
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      
      Also by Evelyn Hood

      
      The Silken Thread

      
      A Matter of Mischief

      
      The Damask Days

      
      This Time Next Year

      
      A Handful of Happiness

      
      A Stranger to the Town

      
      McAdam’s Women

      
      Pebbles on the Beach

      
      Another Day

      
      The Dancing Stone

      
      Time and Again

      
      A Procession of One

      
      The Shimmer of the Herring

      
      Staying On

   




COPYRIGHT

Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 978 1 405 53031 6

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public
domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely
coincidental.

Copyright © Evelyn Hood 2002

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior
permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk





      
      
      To Alastair and Simon

      




      
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      My thanks go to Jessie McMaster and other former ‘clippies’ who took time to tell me about their lives as bus and tram conductresses;
         to Bill Peacock, who patiently explained the intricacies of playing the trumpet to one who has never been able to get a sound
         out of these elegant instruments, and to Assistant Divisional Officer Iain Glover, of Strathclyde Fire Brigade, for his advice
         on some aspects of fire-fighting.
      

      
      
   



      
      
      1

      
      The rich, warm smell enveloping the entire building, rising effortlessly through floorboards and swirling up the communal
         stairway, evoked memories of happier pre-war days, family gatherings, generous meals and full stomachs instead of making do
         with ration books and warm fires on cold winter nights.
      

      
      Customers in the two shops on the ground floor sniffed the air as the aroma drifted down the flight of steps leading to the
         close, vying with the tang of paraffin, firelighters and soap in Binnie’s the drysalter’s, and even with the sweeter, fruitier
         aromas in Clark’s sweetie shop.
      

      
      ‘Is that dumplin’?’ An elderly woman rested her basket on Mr Binnie’s counter and sniffed noisily, distinguishing the smells
         of currants and raisins, sugar and spice and cinnamon. ‘Who’s got the makin’s of dumplin’ these days, with a war on?’
      

      
      ‘It happens sometimes, in this building,’ Mr Binnie said with a shrug, while his stomach, remembering the joy of homemade
         dumplings, gave a low rumble.
      

      
      In the flat directly above the drysalter’s, Julia McCosh, her face flushed with the heat from the big pot that had been simmering
         on the stove for the past two hours, wrapped a cloth about her hand to protect it against the steam and gripped a wooden ladle
         by the rounded spoon.
      

      
      
      ‘Are you ready now?’

      
      ‘I’m ready! Mum, it’s nearly time I was back at the shop and I’ve not even had my dinner yet,’ her daughter Chloe fretted.

      
      ‘I know, pet, and I’ll not be a minute. You’re holding the plate tight?’

      
      ‘Any tighter and it’ll break. My hands are getting sore from gripping it and if you don’t hurry up they’ll go all weak and
         then I’ll drop it.’
      

      
      ‘Here goes, then.’ As Julia took the lid from the pot she and her daughter leaned back to avoid the great gout of steam that
         rushed towards the kitchen ceiling. ‘Now …’ Julia poked the handle of the ladle into the steam, blinking to clear her vision,
         and wiggled it until she managed to spear the knot fastening the cloth that gave the clootie dumpling its name. ‘Got it. Ready
         …?’
      

      
      ‘Mum! I’m ready!’ Chloe snapped, tightening her white-knuckled hold on the plate as Julia braced herself and then began to
         ease the heavy bundle up from the boiling water, over the edge of the pot, and on to the plate.
      

      
      ‘Down now … put it down.’ Julia held tightly to the ladle, trying to take some of the strain as the plate dipped dangerously
         beneath the weight of the huge dumpling.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got it,’ Chloe said through set teeth, and then gave a great sigh of relief as both plate and dumpling were settled
         safely on the shelf by the stove.
      

      
      Duncan and Leslie arrived as though drawn by a magnet, leaving their toy soldiers to battle it out on the hearthrug. ‘Can
         we try a bit now, Mum?’ Duncan asked eagerly. He was thirteen, and his voice broke endearingly on ‘now’. His mother eased
         the kink in her back and then ruffled his short brown hair.
      

      
      ‘Later, pet, when it’s cooled down and your dad’s home.’

      
      ‘And then we’ll only get a wee scliff each,’ mourned seven-year-old Leslie, the youngest of the three McCosh children, adding,
         reproach in the green eyes he had inherited from his mother, ‘’cos you’ll be giving it all away to the neighbours again!’
      

      
      ‘That’s to keep them from minding the noise of the band practice. Anyway, it was Mrs Borland who gave me the ingred— is that
         the time?’ Julia asked in alarm as the doorknocker thumped hard against the flat’s outer door. She darted to the mirror, dragging
         at the ties of her wrap-around overall with one hand while the other dabbed at her auburn hair, her strong, flexible musician’s
         fingers tucking errant strands deftly back into the neat roll about her head. ‘Chloe pet, can you get yourself something to
         eat? There’s bread, and some dripping in the pan from your daddy’s sausage this morning. You could do a slice for the boys
         too. Keep an eye on that dumpling, will you, and don’t let them lay a finger on it.’
      

      
      ‘It’s not fair,’ Leslie groused as his mother whisked out of the kitchen. Chloe’s heart went out to him. She had been only
         two years old when Duncan was born, too young and immersed in the pleasure and wonder of her own existence to bother much
         with him; but when Leslie arrived six years later, red-haired and green-eyed and with a smile fit, as Mrs Megson from upstairs
         said, to warm the heart of a water pump, eight-year-old Chloe had loved him at first sight. Now, she ruffled his hair in imitation
         of her mother.
      

      
      ‘Nothing’s fair, son, because there’s a war on. If you’re good,’ she promised, ‘you might get a bit of my slice too.’

      
      ‘Just because he’s wee!’ Duncan stormed at once. ‘You never gave me anything when I was wee!’

      
      ‘I did so, but you were too little to remember it. Oh, all right, you can have a bit of my slice too.’ At this rate, Chloe
         thought resentfully as she lit the gas cooker under the frying pan, she’d be lucky if there was a decent mouthful left for
         her. Sometimes being the oldest could be hard. She took the drab grey National loaf from the breadbin by the sink, listening
         to her mother’s voice in the hall, and then the underlying murmur of the newly arrived music pupil.
      

      
      
      ‘Quiet now, while Mum’s teaching.’ Keenly aware of the two pairs of eyes fixed on the bread she was slicing and the two snub
         noses sniffing in the aroma of the heating fat, she shooed her brothers back to their game of toy soldiers and pushed the
         cooling dumpling to the back of the shelf, out of the reach of prying fingers. Then, with one eye on the clock, she began
         to rub slices of bread over the frying pan to mop up the dripping.
      

      
      The tea had already been made and left to stew over a low heat before she and her mother had taken the dumpling from the pot.
         After putting the boys’ food on the table Chloe poured three cups of tea, dark and strong, then treated each of them to half
         a spoonful of condensed milk.
      

      
      Washing down her own bread and dripping with generous mouthfuls of tea, she leaned against the sink, surrounded by a wooden
         frame and known among Scottish tenement dwellers as ‘the jawbox’, and stared down into the backcourt. Once, it had been a
         pretty place, cared for by a tenant who had been a former gardener with Paisley Council, but old Mr Brown had died almost
         three years ago, just before Prime Minister Chamberlain’s promises of peace went wrong and war was declared. And now his precious
         flowerbeds had been dug up to make way for vegetable beds, mainly tended by Chloe’s father, Frank, and Dennis Megson, who
         lived with his mother, brother and sisters on the top floor.
      

      
      She took another bite of bread, another mouthful of tea. When Mr Brown was alive she had still been a child; now, in February
         1941, she was months off her sixteenth birthday, almost two years out of the South School and earning a weekly wage in Cochran’s
         emporium opposite Paisley Abbey. Now quiet, shy Mrs Fulton lived in Mr Brown’s flat, and everything had changed because of
         the war. Nothing, especially the future, was certain any more.
      

      
      The halting strains of ‘To a Rose’, played by small, uncertain fingers, trickled through the wall from the front room as Chloe
         drained her cup and began to wash it and her plate. She stared unseeingly at the sink, visualising the piano keys and her own fingers moving across them.
      

      
      When she had first heard the old saying about the cobbler’s children never getting their shoes mended she had been at a loss
         to understand it, but now she knew only too well what it meant. She herself would have loved to learn to play the piano but
         her mother and father, both talented musicians, never had the time to teach her. Instead, her mother taught other people’s
         children, while Chloe was left to learn as best she could by watching and listening and picking out tunes on the rare occasions
         she found herself alone in the flat with nobody to hear her and laugh at her.
      

      
      ‘If you want me to wash your cups you’d better hurry up,’ she told her brothers, who were squabbling over possession of a
         comic. Then she sighed over what might have been, filling her nose and lungs in the process with the powerful scent of the
         cooling dumpling. Nobody could make dumpling like her mum, and this one, she could tell, was going to be one of the best.
         It was a pity that she had promised most of her slice to the boys. Still, the less she ate the slimmer she would be, and if
         she got really slim, then perhaps Dennis Megson might notice her. Her thoughts changed from imagining herself as a successful
         and talented pianist to Dennis, handsome in his Fire Brigade uniform, coming into the backcourt when she was helping her father
         to dig the carrot patch … no, wait, coming into the shop where she worked, though goodness knows what Dennis might want in
         the kitchen department … walking in, then all at once looking up to see Chloe standing at the counter, smiling at him, slender
         and smart and asking if she could help.
      

      
      And then – Chloe’s imagination had always been ripe – he would suddenly find himself looking at her as a woman instead of
         the way he thought of her now … wee Chloe McCosh who used to take his younger sister Amy out in the battered old pushchair.
      

      
      It would be just like it was in the pictures. Imagining the look in his eyes – wonder at first, mebbe, then dawning recognition followed by admiration and then adoration – Chloe sighed
         again, while across the hall, her mother’s pupil switched to scales, making them sound like an old, moth-eaten teddy bear
         being dragged, bump-bump-bump, up a flight of steep, badly lit stairs.
      

      
      Dennis, gazing at her in awe and wonder across the pots and pans and wooden ladles, suddenly vanished and Chloe opened her
         eyes and found herself staring at the clock, which was trying to tell her that she had five minutes to get up the road. As
         she slammed the last of the cups on to the draining board and scrambled into her coat, she ordered, ‘Don’t touch that dumpling,
         mind. If you do, Mum and me’ll kill you!’
      

      
      Fergus Goudie, varnishing one of the two kitchen chairs in his top floor flat, inhaled deeply and asked in wonder, ‘Do I smell
         dumpling?’
      

      
      Cecelia, sitting on the other chair and polishing the buttons on Fergus’s khaki tunic, lifted her head and sniffed the air.
         ‘Surely not … but mebbe …’ She looked at him, puzzled. ‘Who would have the ingredients for dumpling these days? D’you think
         we’re dreaming?’
      

      
      ‘Not me, definitely, because when I dream, I smell you.’ Her husband of two weeks put down the brush and came round the table
         to bury his face in her hair. ‘But that’s because you smell like flowers.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll be smelling of peeled onions and boiled cabbage when you get back for your next leave. Have you noticed that this entire
         tenement smells of onions and cabbage?’
      

      
      ‘It’s an old building. It’s absorbed generations of living,’ Fergus said in the lovely Highland lilt that still melted her
         heart each time she heard it. He kissed the end of her nose then went back to his work. After a while he straightened, easing
         his back with one hand.
      

      
      ‘Done. What d’you think?’

      
      
      Cecelia glanced up briefly and then returned to the task of polishing the buttons, so intently now that her soft fair hair
         broke free of the restraining hairpins and flopped down over her forehead. ‘It looks great.’
      

      
      ‘I wonder if I could manage the other one before I go?’

      
      ‘No, leave it. You’re off tomorrow morning … we’ve only got tonight left and I don’t want you to be working all the time.
         Anyway, we’d have nowhere to sit. It takes hours for that stuff to dry.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll do it on my next leave, then.’

      
      ‘I can do it while you’re gone.’

      
      ‘But it’s a man’s job.’

      
      ‘Lots of women are doing men’s work now, or hadn’t you noticed? I’ll have to find myself a job when you’re – when I’m on my
         own.’
      

      
      ‘You could go back to the work you did before, in Glasgow.’

      
      ‘I should probably be doing something more useful than working in an insurance office.’ She was rubbing so hard at the buttons
         that her voice jerked involuntarily. ‘A munitions factory, mebbe.’
      

      
      ‘But that’s heavy work!’ he protested, and then jumped as she rose from her chair like a Jack-in-the-box.

      
      ‘For goodness’ sake, Fergus, there’s a war on! Someone’s got to do the bloody work, and all the men are busy figh—’ her voice
         broke and she spun away from him, dashing the tears angrily from her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Cecelia?’

      
      She felt his hands on her arms and pulled away, but he insisted, turning her about to face him.

      
      ‘Don’t, darling, I can’t bear to see you like this!’

      
      ‘Blast and … and damn this damned war!’ she wailed, clinging to him, her head buried in his chest. ‘I don’t want you to go
         away and leave me!’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want it either, but I’ll be court-martialled if I don’t. Shot at dawn or something.’

      
      
      ‘Don’t joke about a thing like that!’

      
      ‘Sorry. Look, mebbe you should go back to Glasgow,’ he said. ‘I’m sure your father would like to see you back home.’

      
      ‘The return of the dutiful daughter, you mean?’ She stopped weeping at once, pulling herself back slightly so that she could
         glare up at him. ‘Looking after him and his house, doing as I’m told and making sure that I’m home by ten o’clock every night?’
      

      
      ‘It would only be for a little while.’

      
      ‘Fergus, that’s what people said when this war started, and it’s gone on longer than anyone thought it would. And what would
         we do when you came home on leave? We couldn’t … I couldn’t …’
      

      
      ‘Couldn’t what?’ he asked, and she punched him in the chest.

      
      ‘You know very well what. And you know very well that we couldn’t; not under my father’s roof.’

      
      ‘But we’re married. Husband and wife.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’ Cecelia had forgotten her tears. ‘And if I go home I’ll stop being a wife and go back to being a daughter. I won’t
         have that!’
      

      
      ‘It might be for the best, sweetheart. I’m not happy, leaving you in a town where you don’t know anyone.’

      
      ‘I’ll manage fine. I’ll not give Father the satisfaction of thinking that I can’t cope with being a married woman. Anyway,
         he’s got that lady friend of his now, that Mrs McFadden. I’m sure they won’t want me around to spoil things for them. So …’
         she said, letting go of him and returning to her work, ‘we’ll hear no more about that idea.’
      

      
      ‘You’re in danger of rubbing those buttons away to nothing.’

      
      ‘I want you to have the brightest buttons in the regiment.’

      
      ‘I’m sure the captain will appreciate it. I tell you what, let’s go for a walk.’

      
      ‘It’s freezing outside!’

      
      
      ‘We can wrap up well, and it’ll give us a chance to cuddle without folk staring. Nothing wrong with trying to keep warm. We
         could go and have a look at those Fountain Gardens across the street. We’ve scarcely set foot outside the door since we arrived
         here. That’s what happens when a man marries a demanding woman.’
      

      
      ‘Fergus!’ She put her hands to her face, glancing nervously at the walls as though afraid the neighbours might hear. ‘You’ve
         been just as demanding as me.’
      

      
      ‘I know, isn’t it great? I’m so grateful to you for agreeing to marry me now instead of waiting until after the war like your
         father wanted,’ he said, suddenly serious.
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t have waited a moment longer.’

      
      ‘I noticed.’ He grinned, pulling her up from the unvarnished chair. ‘Come on, Mrs Goudie, let’s catch a breath of fresh air
         before it gets too dark.’
      

      
      When Chloe got home from work that evening her mother was cutting the cooled dumpling into slices.

      
      ‘Busy day, pet?’

      
      ‘Busy enough.’ Chloe put her coat and hat away.

      
      ‘D’you think you could give me a hand with this lot?’

      
      The supervisor in Chloe’s department insisted on all her staff standing at their counters even when there were few customers,
         and, young as she was, Chloe’s feet and legs were aching. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she helped
         her mother to wrap most of the slices in greaseproof paper.
      

      
      ‘There’s not much left for us, is there? It doesn’t seem fair, since you made it,’ she mused wistfully.

      
      ‘Better a wee bit than none at all, and we wouldn’t have any if Mrs Borland hadn’t got the ingredients for me.’ Julia stacked
         the little parcels on to a battered tin tray.
      

      
      ‘Mum, how can Mrs Borland manage to get things like that? Does she not have the same ration books as the rest of us?’

      
      ‘She’s thrifty, and after raising a big family on not much money she knows how to make things stretch.’
      

      
      ‘Even so—’

      
      ‘I’ll get the tea ready if you’ll take the dumpling round,’ Julia interrupted briskly. ‘We’ll eat early tonight because I’ve
         a lot to do before the others arrive for the practice. Your dad can have his dinner when he gets home from work.’
      

      
      ‘Can Duncan not take the tray round tonight?’ Chloe rubbed the calf of one leg with her other foot, and tried to keep the
         self-pitying whine from her voice.
      

      
      ‘With his appetite? Are you daft? He’d have the lot eaten before it reached the first door. Go on now, there’s a good lassie.
         Sooner started, sooner ended.’
      

      
      With the stairs and landings only dimly lit because of the blackout a stranger would have found it hard to find his way around
         the tenement, but Chloe had lived there all her life and her feet knew the hollows of every single step. She hesitated outside
         her own door, working out a plan of action. It was only commonsensical, she thought, to cross the landing first and, balancing
         one edge of the tray on a raised knee, knock on the door that had once belonged to old Mr Brown, the gardener, and now belonged
         to Mr and Mrs Fulton. Then the next floor … the Borlands and old Mrs Bell; and finally, on the top floor, the new people and
         the Megsons, who would be saved till the last.
      

      
      Even as a small child Chloe had made a point of saving the best to the last … opening the least interesting parcels first
         on Christmas morning, eating up all her boiled potatoes and turnip before starting on the fried sausage at dinner time. Now
         that she was grown, leaving the Megsons to the last on her dumpling round gave her the same pleasure.
      

      
      After knocking on Mrs Fulton’s door she waited for a reasonable length of time before knocking again. This time, her hand
         had scarcely left the door when it opened and Mrs Fulton, her face almost ghostly against the darkness of the hall at her back, peered out.
      

      
      ‘Yes? Oh, it’s you, Chloe.’ She frowned slightly and glanced back into the hallway.

      
      ‘Sorry to bother you, Mrs Fulton.’

      
      ‘It’s all right; it’s just that Mr Fulton’s having a wee nap. He’s going back to his regiment tomorrow morning.’

      
      ‘Oh. Sorry.’ Chloe lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘My mother thought you might like a wee bit of dumpling.’

      
      ‘Is there going to be a band practice tonight, then?’

      
      ‘Uh-huh, but they’ll try to keep the noise down.’

      
      Mrs Fulton gave a wan smile. ‘That’s all right. I quite like the music they play, and George’ll be up by then anyway.’ Her
         fair hair was loose today; normally it was pulled back into a bundle on the nape of her neck, but Chloe had noticed that when
         Mr Fulton was on leave from the Army Mrs Fulton tended to wear her hair loose so that its natural curls framed her small neat-featured
         face. It made her look very young, not much older than Chloe’s own fifteen years.
      

      
      ‘It’s not a very big bit because there’s the whole tenement to go round, but I’m sure there’s enough for Mr Fulton as well,’
         she volunteered.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure there will be, dear. Thank your mother for me,’ Mrs Fulton said, and closed the door very quietly.

   



      
      
      2

      
      ‘Lena!’

      
      Lena Fulton, tiptoeing back along the hall, the small, greaseproof paper parcel warm in her hand, stopped in her tracks. Her
         shoulders drooped as she opened the door of the front room just a crack. ‘Did you call, George?’
      

      
      ‘Who the blazes was that at the door?’

      
      ‘Only a neighbour handing something in. I’m sorry you were wakened. Go back to sleep.’

      
      The bedsprings creaked as her husband surged up into a sitting position like a sea creature bursting through the surface from
         the depths below. ‘I’m wakened now. Come over here.’
      

      
      ‘I can’t, I’ve left the kettle on and it’ll boil dry.’

      
      ‘Well, if it’s on anyway you can make us a cup of tea. I’ll be through in a minute.’

      
      Back in the kitchen Lena hurriedly filled the kettle, keeping the flow from the tap low so that he wouldn’t hear it and catch
         her out in the lie, then she lit the gas ring. She had taken advantage of George’s afternoon sleep to do some work for a woman
         further along Glen Street who wanted a pair of curtains converted into a summer coat, and her old sewing machine was opened
         out on the big kitchen table.
      

      
      Putting aside the small and fragrant parcel, Lena wiped her hands on a towel before gathering up the material. Once it and
         the machine had been put aside she began to unwrap the dumpling. The mingled smell of spices and fruit reminded her of happy hours spent during her childhood, helping her own
         mother to make a clootie dumpling. She could still recall the effort it took for her small hands to force the wooden spoon
         round in the rich mixture, and still hear her young brother Alfie clamouring impatiently for his turn, his little nose barely
         reaching the top of the kitchen table, even though he stood on tiptoe. It had been a red letter day for Alfie when he first
         saw over the table without having to strain every muscle. She remembered the threepenny bits wrapped carefully in greaseproof
         paper and stirred into the dumpling for special occasions such as Christmases and birthdays.
      

      
      Tuberculosis had taken her father just before Lena left school, and her mother had died of the same disease fifteen months
         later. Alfie had been killed in the first months of the war and now there was only Lena left … though George didn’t like it
         when she said that she had no family. She had him, didn’t she?
      

      
      ‘I’m yours,’ he was fond of saying. ‘And you’re all mine, for always.’

      
      He came into the kitchen just then, his hair still tousled from the pillow and his eyes heavy with sleep, snuffling loudly
         at the air as he entered.
      

      
      ‘Dumplin’, eh? You folks on Civvy Street know how tae look after yerselves.’ He had pulled his trousers on and now, as he
         came to the other side of the table, he looped his thumbs below the braces to flip them over his shoulders.
      

      
      ‘It’s from Mrs McCosh across the hall. She’ll have got the ingredients from Mrs Borland.’

      
      ‘Borland? Oh aye, the black market woman up the stair.’ He pulled his thumbs free and the braces thudded into place against
         his broad chest. Lena flinched at the stinging ‘thwang’ they made.
      

      
      ‘George, she’s not a—’

      
      ‘Don’t be so stupid, woman, of course she is. How else does she get the nice wee cuts of meat and all the other bits and pieces she doles out tae the rest of youse? It’s not by
         sellin’ her body, that’s for sure.’
      

      
      ‘She knows a lot of folk, and she’s well respected throughout the neighbourhood. I’d not take anything from her if I thought
         it was got illegally.’
      

      
      ‘Yes you would, and that’s an order, my girl.’ He broke off a piece of dumpling and tasted it. ‘It’s good,’ he commented,
         and picked off another piece between thumb and forefinger. ‘Now you listen tae me, Lena, you’ll take anything that’s offered.
         You’ve got tae keep yer strength up … ye’re lookin’ after my son now, don’t forget that.’
      

      
      Her hand flew to her flat belly. ‘George, it might be a girl, we’ll not know for sure till after the summer.’

      
      ‘It’ll be a laddie.’ George’s voice took on the hectoring tone that said he was right … and that if he was proved wrong, there
         could be trouble. ‘And you mind and look after him while I’m away.’ He broke off a lump of dumpling and pushed it at her mouth.
         ‘Eat up, it’s good.’
      

      
      ‘I thought we could have it for our tea. I could fry it with what’s left of the boiled potatoes.’

      
      ‘Ach, there’s not enough tae feed a sparrow here.’ His fingers pushed painfully against her lips. ‘Go on, eat it.’

      
      ‘I’ll have mine la—’ she began, and then choked as the dumpling was forced between her teeth.

      
      ‘There now; it’s good, isn’t it?’

      
      Once, visiting Paisley Swimming Baths in Storie Street with her school pals, Lena had almost drowned. Ever since then she
         had had a mortal fear of choking, a fear that came back as the wad of spicy dumpling almost went down the wrong way. She doubled
         up, coughing vigorously.
      

      
      ‘For any favour!’ In two strides George was round the table, thumping her hard on the back. ‘What’s the matter with ye? Can
         ye never do anythin’ right?’
      

      
      ‘S-sorry.’ She sucked in a long breath and recovered, wiping the tears from her eyes.

      
      
      ‘So ye should be. Eat it properly now. Good, isn’t it?’

      
      It was good. Lena chewed, swallowed, and smiled up at him. ‘It’s lovely.’

      
      ‘Aye.’ He picked up the last of the slice and popped it into his own mouth, then said, ‘So what’s the occasion, then? Someone’s
         birthday, is it?’
      

      
      ‘The dumpling? No, it’s just that Mr and Mrs McCosh are having a band practice tonight. D’you not remember Mrs McCosh making
         a cake or some scones as a wee thank you to the neighbours for not complaining about the noise?’
      

      
      ‘God, they’re no’ still at that, are they?’

      
      ‘You used to like it.’

      
      ‘Aye, but that was before the war, when I lived here all the time. I’m only able tae get home on leave now and again, and
         I’m off tae God knows where tomorrow,’ he protested. ‘I don’t want that lot wastin’ my last night at home.’
      

      
      ‘They won’t waste it. Their music’s quite good.’

      
      He scowled. ‘If I’d known what the dumpling was for I’d have taken it back across and rammed it down their throats!’

      
      ‘Don’t make a fuss,’ Lena begged. ‘We could go to see Aunt Cathy if you want.’

      
      ‘I suppose so,’ he said slowly. Then, brightening, ‘We could have our tea there. Use her rations instead of our own.’

      
      ‘That wouldn’t be fair, George …’

      
      ‘Nothin’s fair durin’ a war, has nob’dy told ye that yet? It’s not as if we can go to my parents, is it?’

      
      Lena bit her lip and concentrated on folding the square of greaseproof paper neatly, so that it could be returned to Mrs McCosh.
         George always spoke as though it was her fault that his parents disapproved of his choice of wife.
      

      
      ‘You could go and see them on your own. I’d not mind.’

      
      ‘But I would.’ He went on, emphasising every word as though speaking to an idiot for the umpteenth time, ‘It’s my last night, isn’t it? And I’m damned if we’re goin’ tae spend it apart.’
      

      
      ‘But you’ve only been to see your parents once during this leave.’

      
      ‘That’s their fault, not mine. Anyway, this nonsense of theirs won’t last for much longer, will it?’ A grin broke through.
         ‘The old man’s fair desperate for a grandson and it’s lucky for us that our Neil and that wife of his have only been able
         to produce three lassies between them. I tell you, Lena, once our boy’s here my old man’ll be fallin’ over himself tae welcome
         us … all three of us. He’ll never be away from this door once the bairn comes, you wait and see!’
      

      
      ‘Will he not?’ Lena asked faintly. Her overbearing in-laws terrified her, and she had been secretly relieved when they told
         George that if he insisted on marrying beneath his station in life they would refuse to have anything to do with his wife.
      

      
      ‘Oh aye, I know the way his mind works. I’ll be the one callin’ the shots once the wee one arrives.’ Her husband’s big hand
         clamped on to her belly, his fingers digging painfully into her hips. ‘The bairn you’re carryin’ in there’ll give me the upper
         hand all right. You wait and see!’
      

      
      ‘Aye, whit is it?’ Mrs Bell’s voice screeched from behind her door as soon as Chloe rattled the knocker. ‘Who’s there?’

      
      ‘It’s just me, Mrs Bell … Chloe McCosh.’

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      Chloe sighed, and then put her mouth close to the door panel. ‘Chloe McCosh!’

      
      ‘Ye’re on the wrong landin’. Mrs McCosh bides doon the stair.’

      
      ‘I know, Mrs Bell. This is Chloe!’
      

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘I’ve brought a wee bit o’ dumpling for you, Mrs Bell.’

      
      
      ‘Dumplin’, ye say?’ It was amazing how much the old woman could hear when she wanted to.

      
      ‘Aye. My mother made it.’

      
      The letterbox suddenly shot open against Chloe’s hip. ‘Doon here!’ the old woman ordered, and Chloe obediently crouched down
         to peer into the open slit. Eyes glittered back at her.
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s you. Wait a minute.’

      
      There came the sound of a large key turning in a reluctant lock, and then the door creaked open just wide enough to reveal
         Mrs Bell, small and stooped, dressed as usual in a skirt and jersey beneath a wrap-over apron. All the garments were just
         a bit too large for her; according to Mrs Borland, Mrs Bell had been a big woman before age shrank her bones and wasted her
         muscles, and most of the clothes she wore had been bought in earlier, taller days.
      

      
      ‘Aye, it is you right enough,’ she said now.

      
      ‘I said it was me, Mrs Bell.’

      
      ‘Ye never know. Ye might have been one of thae German parashooters.’

      
      ‘They’re not coming, Mrs Bell. My father’s in the Home Guard and he’ll not let them come.’

      
      ‘They’re like cockroaches,’ the old woman shot back at her. ‘Gettin’ in everywhere when ye least expect them.’ Her eyes fastened
         on the tray. ‘Dumplin’, ye said?’
      

      
      ‘Here.’ Chloe balanced the tray on one raised knee so that she could lift a parcel. Mrs Bell’s hand, made claw-like by arthritis,
         shot out to claim her packet.
      

      
      ‘I’m partial tae a bit of dumplin’,’ she said, and began to close the door.

      
      ‘My mum and dad are having a band practice tonight,’ Chloe gabbled to the narrowing gap. ‘They’ll try not to be a nuisance
         …’
      

      
      ‘If they are, I’ll soon let them know about it,’ Mrs Bell said tartly, and slammed the door.

      
      Chloe, trying to rid her mind of the sudden image of the old woman scurrying back to her kitchen like a spider scuttling along its web to devour its latest catch, crossed the landing
         and knocked on the Borland’s door.
      

      
      ‘Ellen!’ a man’s voice bawled from within. ‘Someone’s knockin’!’ Then came the heavy tramp of feet before the door opened
         to reveal Mrs Borland, her head still bound in the scarf she wore for her work in the Anchor Thread Mill.
      

      
      ‘It’s you, Chloe hen.’ Her voice was like the rest of her, big and confident. A mouth-watering smell of broth and liver and
         bacon and onions wafted out from behind her, and Chloe had to swallow a sudden flood of saliva back before she could speak.
      

      
      ‘My mother sent you some dumpling, Mrs Borland.’

      
      ‘Aw, did she? Is that not kind of her!’ Mrs Borland always made it sound as if the dumpling was a surprise gift, when the
         whole tenement knew that she was the one who supplied most of the ingredients. With rationing biting as tightly as it did,
         nobody could afford to make a big dumpling without a lot of help.
      

      
      ‘Ye’ll come in for a minute, pet?’ the woman asked as Chloe handed over the largest packet.

      
      ‘I have to help my mother to get ready for tonight. They’re having a band practice …’ Chloe launched into her usual spiel
         and Mrs Borland nodded.
      

      
      ‘That’s nice, hen, me and my Donnie both like a wee bit of music. And our Chrissie’s coming for her tea, with a friend. They’ll
         be able tae enjoy it too.’
      

      
      ‘Ellen …’ Mr Borland’s deep voice yelled from the kitchen. ‘The soup’s boilin’ over, hen!’

      
      Most women, including Chloe’s own mother, would have shouted back, ‘Well, turn the gas down then!’ But Mrs Borland merely
         called, in the special soft voice she used for her husband, ‘I’m just comin’, Donnie pet.’ Then, her eyes skimming over the
         remaining packages on the tray, ‘Did ye bring some dumplin’ for Mrs Bell?’
      

      
      ‘She’s got hers.’

      
      
      ‘That’s good.’ Ellen Borland gave a brisk, satisfied nod. ‘She needs all the nourishin’ food she can get, the old soul. Just
         a rickle o’ skin and bone, she is. I mind her as a big handsome woman when she was my mistress in the mills, hen, and now
         look at her.’ She sighed gustily. ‘Old age doesnae come itsel’, pet. It brings all sorts of sorrows with it.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mrs Borland,’ Chloe agreed sympathetically, but she knew, as Mrs Borland went off to see to the boiling soup and she
         herself began to climb the stairs, that Mrs Bell would be getting a plateful of soup and whatever was cooking in the Borlands’
         kitchen. ‘We all need tae look after our own,’ was one of Mrs Borland’s favourite sayings, and there was no disputing that
         she lived by it. Those she considered to be her own included the tenants at 42 Glen Street, especially Mrs Bell, who was so
         well looked after that Chloe couldn’t understand why there was so little of her.
      

      
      There was no reply when she knocked at the new tenants’ door, and her heart began to flutter as she crossed the landing and
         prepared to make her final, very special call.
      

      
      The Megsons’ door looked just like the others, but as far as Chloe was concerned it was entirely different, because he lived here. She knocked upon its panels almost reverently, hoping that Dennis himself might answer, but the door opened to
         reveal Bessie Megson, with her younger sister Amy peering round her arm.
      

      
      ‘Is it dumplin’?’ Bessie asked eagerly. ‘We could smell it when we came up the stair a wee while back.’

      
      ‘Aye. We’re having another band practice. Is your mum in?’

      
      ‘She’s still in her bed because she’s been working at the hospital all last night. We’re making the tea,’ nine-year-old Amy
         said importantly.
      

      
      ‘Is Dennis not at home, then?’ Just saying his name made Chloe’s heart skip a beat.

      
      ‘Not yet. We’re making scrambled eggs with fried potatoes. And dumpling to follow.’ Bessie seized the package, held it to her nose, inhaled deeply with her eyes closed, and
         then pushed it against her sister’s face. ‘Smell, but don’t touch,’ she ordered. ‘We don’t want it all mashed before we get
         it on to the table. And you’d best put it away in the press where our Ralph can’t see it, else he’ll have it down his throat
         before the rest of us get a taste …’
      

      
      The door closed on the final sentence. Rejected now that the dumpling had been delivered, Chloe turned back to the stairs
         then hesitated when she heard footsteps coming up towards her. There were voices too, a man’s and a woman’s, and a lot of
         laughter. Then the couple who had just moved into the flat next door to the Megsons’ rounded the bend at the landing, and
         began to come up the final set of stairs.
      

      
      Cecelia and Fergus had walked all around the Fountain Gardens, ending up in front of the huge, handsome fountain with its
         three carved and decorated upper basins from which, in peacetime, water cascaded down and down and down to splash, finally,
         into a large shallow pool occupied by four life-sized sea lions. A statue close by depicted the world-famed Ayrshire poet
         Rabbie Burns, dressed in the good sturdy clothing of a well-to-do farmer, a broad-brimmed hat on his head, and with one hand
         resting lightly on a ploughshare.
      

      
      ‘One of the best Burns statues I’ve ever seen,’ Fergus remarked, studying the figure. ‘And by God, nobody’s ever been able
         to put words together the way that man could.’
      

      
      ‘Shakespeare?’ Cecelia ventured, but he shook his head.

      
      ‘Shakespeare never penned anything like “Ae Fond Kiss”.’

      
      When they left the gardens they wandered hand in hand about the town, walking first to the Cross, where they strolled past
         the war memorial then leaned on the stone balustrade by the handsome Town Hall to gaze down into the river hurrying through
         the town on its way to join the Clyde and eventually spill into the Irish Sea. After that they walked to the west end of the town and then back again. By the time they returned to Glen Street it was dark and Fergus was
         getting hungry.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ he said as they climbed the stairs and caught sight of the auburn-haired girl hovering uncertainly by their door.
         ‘We’ve got a visitor, Cecelia.’ Then, his eyes on the battered tin tray, ‘Selling something, are you?’
      

      
      The girl’s dark eyes met his shyly and then darted beyond his shoulder to Cecelia. ‘It’s some dumpling. It’s for you.’

      
      ‘Ahh!’ Fergus bounded up the last few steps. ‘So you’re the angel that makes it, are you?’

      
      She flushed. ‘It’s my mum, not me. You’re Mr and Mrs Goudie, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘Fergus and Cecelia.’ He stuck out his hand, then laughed as he realised that she was holding the tray with both hands. ‘Sorry.
         Here, give it to me.’ He took it with his left hand and waited until she had gained the courage to put her own right hand
         in his. ‘How do you do, Miss …?’
      

      
      ‘Chloe McCosh from downstairs. The first floor, above the shops.’ Blushing furiously, she retrieved her fingers and snatched
         the tray back. ‘My mum wondered if you’d like a wee bit dumpling for your tea.’
      

      
      ‘Like it? You’ve saved our lives, Chloe McCosh from downstairs. That smell’s been driving me crazy, hasn’t it, Cecelia? I
         was getting desperate for a good slice of dumpling, and now here you are, sent from heaven like an angel, bearing gifts.’
      

      
      Fergus was so good with people, Cecelia thought enviously as the girl giggled. He, who had been born and raised on a Highland
         croft, could talk to strangers as if he had known them for years, while she, a Glaswegian, hovered in the background trying
         to think of something to say. It was all topsy-turvy.
      

      
      ‘The thing is,’ Chloe was hurrying on, ‘there’s a band practice tonight, in our flat, and mum says that she hopes the noise
         doesn’t bother you.’
      

      
      
      ‘Band practice?’ Fergus’s eyebrows shot up.

      
      ‘They’ve got a dance band … my mum and dad … and they play at dances and things, so they have to practice. They’re quite good,’
         Chloe added anxiously. ‘And they always try to keep the noise down.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe it.’ Fergus’s voice was suddenly hushed. ‘I’ve found heaven on earth – this lovely new wife …’ he drew Cecelia
         close to his side, ‘a neighbour who hands out home-made dumpling to all and sundry, and a dance band.’
      

      
      With his free hand he took the final wrapped bundle from the proffered tray, closing his eyes, just as Bessie and Amy Megson
         had done, to savour the aroma. ‘And to think that I have to rejoin my regiment tomorrow and leave it all behind!’
      

      
      ‘You don’t mind the music, then?’

      
      ‘Absolutely not. Are we allowed to dance?’

      
      Chloe giggled again. ‘If you want.’

      
      ‘We want, don’t we, darling?’ He beamed at Chloe, digging into his pocket for his door key. ‘Where did I … ah, here it is.
         Chloe, delightful bearer of delicious treats, can we offer you a cup of tea?’
      

      
      ‘I have to get back to help Mum.’

      
      ‘Well, thank her most kindly from us, and tell her that we’re looking forward to the music.’ Fergus fitted the key in the
         lock and the door swung open. ‘Although I have to go and help to fight the war, you’ll no doubt be seeing a lot of Cecelia.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yes. If there’s anything you need, or if you get lonely,’ Chloe said, ‘we’re just above Binnie’s the drysalter’s. This
         is a nice tenement, very friendly.’
      

      
      ‘I’m happy to know that I’m leaving my wife in good hands.’ Fergus grinned at her, then ushered Cecelia into the hall and
         closed the door.
      

      
      Looking at its panels, Chloe heaved a deep sigh. It was all so romantic … such a nice young couple, newlyweds, cruelly separated
         because he had to go and fight for his king and country. Just like something you might see at the pictures. She couldn’t wait to tell her pal Marion about the new
         folk in the tenement.
      

      
      Then all thought of the new residents fled from her mind as she heard more footsteps on the stairs … only one set this time,
         a man’s boots taking two steps at a time. The fading blush bloomed again as she hurried to look over the railings, and the
         empty tray almost slipped from her fingers as she saw Dennis Megson breenging up towards her.
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      Dennis stopped short on the half-landing, leaning against the door of the water closet that served the residents on the upper
         floor. ‘Hello, have you been up to play with the lassies?’ The question was asked in all innocence, but if she had been closer
         it might have cost him a bang on the head with the empty tray.
      

      
      Chloe drew herself up to her full height. ‘No I have not!’ Did he not realise that she was fifteen, and a working woman now?
         Did he not know that she was far too old to play with children like Bessie and Amy? ‘I’ve just been taking some dumpling round
         to everyone,’ she said haughtily.
      

      
      ‘Oh aye.’ His square, fair-skinned face broke into a grin. ‘It’s band practice tonight. What time does your dad want me there?’

      
      ‘About the usual time, I suppose. Half-past seven.’

      
      ‘Great!’ He began to mount the final flight and as he came towards her she tried frantically to think of something to say
         … anything that would keep him there for even a moment longer.
      

      
      Unfortunately, all she could come up with was, ‘How was work today?’

      
      ‘Fine. How was school?’

      
      ‘For goodness’ sake, Dennis Megson, I don’t go to school now! I’m fifteen and I work in Cochran’s, as you very well know.’

      
      
      ‘Oh, sorry, I forgot.’

      
      ‘Did you have to put out any fires?’

      
      ‘Not today. Fires don’t happen every day.’ Dennis had followed his late father into the Fire Brigade.

      
      ‘I’m glad.’

      
      ‘So am I. We don’t want folk to be hurt, you know, and there’s always plenty to do at the station. Fighting fires is just
         part of the job.’
      

      
      ‘Do they scare you? Fires, I mean,’ she added as he looked perplexed.

      
      ‘Oh. I’d not be much of a fire-fighter if I was scared of fighting fires, would I?’

      
      ‘But they’re dangerous.’

      
      ‘So’s crossing the road. See you tonight, then,’ he said.

      
      Angry tears filled Chloe’s eyes as he vanished into his flat. Why couldn’t he realise that she had grown up, that she was
         no longer a little girl, but a woman? And how was she ever going to have a fairytale life like Mrs Goudie’s if the one person
         she yearned to share it with kept lumping her together with his wee sisters?
      

      
      Anyway, she had never played with the Megson girls. She had taken Amy out in her pram and she had taught Bessie to play skipping
         rope, and peevers on chalked beds on the pavement outside the close, but she had always been far too old to play with them!
      

      
      Dennis Megson’s heart was singing as he went into the flat. Dumpling, and then band practice! It was a grand day!

      
      He found both his sisters in the kitchen, the heart of the flat. Bessie was swathed in her mother’s wrap-around overall, and
         being small for her age she had to gather up the hem whenever she moved about the small room to avoid tripping on it. Amy,
         only an inch smaller than her sister although she was two years younger, had pinned a dish-towel about her own waist for use
         as an apron.
      

      
      
      ‘Mammy’s still sleeping,’ she told her brother in a loud whisper.

      
      ‘Is Ralph not in yet?’ Thirteen-year-old Ralph contributed to the meagre family income by working as a message boy for the
         Co-op branch at Number 4 after school and on Saturdays.
      

      
      Bessie, carefully slicing cold boiled potatoes while her sister stirred the contents of a jug, pushed a wisp of reddish fair
         hair back from her forehead then clamped her fists on to her hipbones. ‘Can you see him?’ she asked irritably. ‘If you can’t,
         it means that he’s not back.’
      

      
      ‘He should be, by now.’

      
      ‘I’m not bothered, we’ve got enough to do,’ Bessie snapped, tottering against the table as the overall tangled itself round
         her legs. ‘He’ll be in when he’s hungry.’
      

      
      Dennis went into the small room he shared with his younger brother, where he knelt down and groped under one of the two narrow
         beds that took up almost all the floor space. Drawing out a battered case he opened it to reveal the trumpet within, and all
         thought of Ralph vanished as the instrument seemed to glide from the case and into his hands. Dennis had never had a girlfriend
         … between his music and being the man of the house, he had little time for lassies … but the silky coolness of the trumpet
         against his fingers, the soft yet firm touch of it on his lips, were surely better than any girl.
      

      
      Mindful of his mother asleep in the room across the tiny hallway, he didn’t breathe sound into the instrument; he didn’t need
         to, for it was enough to hold it, closing his eyes and fingering the valves, and imagining the notes pouring into air. Mebbe
         Mr McCosh would let him play a solo tonight, but then again, mebbe not. He was young yet and there was a lot of learning to
         do, and plenty of time ahead for solos. For the time being it was enough just to be part of the band.
      

      
      As he laid the instrument back in its case he heard the front door open. Leaving the case on the bed he hurried to the door then jumped back as it flew open, narrowly missing his face, and his younger brother breezed in.
      

      
      Ralph gave a yelp of surprise as Dennis’s hand clamped on to the lapel of his jacket. ‘Here, what d’ye think ye’re doin’?’

      
      ‘It’s not me, it’s you.’ Dennis tossed his brother on to his bed and closed the door quietly, mindful of his mother and the
         girls. ‘Right, you, what have you been up to?’
      

      
      ‘None of your business! You’re not my dad.’

      
      ‘No, but I’m the nearest you’ve got to one. D’you not think that that’s just what he would be asking you if he was here right
         now? So what have you been up to?’
      

      
      ‘Playin’,’ Ralph said sulkily, starting to get up from the bed, then as Dennis pushed him back down, holding him with one
         hand while the other foraged in his pockets, ‘You’ve no right … you stop that!’
      

      
      ‘Mum’s sleeping, so keep your voice down or I’ll shove that pillow in your mouth. What’s this?’ Dennis withdrew his fingers
         from his brother’s pocket and held up the shilling he had found there.
      

      
      ‘It’s mine! I earned it!’ Ralph made a grab for the silver coin, but Dennis stepped back, holding it out of reach.

      
      ‘How did you earn it?’

      
      ‘Some old lady gave it to me when I delivered her messages.’

      
      ‘A whole shillin’? What did you do … put them all away for her and cook her dinner intae the bargain? And why are you home
         so late?’
      

      
      ‘I told you … I was out playin’. I met some pals.’

      
      ‘You’ve been runnin’ for that Mrs Borland again, haven’t you? Collectin’ payments for her? She’s the old woman that gave you
         this.’
      

      
      ‘I have not!’ Ralph blustered. ‘She did not!’

      
      ‘You’d better be tellin’ me the truth, because if you’re lyin’ I’ll find out. And after I’ve sorted you out I’ll be havin’
         a word with Mrs Borland.’
      

      
      
      ‘You’d not dare! Give me that …’ Ralph struggled to his feet and tried to grab the money. Dennis closed his fist about it.

      
      ‘Would I not? And this is for Mum.’

      
      ‘It’s mine! I earned it!’

      
      ‘Mebbe the police would like tae know how. It’s against the law tae have school bairns collectin’ debts.’ Dennis wasn’t sure
         of his facts, but he knew how to subdue his cocky younger brother. ‘Will I give it to her, or can you be trusted to do it
         yourself?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll do it,’ Ralph mumbled, sticking his lower lip out.

      
      ‘I’ll be watching,’ Dennis said as he relinquished the coin, ‘so make sure you do. And no more workin’ for that Borland woman,
         I’ve already told you.’
      

      
      It was hard, he thought as he herded his brother out of the bedroom, to be the man of the house. He worried about Ralph, who
         was more interested in earning money than in being honest. His father wouldn’t have tolerated the boy’s behaviour, and his
         mother, if she had any idea that Ralph was working for their upstairs neighbour, would have fretted.
      

      
      Nan Megson came into the kitchen, still heavy-eyed with sleep, her long fair hair loose about her shoulders. ‘Oh, that’s lovely,’
         she said when she saw the table set and the evening meal in progress. ‘You’re such clever lassies and I’ve been a lazy mum,
         lolling in bed and making you do all the work.’
      

      
      Both girls beamed at the compliment, and Bessie said smugly, ‘We can manage fine. It’s almost ready and there’s dumpling from
         Mrs McCosh for afters.’
      

      
      ‘A band practice? I wish I could be here to listen to it.’ Nan began to brush her hair out before the wall mirror. ‘You’ll
         be playing, Dennis?’
      

      
      ‘If Mr McCosh lets me.’

      
      ‘I’m sure he will. You’re a grand musician.’ Laying the hairbrush aside, Nan took an old stocking from her pocket and fastened it about her head like a coronet. Dennis watched, fascinated, as she began to twist thick strands of hair around
         it. In no time at all the stocking was completely hidden by a neat, continuous roll of hair and Nan had reverted to her usual
         prim everyday self.
      

      
      He could still remember how, as a little boy, he had loved to sink his fingers into his mother’s thick, clean-smelling hair,
         and had been fascinated by the way it framed her face like shining curtains. She had always been full of laughter in those
         days; it was still there in the warmth of her smile, but since his father’s death and the coming of the war there was more
         sadness than joy.
      

      
      His mother, he realised with a shock of surprise, was getting older. Then he comforted himself with the thought that he, at
         least, had known the good days, the early days when his father was alive and life was good. Not like the others … Ralph had
         been eight years old and Bessie six when their father died. At least they remembered him; Amy, who had just reached her fourth
         birthday, scarcely recalled him at all, though she pretended that she did.
      

      
      Dennis had been the lucky one, and it was up to him to carry on the responsibility that his father had laid down the day the
         walls of a blazing factory had collapsed on top of him as he followed his fellow fire-fighters to safety.
      

      
      By the time Frank McCosh arrived home from work his family had already started on their evening meal. Julia got up at once
         to fetch his plate from the oven, where it was keeping hot.
      

      
      ‘We’d have waited for you, but we’ve not got much time before the others arrive.’

      
      ‘Quite right, love … and leave it,’ he said firmly, putting an arm about her and easing her back to her seat. ‘I’ll see to
         it myself.’
      

      
      ‘But—’

      
      ‘Do as you’re told, woman, and stop behaving as if I’m your lord and master,’ he ordered, cupping her shoulder in his big hand for a moment, smiling over her head at his daughter.
         ‘She’s a fusspot, your mother.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll see to Dad’s dinner in a minute, I’m nearly finished here,’ Chloe told her mother. From what she had heard from the
         other girls at school, their parents weren’t as lovey-dovey as hers, she thought, and then, scraping up the last of the food
         from her plate, she corrected herself. Lovey-dovey wasn’t the right phrase; they weren’t always kissing and cuddling like the
         men and women she saw at the pictures, but they were both given to brief moments of contact and she had never known them to
         quarrel … which was very unlike what she had heard from the girls at school. Seeing them so happy together made Chloe happy.
         One day she and some lad … perhaps even she and Dennis … might be like that together, she thought as her father eased the
         canvas bag containing his gas mask and dinner tin from his shoulder and then began to unbutton his coat.
      

      
      ‘I got held up … something that had to be finished before I left.’

      
      ‘Frank, it’s band night. Could someone else not have done it for you just this once?’

      
      ‘It didn’t take long.’ He went into the hall to hang his coat in the cupboard that held his Home Guard uniform and rifle,
         while Chloe wrapped a dishcloth about her hands and drew two plates, one upended over the other to keep the contents as moist
         as possible, from the oven. She set them on the table and removed the cover, blinking as a waft of heat swept up and around
         her head.
      

      
      ‘It’s a cold night out and I’m a lucky man, with a nice warm home to come back to. Eh, lads?’ Frank came back into the kitchen
         to stand between the boys, clapping a hand to the nape of each neck. They squealed and wriggled away from him.
      

      
      ‘Your hands are freezing!’ Duncan accused.

      
      ‘And you’re nice and warm. By Jove, Julia, that looks good!’ Frank enthused, rubbing his hands together. ‘Sausage and onion, eh?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve put some hot water from the kettle into the wee basin, Daddy. You can wash your hands in that.’

      
      ‘Thanks, pet.’

      
      Julia peered at the plate. ‘It’s begun to dry up.’

      
      ‘I don’t mind, I quite like it when it gets like that.’

      
      ‘There’s dumpling for after,’ Leslie piped up.

      
      ‘Dumpling too? It’s at times like this I’m fair heartbroken for that poor wee Hitler man,’ Frank McCosh said over his shoulder
         as he washed his hands at the sink. ‘He’s on the wrong side altogether, is he not?’
      

      
      ‘Aye, well, if he came to us he’d get no dumpling, that’s for sure,’ his wife said tartly. ‘Now then, boys, you can get washed
         as soon as you’ve eaten. You can stay up for some of the practice as long as you go to your beds when you’re told, without
         any arguments. It’s school tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘Did you manage to do the band parts?’ Frank asked as he picked up his knife and fork.

      
      ‘Aye, they’re all through in the room.’

      
      ‘Good lass.’ The band consisted of Frank on the saxophone, Julia on the piano, Bert, an older man who ran a small hardware
         shop in the town and was also in the Home Guard, on the drums and Dennis Megson with his trumpet. A considerable pile of sheet
         music had been amassed over the years, but now, with it being wartime, printed music was hard to find, so Julia had taken
         on the arduous task of writing out the different parts for each member of the band.
      

      
      ‘Is your dinner all right?’ she asked anxiously as she watched her husband eat. She had had to augment the sausage and a half
         with a lot of vegetables.
      

      
      ‘It’s better than all right. I don’t know how you manage on the rations we get. And I have a feeling,’ Frank said, grinning
         at her, ‘that it’s going to be good band practice too.’
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      At Fergus’s insistence he and Cecelia went out for a breath of fresh air after they had eaten. As they left the flat a young
         man already heading towards the stairs glanced up at them and grinned. ‘Evening,’ he said, then, ‘Sorry, in a hurry. I’m late
         …’ and he continued his headlong rush, taking the steps two at a time, what little light there was glinting on the rounded
         curves of the trumpet he clutched in one hand. As the Goudies began to descend the stairs the youth gained the landing below,
         catching the banister at the bottom of the flight with his free hand and swinging round it so that he gained momentum.
      

      
      ‘He must be in this dance band we’ve heard about,’ Cecelia said, low-voiced, as they crossed the small landing and prepared
         to follow him down.
      

      
      ‘Must be.’ They heard knuckles giving a smart double rap on a door below. It opened and closed, and then another door opened.
         As they left the next floor and turned at the half-landing with its blacked-out stained-glass window, they saw that the only
         people below were a small, fair-haired woman and a burly young man. The man was glaring at one of the doors, and muttering
         under his breath.
      

      
      ‘Good evening to you,’ Fergus said cheerfully. The woman glanced up at them and then looked swiftly at her companion, as though
         unsure about what to do.
      

      
      ‘You’re the new people, I suppose,’ the man said.

      
      ‘Fergus and Cecelia Goudie.’ Fergus stuck out a hand as he reached the bottom step. The man gave him a long hard stare before
         offering his own large fist.
      

      
      ‘George Fulton.’ He twitched his head in his companion’s direction. ‘This is the wife. You’re gettin’ out before the ruckus
         starts too, are you?’
      

      
      ‘The band practice, you mean? We’re quite looking forward to it,’ Fergus told him breezily. ‘Just getting a breath of air
         first.’
      

      
      George Fulton snorted. ‘Lookin’ forward tae it? You’re welcome, pal. We’re stayin’ right out of this place until it’s over. It’s a fine thing when a man cannae spend a peaceful evenin’ in his own home. Come on, Lena,’ he added impatiently,
         and hustled his wife down the stairs ahead of the Goudies.
      

      
      Following, Cecelia noticed that the girl walked with a slight limp, but even so, her husband hurried her along and by the
         time Cecelia and Fergus had reached the close opening the other two had disappeared into the night.
      

      
      ‘Now that’s what I call a friendly neighbour,’ Fergus murmured, drawing Cecelia’s arm through his. ‘A bundle of laughs.’

      
      ‘She looked quite nice.’

      
      ‘She probably is, when he gives her the chance to speak for herself. Which way would you like to go?’

      
      ‘Are you sure you want to go out at all?’ She hesitated, gazing into the chill dark night. ‘I can’t see a thing, and it’s
         awful cold.’
      

      
      ‘Your eyes will get used to the darkness,’ Fergus slid an arm about her, ‘And the blackout’s great for kissing in closes.’

      
      ‘We don’t need to kiss in closes now that we’re married.’

      
      ‘We’ve only been married two weeks, though. Old habits die hard, and anyway, I like to kiss you in closes. It’s romantic.’

      
      They took only a short walk, along to Caledonia Street and then along to Greenock Road, which in turn led to the Paisley Racecourse,
         but it took quite a while because they had to feel about for the kerb each time they crossed a side street, and take care
         to avoid walking into the baffle walls that had been built in front of most closes to protect them from bomb blast. They were
         also slowed by Fergus’s insistence on stopping frequently for a kiss. Despite her protestations, Cecelia didn’t really mind
         because she was storing up memories to hold on to once he had gone back to his unit and she was alone. And there was truth
         in what he said about the romance of kissing in a dark close, she thought, tingling to the strength of his mouth on hers and the cool touch of his hands on the warmth of her skin.
      

      
      ‘I wish the moon was out,’ she said as they passed the Fountain Gardens on the way back home. Walking through such darkness
         was like wading across a river, with the ankle-turning kerbs like crocodiles lying in wait for the unwary.
      

      
      ‘Don’t wish that, for we’d be more likely to get enemy planes overhead if there was a moon to guide them. Listen to that,’
         Fergus added suddenly as the strains of ‘Sweet Lorraine’ wafted through the darkness. ‘It must be the band started on their
         practice. That means that we’re nearly home.’ Then, as they reached the close, ‘And they’re not bad at all.’
      

      
      Forty-two Glen Street, like its neighbouring tenements, was blacked out with not a chink of light to be seen, but the heavy,
         dark curtains couldn’t muffle the sound of music. It grew louder as they turned in at the close entrance, and as they climbed
         to the first floor they could almost feel the throb of the drum and the haunting wail of the saxophone.
      

      
      There was another noise … the shuffle and stamp of feet from above, and an occasional feminine giggle underlined by a man’s
         laughter. Gaining the second landing, they saw, in the dim lighting restricted by war regulations, that a couple were dancing
         there.
      

      
      Just as Fergus and Cecelia reached the top step the music halted suddenly in mid-flow, and the dancers came to a stop.

      
      ‘That’s the only thing about a practice,’ the girl said. ‘They keep stoppin’. Oh, hullo, you must be the new folk.’

      
      ‘The Goudies from upstairs. Fergus and Cecelia.’

      
      ‘I’m Chrissie and this is Marty. My mam lives in that flat.’ The girl, a curvy blonde, nodded towards the well-polished door,
         letting her eyes flicker to Cecelia for a brief second before they returned to Fergus. ‘D’ye like dancin’, then?’
      

      
      ‘I’ve got two left feet, but luckily for me Cecelia doesn’t mind. Bye,’ he added as the music started up again and Chrissie and Marty rushed back into each other’s arms. ‘Enjoy your
         dance.’ Then, as he and Cecelia reached their own floor, ‘That’s you met two of the neighbours now. Mebbe you and Chrissie
         could be friends.’
      

      
      ‘I think she’d prefer to be your friend, not mine.’

      
      ‘Don’t be daft.’ Fergus unlocked the door and drew her into the small hallway, and into his arms. ‘You know that you’re the
         only one I’ve got time for,’ he murmured against her face. She clung to him.
      

      
      ‘I don’t want you to go away tomorrow!’

      
      ‘And I don’t want to go either, sweetheart, but it won’t be long now,’ he comforted her. ‘I’ll soon be home for good.’

      
      ‘Th … that’s what they said when it all started, and it’s been two years, almost. Two years!’ Cecelia wailed. ‘And who knows
         how much longer it might be? I can’t bear it!’
      

      
      ‘You can, we both can, because we must. Come on …’ He eased himself from her grip and began to unbutton her coat. ‘Let’s go
         dancing.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t want to go back down where those other people are.’

      
      He hung up her coat and took his own off. ‘You don’t need to, we’ve got our own dance floor,’ he said, and led her back on
         to the dim landing as the musicians, who had halted once again, began to play ‘Goodnight Sweetheart’.
      

      
      They danced silently in the half-dark, holding each other close, quite unaware of Bessie and Amy Megson, who had fled from
         the stairs outside their own door at the sound of the Goudies’ approach and were now in their own hall, peering at the new
         tenants from behind the part-opened door.
      

      
      As she moved about the dark landing in Fergus’s arms Cecelia wished that they could stay there, alone and safe, for the rest
         of their lives.
      

      
      Two floors below, Frank McCosh nodded to Dennis Megson and lowered his saxophone as the lad, flushed with excitement, took a deep breath and moved forward to take over the next chorus.
      

      
      ‘Remember, son,’ he had said earlier, ‘no pressure on the mouthpiece. Gentle, like a kiss, no more than that.’

      
      Duncan and Leslie began to snort suppressed laughter at the word ‘kiss’, and paid the penalty when their father, reminded
         of their presence and of the time, immediately halted the rehearsal and ordered them both to their minute bedroom.
      

      
      Chloe, squeezed into a corner, hugging her knees, felt a pleasant little shiver as Dennis put the instrument to his lips.
         She drank in every golden note from the trumpet, and, like Cecelia Goudie on the landing above, wished that the evening could
         go on forever.
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