’ had been flying about recently, although there wasn’t a scrap of evidence that the bug actually existed.


Heather shook her head. ‘They might just be saying that, because it could affect their business. Liz was telling me that two girls down in England have died from it.’


‘That’s probably because they hadn’t washed the lacquer out of their hair for weeks,’ Kirsty said, patting her coiffered hair thoughtfully. ‘I only put mine up at the weekend and I give it a good wash on a Monday night to make sure I’ve got every bit of the lacquer out.’ She glanced across at Lily, who was now over at the sink looking out of the window. Kirsty’s voice dropped to a low, ominous tone, not wanting the young girl to be alarmed by the conversation. ‘Did Liz say that the bug ate through their scalp and right into their brains?’


Heather nodded. ‘I don’t want to frighten you by going on about it,’ her voice lower now than her sister’s. ‘Your hair is really lovely . . . but if I were you, I would change your style for the stage into a more casual one that doesn’t need so much lacquer. I wouldn’t take a chance about that bug thing, until there’s definite proof it doesn’t exist.’


‘I’ll wash it out first thing in the morning,’ Kirsty decided, sitting down to take the pink shoes off. They were already making her feet sore and she had only worn them for a short while.


‘I was just thinkin’,’ Lily suddenly piped up, ‘you’d be better washin’ that lacquer straight out of yer hair when you come in tonight. For all ye know, that bug could be eatin’ right into your brain when you’re asleep in bed.’


‘Out!’ Heather said, pointing to the back door. ‘You’ve been warned once already about earwigging into adults’ business. You can go on up to the school right now, and tell Mrs McGinty I’ll be following on behind you.’


Lily flounced out of the door, biting back the comment that the two girls weren’t even adults – sure, they were still only teenagers, and not a whole lot older than herself.









Chapter Ten


‘And where d’you think you pair are going?’ Mrs McGinty shrieked to a mismatched couple – a tall thin girl, a small fat boy – who were heading in the opposite direction to all the other dancers. The rest of the group broke out into high-pitched giggles, and the dancing teacher waved furiously to the young man on the accordion to stop playing.


‘Sometimes, I wonder why I bother,’ the bespectacled, elderly teacher said in an exasperated tone. She turned to Heather who was standing by one of the Gay Gordons groups. ‘Giving up my Saturday afternoon when I could be out having a lovely high tea in Glasgow with the rest of my ladies’ group. And I’m sure the members of the school football team won’t even give a thought to the country dancing once they have their strips bought and paid for.’


Heather nodded and made a sympathetic face and turned away so that Lily would not catch her eye and attempt to set her off laughing about Mrs McGinty’s high tea. She, too, could think of better things to do with her Saturdays than supervising a group of giddy ten-year-old Scottish dancers, but guilt at letting Lily and her father down, not to mention Mrs McGinty, had brought her out. Fintan took his job as school janitor seriously, and felt it his duty to support every event that went on.


‘Right, Heather,’ she called now, in the same tone she had used when Heather was ten years old, ‘you and I will demonstrate exactly how the Gay Gordons should be done.’ She whirled around now to the grinning group, her finger pointing. ‘And God help anybody I catch skitting and laughing!’


As always, Heather started off feeling rather foolish and embarrassed as Mrs McGinty held her hand aloft in an over-dramatic fashion, but as soon as the music started and her feet naturally moved into the steps of the dance, she felt the same surge of enjoyment she’d always felt as a young girl.


They did several bars of the dance while the children watched, and then both women came to a slightly breathless halt. ‘Back to the beginning,’ Mrs McGinty instructed, with an impatient wave of her arm, ‘and make sure that we’re all twirling round in the same direction.’


They had several more rounds of the Gay Gordons until it was ascertained that everyone knew exactly where they were going, and then they were swiftly moved on to The Red River Valley. At one particular point, when they should have been moving in pairs under a bridge made by two girls holding up their arms, Lily’s group came to a mangled, giggling halt.


‘What in the name of the wee man is going on across there?’ Mrs McGinty called, rushing across the floor. Without a word she took Lily and Willie, the perky-faced, red-haired fellow she was dancing with, in either hand, and brought them out to the front to demonstrate exactly how the going under the bridge manoeuvre should be accomplished. Heather stood to the side of the floor, arms folded, observing her small, curly-haired cousin. Lily stood, the focus of all attention, with head erect, and toes poised for the first bar of the music.


‘Grace by name,’ Mrs McGinty murmured to Heather, ‘and grace by nature. When she’s dancing. The rest of the time her chattering and endless flitting around would drive you to drink!’
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