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Author’s Note

In writing this novel, I found the following of particular value:

HARRIS, Paul Edinburgh, the Fabulous Fifties

REEVES, Thomas C. A Life of John Kennedy

SKED, Alan & COOK, Chris Post-War Britain: a political history

The files of The Scotsman newspaper

As my novel is set in a real city, obviously some of the streets and buildings I’ve described in my text are also real, but I should like to stress that Catherine’s Land, the tenement that becomes Catherine’s Hall, is purely imaginary, as are the S and G Bank and Logie’s store. It is true that there is a real University of Edinburgh hall of residence in the lawnmarket, but Catherine’s Hall has no connection with it, and my ‘man from the university’, John Mains, is as imaginary as all my other characters.


For Dorothy Lumley, friend and agent, with gratitude.


Part One

1952–1953


Chapter One



Goodbye, Catherine’s Land. This was the day. 6 February, 1952. Kate Rossie, speeding up the Royal Mile towards the house, had been thinking of nothing else. Until she heard the wireless news. The announcer’s voice, broadcasting to the world. That voice still rang in her ears, solemn as a passing bell. Der König ist tot. Le roi est mort. The King is dead.

George the Sixth dead? She still could not believe it. He had been ill, it was true. A lung resection, the doctors said. Cancer, said the rumours. But he was supposed to have recovered. Kate was only twenty-one; she could remember no other monarch. Now Princess Elizabeth would be Queen and she was somewhere in Kenya, watching wild animals. Lord, thought Kate, this was going to send the paper hopping, she’d better ring the desk as soon she’d seen Will.

It was only three months earlier that she had landed the job of junior reporter on a Glasgow left-wing newspaper. She’d asked for special leave today to say goodbye to Catherine’s Land, but now of course she’d have to go into work and wanted to, for who’d want to be away from the centre of news at a time like this?

She had reached the Lawnmarket. Next stop, the Castle. Behind her lay the long historic thoroughfare that stretched down to the Palace of Holyroodhouse. These were the stones of Edinburgh she had known all her life. She had been born in the tenement that was Catherine’s Land, she had gone to school in the Canongate. It had always seemed to her that nothing could change, yet here was change happening before her eyes. Even though her pulse was racing and her heart beating fast, sadness gripped her at the door of her old home. Just for a moment, the news about the King had sent the other significance of the day from her mind, but now it returned in full force. This was the day the last tenants were to leave. This was the day that Catherine’s Land closed its doors. Until the builders moved in.

Kate stood looking up at the six storeys that had been home. Every window was known to her, every blackened stone, every tile, every leaning chimney. Her beautiful eyes moved slowly down to the front door hanging open and the steps where children, herself included, had played down the years. Here were the empty shops. Donnie Muir’s grocery, Will’s mother’s dressmaker’s, her father’s newsagent’s that had once been the sweetie shop. Ken Rossie had been a boy in Catherine’s Land, along with the Kemp boys, the Muir boys, the Ritchie girls, the Finnegans, the Pringles, the Craigs, the Erskines, so many people Kate had known only as grown-ups. All gone now, except for the Gilbrides, who would be up the stair waiting for the removal van. At the thought of Will Gilbride, Kate pushed open the front door and went sprinting up the worn stone steps calling, ‘Will, I’m here!’

And Will came thundering down the stair to meet her.


Chapter Two



Catherine’s Land had been built by a merchant in 1701 and built to last. In its early days, it had included quality among its tenants. Later, it had become a slum. Restored to respectability at the turn of the nineteenth century, it had soldiered on to survive two world wars. By 1945, however, it was obvious that the years had finally taken their toll. The landlords, their hearts failing over the repairs, sold the house to the university for conversion to students’ accommodation.

No tenant at the time was worried. Why, the university would niver get planning permission! You couldna get the bricks for housing, niver mind digs for students, and who cared a toss for students, anyway, when there were families with nowhere to live? But eventually the university did get planning permission. By Christmas 1951, most of the tenants had been dispersed, some to council estates, others to lodging houses or other tenements, anywhere they could squash themselves in. By this significant day in February 1952, only the Gilbrides were left.

There were four of them. Madge, Will’s grandmother; her daughter, Jennie, and Jennie’s sons, Will and Hamish.

Madge, still sweet-faced, still pretty, had come to Catherine’s Land as a young widow when her mother-in-law had brought her back from Southampton with her three little girls, Abby, Jennie and Rachel. That had been in 1912. Madge had been Madge Ritchie then. Jennie and Rachel had married brothers, the sons of Jim Gilbride, a widower. Years later, Madge herself had married Jim. Rachel’s Malcolm was still alive, but Jim was dead and so was Jennie’s Rory. Will and Hamish rarely spoke of their father.

‘Oh, Kate!’ Will strained her close, then released her to look at her, taking his usual delight in his Renoir girl as Rachel Gilbride, a painter, liked to describe Kate. Will knew nothing about art, but he knew that Kate, with her velvet dark eyes, her peachy skin and tawny hair, was beautiful. Folk said she and her sister were like their mother, but Ivy Rossie these days was a spent match to their flame. That was what life did to you, eh? Why, even Biddy, older than Kate and married with three children, was showing signs of wear and tear. But Will couldn’t imagine Kate’s looks ever fading. She wasn’t the type to let life grind her down. Just let it try!

Kate was taking pleasure in her Will too. He and Hamish had Jennie’s blond good looks, even though their father’s extravagant handsomeness had passed them by. At one time Jennie used to say she could just see a look of Rory in Hamish, but after Rory left her for Sheena MacLaren, Jennie never mentioned that look again.

‘No uniform?’ Kate teased. ‘Why, I was looking forward to saluting!’

‘Ah, come on!’ Will protested, not wanting to be reminded of the row they’d had when he’d taken a National Service commission. Kate didn’t approve of differences in rank and thought it crazy that anyone from Catherine’s Land should want to be an officer. But then Will was a university graduate and had already been promised a post in one of Edinburgh’s most famous banks. Kate knew he didn’t think of himself as belonging any more to Catherine’s Land. After all, two of his aunts and his uncle had long ago escaped. Well, everybody’s escaped now, thought Kate, if you wanted to put it that way.

‘I’m on leave,’ Will said softly. ‘I’ve got ten days, if you remember.’

‘I remember.’ Kate, her lower lip trembling, didn’t have to be reminded that he was bound for fighting in Korea. She swallowed her tears and took Will’s arm to run up the stair to his mother’s flat.

‘Have you heard the news?’ she cried, greeting everybody.

‘What news?’ asked Jennie Gilbride. ‘We’ve packed the wireless.’

Jennie, Madge and Hamish, surrounded by boxes, were in the living room that still showed signs of early grandeur in its long windows and handsome cornice. The ceiling over the old range was blackened, Jennie had never been able to do anything about that, but elsewhere everything was clean as a new pin for Jennie was a good housewife and liked things tidy. The gas was still connected, the kettle had not been packed but was singing in the little scullery. Soon Madge would make tea for everyone, the removal men as well, when they arrived.

‘What news?’ Jennie repeated, taking the top off the milk bottle.

‘The King is dead,’ said Kate.

There was a stunned silence. Everyone stared at Kate, who couldn’t help enjoying her moment of attention.

‘Aye, I thought you might not’ve heard,’ she went on. ‘I heard it on ma portable. He died in his sleep, his manservant found him.’

‘Oh, the poor King!’ whispered Madge. ‘Only fifty-seven!’

Kate and Will exchanged looks. Seemed to them, fifty-seven wasn’t very young.

‘And the poor Queen, too.’ Madge shook her head. ‘A widow. We know what that’s like.’

Jennie said nothing. She had gone rather pale. Remembering, perhaps, thought Will, the time she had found his father dead. He had just returned to them from London. Would he have stayed? They would never know. Death gave no answers.

‘What’ll happen now?’ asked Hamish. ‘Will they have to get Princess Elizabeth back?’

‘Of course,’ Madge answered. ‘She’s the Queen.’

‘That’ll be funny,’ Will commented. ‘Having to sing, God Save The Queen.’

‘I remember when we thought it strange to sing God Save the King,’ said Madge. ‘I was only seventeen when Queen Victoria died. Everybody said it was the end of an era.’

‘So’s this the end of an era,’ said Jennie. ‘I mean, for Catherine’s Land.’

‘Listen, is that the van?’ shouted Hamish.

They rushed to the windows to see. Three storeys below, they could see a large furniture van manoeuvring itself into a parking place. Three men jumped out and began to fling out cartons and sacks, then there came a thundering blow on the downstairs door. Everyone exchanged glances.

‘Nineteen twelve,’ Madge said huskily. ‘That’s when we first came. Of course I had Jennie’s flat, then, that’s where we all lived, then when Jennie got married, I moved up the stair and let her have more space. Nineteen forty-five, Jim and I moved across the landing—’

‘Yes, Gran,’ Hamish said patiently. I’ll go down and tell the men to come up.’

‘Will,’ whispered Kate, ‘I’m sorry but I’ll have to go to work.’

‘Why? I thought you’d taken the day off?’

‘Yes, but now the King’s dead I’ll be needed. You know what it’s like when a big story breaks, they’ll be sending everybody everywhere.’

‘OK, I’ll come with you to the station.’

‘No.’ Kate flattened herself against the wall as one of the removal men marched past with an armchair. ‘You stay here and help your mam. She’s going to be feeling pretty blue, leaving here. And then she’ll be needing you at the bungalow.’

Abby, Madge’s eldest daughter, had bought the family a bungalow in Corstorphine, a part of the city that had once been a village but was now a large residential and shopping area with the Edinburgh zoo on its fringe. Abby was the clever one, dark and spirited, full of energy. From being a housemaid, she had risen by self-education and brains to the top post at Logie’s, one of Edinburgh’s most fashionable Princes Street stores, and had married her childhood sweetheart, Frankie Baxter. For years, she had wanted to transplant Madge to a little house with a garden and an apple tree, just like they’d had so many years before in Southampton, and for years Madge had resisted. She was happy with her friends in Catherine’s Land, Peggie Kemp, Joanie Muir, Jessie Rossie. Even when Jim had died, she still hadn’t wanted to leave and Jennie, whose life was part of Catherine’s Land, had also refused to go. Now, of course, they’d had to accept the inevitable, aware that they were in fact luckier than most. Still, it was an ordeal, leaving their homes, moving into the unknown.

Will sighed. ‘Suppose you’re right, I’d better stay.’

‘See you tomorrow night, then,’ said Kate, as they ran down the stair. ‘For Bobby’s welcome home party.’

‘Oh, God, what a waste of an evening.’ Will brightened. ‘Hey, maybe they’ll cancel it, now that the King is dead.’

‘Nothing in this world will make your Aunt Rachel cancel a party for Bobby,’ laughed Kate. ‘Speaking of angels, here’s Rachel now.’

A small car had squeezed itself in behind the furniture van and out of it stepped Rachel Gilbride, Madge’s youngest daughter. Still very attractive, with dark Ritchie eyes and delicate features, she was a gifted artist who had seen her image change from innovator to establishment figure and wasn’t sure she liked it. Still, her pictures sold well and that pleased not only her but Malcolm, who was an accountant. Their other shared interest was their only child, Bobby, who had just completed his National Service. Will knew that Kate was right. Rachel would never cancel a party for Bobby.

‘They’ve come, then!’ she cried, greeting Will and Kate. ‘The removal men? Oh, isn’t this a sad day? Seeing the end of our home?’

Will said nothing. Everyone knew that his aunt had never been so happy as when she married Malcolm and moved to a fine solid house in Morningside. Like Abby, Malcolm had made his way by his own efforts. ‘Doesna want to be a house painter like his Dad,’ Jim Gilbride used to say, and Malcolm always quite sincerely said Amen to that. He and Will were of a mind, whereas what was in Bobby’s mind, nobody knew. Nothing sensible, thought Will.

‘Your Aunt Abby’s tied up at a meeting,’ Rachel told Will. ‘She’ll be coming round to the new house this afternoon.’

‘OK,’ said Will, his eyes on Kate’s retreating figure. ‘There’s some tea on the go up the stair if you want it, Aunt Rachel.’

‘Always tea on the go if Ma’s around,’ said Rachel with a smile.


Chapter Three



It didn’t take long to dismantle Jennie’s flat or Madge’s; didn’t take long to dismantle their homes. The family stood around, watching in melancholy as the piano went, accompanied by much groaning and swearing, then the chairs and washstands, the beds where people had been born and died, the kitchen table where the girls had sat in the old days, eating meals, cutting out patterns, adding up weekly bills.

‘I did my first drawings at that table,’ Rachel said softly.

‘Yes, and wouldn’t budge when I had to lay the cloth,’ Jennie reminded.

‘Well, where’s all this stuff going now?’ asked Hamish. ‘I mean, will it all fit in to the bungalow?’

‘What doesn’t fit can go in the garage.’

‘Keep forgetting we’ve got a garage.’ Hamish grinned. ‘Supposing I want to get a car?’

On the strength of being a ‘poor fatherless bairn’, Hamish, like Will, had been lucky enough to be given a place at Heriot’s, one of Edinburgh’s fine old schools, but he had refused to go to university and as soon as he finished National Service had declared he wanted to be a tailor.

‘Like mother, like son,’ Jennie said proudly.

‘Like grandmother,’ said Madge, for she too had trained as a dressmaker, though had worked most of her time in Edinburgh at Mackenzie’s Bakery.

Will had not been pleased.

‘Doesna want his grand friends to be measured for suits by his brother,’ Jessie Rossie had shrewdly commented.

But Madge would have none of that. Will was no snob. What grand friends was Jessie talking about, anyway? Will’s girlfriend was Kate, Jessie’s own grand-daughter!

‘Aye, it’s funny, that. Chalk and cheese, eh? Canna see how they get on.’

‘Opposites attract, Jessie.’

‘True. Look at you and your Jim.’

Madge had not replied, but everyone knew about Jim’s fiery temper that had kept him and Madge apart for too many years.

‘When are you going to have enough money to buy a car?’ Will asked Hamish now, his tone a little acid, but Hamish only laughed.

‘Why, when you get me a loan from your bank!’

If only Will were going to work at the Scottish and General now, thought Jennie. If only he were not going to Korea. Why did the British still feel they had to send troops all over the world, fighting battles that weren’t theirs?

‘Have to defend South Korea against the North’s aggression,’ Will had told her. ‘Have to protect the weak.’

But Jennie felt quite weak herself at the thought of her son in a fighting zone. Why couldn’t he have been as lucky as Hamish or Bobby who had never even left their own country? She knew she must look on the bright side. Will could well come home safe and sound, probably to Kate Rossie. It wouldn’t surprise Jennie if those two slipped quietly out one day and got married. There was no doubt that they were very much in love.

‘That’s it, then, hen,’ said the foreman of the removers. ‘That’s us. We’re away.’

‘You’ve got the new address? Nineteen, Brae Street?’

‘Aye.’ He waved a roughened hand. ‘See you there, when we’ve had a bite to eat, eh?’

‘Oh, yes, there’s plenty of time.’ Jennie’s voice faltered. ‘We want to have a last look round, anyway.’

‘And then we have to wait for the man from the university,’ put in Madge. ‘He wants to lock up.’

They smiled their sad smiles again. When had Catherine’s Land ever been locked up? People had always walked in and out through that hanging door, moving aside children to go running up the stair. There was never anything to take, nothing that would be missed, anyway.

*    *    *

John Mains, a stooping figure with greying hair and moustache, arrived from the university as the removal men were leaving.

‘Timed it nicely,’ he said, politely touching his hat.

‘We were just going up for a last look,’ Jennie said quickly.

‘Certainly, certainly. Just take your time. I know this will be a sad day for you. A sad day, anyway, of course. Who’d have thought the King would go so quickly?’

‘I don’t know that I want to look round,’ Madge said, tears choking her voice. ‘I don’t need to, I can see it all in my mind. I think I’ll always see it in my mind.’

‘We could wait down the stair, Gran?’ suggested Will, but Madge, clutching her kettle, said she’d wait for the others on the landing, they would all leave together.

‘I just want to look in at our old room,’ Rachel whispered to Jennie. ‘I know it’s different, I know you split it, but I’d like to see it again.’

‘Everything will be split up soon,’ said Jennie.

She was gazing at the old range in the living room, remembering all the hours it had stolen from them, all the sweeping and raking and washing with soda it had needed, all the blackleading and filling up with coal and starting all over again. Poor Ma! How hard she’d had to work, even after a full day at the baker’s. And then wouldn’t she want to go and start washing the stair! At least, things were easier for her now.

‘Come on!’ called Rachel from Jennie’s bedroom, one half of the original room the two sisters had shared. ‘Remember when we got dressed here for our weddings? You in blue, me in cream? We thought ourselves the bee’s knees, didn’t we?’

‘Seem to remember we did look pretty good.’ Jennie’s eyes were fixed on the spot on the floorboards where her marriage bed had stood.

‘Oh, Rachel,’ she said, sombrely. ‘Let’s go. Ma’s right, there’s no point in all this.’ But when Rachel had gently touched her hand and left her, Jennie still waited a moment.

‘Goodbye, Rory, darling,’ she said softly.

For the last time, they walked down the stair, and the ghosts went with them. They all had their special ghosts and did not speak of them, except that Madge said she could still hear the boots of the Kemp boys, the Rossies and the Muirs, ringing on the stone.

‘Lucky to have boots,’ muttered Hamish, feeling ashamed of the lump in his throat.

‘That’s true,’ said Madge, remembering all the barefoot children of the not so distant past. ‘Here’s Mr Mains waiting for us.’

‘Ready to go?’ he asked kindly, swinging a bunch of keys from his finger.

Yes. Now they felt they couldn’t go fast enough.

But when Mr Mains locks this door, thought Jennie wildly, who’ll go running up the stair?

They moved into the February cold and stood shivering on the steps, while Mr Mains slammed and locked the door of Catherine’s Land behind him. More than anything else, that locking brought it home to them: this was the end.

‘The end of Catherine’s Land,’ Rachel whispered, but Mr Mains looked his surprise.

‘Why, no, it’s not the end, it’s a beginning. Tomorrow the builders arrive to start on Catherine’s Hall.’ Mr Mains rubbed his thin hands together. ‘Sad it had to be at this time, though. I mean, with the death of the King.’

‘Shan’t forget this day,’ said Will. ‘Goodbye, Mr Mains, and thanks.’

‘Goodbye and good luck.’ He tipped his hat and walked away down the Lawnmarket and they stood watching him go. Rachel said they should go to the car and be on their way, but two people were hurrying towards them, a narrow-shouldered man and a young girl. Donnie Muir and his daughter, Nina.

‘Oh, what a shame, Donnie!’ cried Madge. ‘The man from the university’s just locked up. Did you want to have a last look?’

Donnie Muir, one of those whose boots had thundered past Madge’s door, gave an asthmatic cough.

‘Och, it doesna matter. I thought on about it too late. It was all the news about the King, put it out o’ ma mind, then Sally says you nip round now, I’ll mind the shop.’

Donnie and Sally, who had kept the grocery at Catherine’s Land, now rented a smaller shop in the Haymarket, close to Ken Rossie’s newsagent’s. Their only surviving child, Nina, had just left school and was helping in the shop and studying bookkeeping at night school. Now, standing with her father in the chill wind, she did not look at any of the Gilbrides, but kept her eyes cast down. It was generally accepted that Nina was a clever girl, but shy.

‘I wish we could give you a lift back,’ Madge was saying to Donnie, for she had a soft spot for the son of her old friend, Joanie, who had died the previous year. ‘The thing is, Rachel’s taking us to the new house.’

‘That’s all right, dinna worry, we’ll get the tram.’ Donnie shook hands all round. ‘Glad to have seen you, though, and the best o’ luck, eh?’

‘I’ll come and see Sally!’ called Madge, as the two rather woebegone figures turned away.

‘She’ll look forward to that!’ Donnie called back.

‘Come on,’ said Rachel again, ‘Let’s go.’

DEATH OF THE KING was on all the placards, as they drove down the Mound. Above them, the flag on the castle drooped at half-mast.

‘Oh, don’t you feel sad?’ cried Rachel. ‘Everything seems to be sad together, doesn’t it? At least we can cheer up tomorrow at Bobby’s party.’

‘You’re still having it?’ asked Madge.

‘Oh, Ma, you don’t mean I should cancel, do you? I can’t, I’ve done all the food!’

Will, stuffed between his mother and Hamish in the back seat, remembered Kate and smiled, but the smile soon faded. Now was not the time for smiling.


Chapter Four



Rachel, striking in full-length black, was checking the buffet table in the dining room of her house in Morningside. It was a handsome room, Victorian, of course, not Georgian, which was one step down the scale in Edinburgh, but Rachel was proud of it. She was proud of her buffet, too, which was all her own work and very hard work at that, considering the rationing problems still around, but she had wanted it to be a thank-you for Bobby’s safe return from service. Having the caterers in would not have meant the same.

‘All set?’ asked Malcolm, joining her.

He had put on weight recently and lost most of his sandy hair, but he thought he looked well, looked what he was, a successful accountant. He had never had his brother’s good looks or his fierce desire for social change. The only social change Malcolm desired was his own and he had achieved that by hard work and application. If he appeared dull to some, he wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it.

‘Looks all right?’ asked Rachel.

‘Looks fine.’ He kissed her cheek. ‘And so do you.’

‘Better check the drinks,’ she told him, with a pleased smile.

‘Your ma and Jennie still coming?’ he asked, moving to the trolley of bottles and glasses.

‘Of course, why not?’

‘Thought they might be a bit low, leaving Catherine’s Land.’

‘Well, of course it was sad, saying goodbye. You might have come over for a last look yourself.’

‘I hate goodbyes. Only upset you. Anyway, we were never so very fond of Catherine’s Land, were we?’ Malcolm pulled the cork of a bottle of red wine. ‘Damned glad to get away.’

A grandfather clock chimed seven and Rachel gave a start.

‘I do wish Bobby would come down! People will be here soon.’

‘Don’t nag him. He’s straight out of the army, he’s had enough of worrying about time.’

‘I’m not going to nag him, Malcolm. When have I ever nagged him?’ Rachel’s eyes lit up. ‘Anyway, he’s here!’

As Bobby, in a dark suit, stood looking in at the dining room, Rachel ran to him and kissed his cheek. She thought he looked wonderfully handsome, with the dark Ritchie eyes he had inherited from her and finely chiselled features. Oh, but why had the army ruined his sandy-blond hair? Cropped so close to his skull, it made him seem a stranger. The good thing was that it would grow and then he would seem their Bobby again. Not for a moment did she allow herself to remember that Bobby had not been their Bobby for many a long year.

Malcolm suggested a quick drink before the guests arrived and fussed to give Bobby a gin and tonic, as Rachel lit his cigarette.

‘I can’t tell you what a relief it is to have you home,’ she told him. ‘No more worries about where you might be sent!’

‘To be honest, I’d rather have been sent where there was some action,’ Bobby replied. ‘What’s the point of doing military service if you only stay in the UK?’

‘You’re not saying you wanted to go to Korea?’ Rachel shivered. ‘I’m just thanking my lucky stars that you’re not Will.’

‘He’ll be all right. Probably won’t be in real danger.’

‘But he’s an officer, Bobby!’

‘Bully for him. I never wanted a commission. Look, can we talk about something else?’

‘Such as what you’re going to do now,’ said Malcolm cheerfully. ‘Back to university, eh? You’ll want to get your degree out of the way.’

It had been Bobby’s decision to opt for National Service half way through his history degree course. Malcolm had thought it unwise, but provided Bobby completed his studies on his return believed there would be no harm done.

Bobby studied his cigarette. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said quietly.

Malcolm’s eyes stared glassily. ‘What do you mean? Of course you’ll be going back to university!’

‘No.’ The monosyllable was flat. Final.

‘Oh, God.’ Rachel slumped in her chair. Here it was, here was what she always half expected with Bobby. Trouble.

Malcolm’s fleshy face had turned a dusky red. ‘If you’re not going to finish your degree, what are you going to do?’

‘I’m going to London. I intend to become a professional musician.’

Malcolm and Rachel turned to each other. They didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

‘A musician? You mean a pianist?’ Malcolm ran a hand across his brow. ‘Who in hell put this idea into your head? Frankie Baxter?’

Frankie, Abby’s husband, was Bobby’s idol. His mother had kept the sweetie shop at Catherine’s Land, he had had no formal training but had earned his living as a pianist all his life. Pubs, cinemas, ocean liners, American radio, he had played anywhere, and was now running his own band in London and doing very well. But of course he had talent.

‘No, it wasn’t Uncle Frankie,’ Bobby retorted. ‘It was my own idea, because I play jazz pretty well, everybody says so.’

‘Everybody?’ repeated Rachel.

‘All the fellows I met in the army. I used to play wherever I could find a piano and they thought I was terrific. That’s what made me realise playing piano was what I wanted to do.’ Bobby’s eyes glinted. ‘All I wanted to do.’

‘Bobby …’ – Malcolm was hesitating, searching for the right words – ‘what you’re suggesting, it just isn’t practical. I mean, to succeed as a professional pianist, you have to have more than just—’

‘More than just what?’

‘Well, you know – you have to be able to do more than – play a tune or two.’

‘You’re saying I haven’t enough talent?’

‘I mean you should just think of playing as a hobby. And earning your living some other way.’

‘Like you?’ Bobby’s lip curled. ‘Working in an office all day? Thinking about money that isn’t even yours? I’d rather do anything than that. Drive a van – dig coal.’

‘Go and dig bloody coal, then!’ cried Malcolm. ‘You have the nerve to sneer at the way I earn my living? When it’s paid for everything you’ve ever wanted? I ought to knock you down!’

‘Malcolm!’ cried Rachel.

‘Oh, don’t worry, I’ve got past that sort of thing. But when I see a son of mine turning down the chance to go to university, something I’d have given my soul for, it sticks in my throat, Rachel, it makes me sick!’ Malcolm turned his glassy gaze back to Bobby. ‘You go to London,’ he hissed, ‘you try to keep yourself on what you earn, playing your damned piano, and see how far you get. But don’t look to me for a penny piece, or your mother either!’

‘Fine!’ shouted Bobby, turning white. ‘That’s all right by me! I don’t want anything from you, I don’t need anything, I’ll leave this house now, so you won’t need to feel sick a minute longer—’

‘Bobby, what are you talking about?’ Rachel screamed. ‘You can’t go like this, you can’t!’

‘For God’s sake, have a heart,’ groaned Malcolm. ‘Can’t you see what you’re doing to us? Your mother’s arranged this party for you, the guests are due at any minute—’

‘I don’t care about the party, I don’t care about the guests,’ Rachel whispered. ‘I just don’t want you to leave us like this, Bobby.’ She put her hand to her brow. ‘I don’t understand, you see, I don’t understand where we’ve gone wrong.’

‘We haven’t gone wrong, Rachel.’ Malcolm put his arm around her shoulders. ‘We haven’t done one damn thing that hasn’t been for that boy’s good and don’t you forget it.’

Bobby stood with lowered eyes. ‘I don’t want to hurt you,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Please try to understand. I have to make my own decisions. I have to lead my own life.’

‘We do understand,’ Rachel said eagerly. ‘We know you have to make your own decisions now, but there’s no need to go rushing off to London without thinking things through, there’s no need for that at all.’ She tried to smile. ‘And think how you’d manage on your own, Bobby! Why, you’ve never so much as washed a pair of socks!’

‘Mum, I’ve been in the army,’ he said wearily. ‘You don’t know what I can do.’

‘Just tell us,’ Malcolm said curtly. ‘Are you going or staying?’

Bobby slowly raised his eyes. ‘If it’s all right with you, I’d like to stay on for a while, till I’ve made my arrangements.’

As Rachel gave a long shuddering sigh of relief, the doorbell pealed.


Chapter Five



The party was not going well. The guests, mainly older people, friends of Rachel’s and Malcolm’s, seemed subdued. The few who had television at home described for the rest the arrival of the new Queen at London Airport, so young, so vulnerable in her mourning, it had brought the tears to their eyes. Rachel, white-faced with chagrin, hurried about with drinks and crisps, murmuring that it wasn’t her fault if the King had died and what was she supposed to do with all this food it had cost her so much effort to find? And this party was a welcome home to Bobby. Was nobody remembering him?

‘Never mind, Rachel,’ one of her friends consoled her. ‘We’ll think of it as a welcome to Queen Elizabeth the Second.’

‘Queen Elizabeth the First, if you please,’ someone else corrected acidly. ‘I hope the government remembers that there has never been another Queen Elizabeth of Scotland.’

‘Aye, we mustn’t upset the nationalists,’ Malcolm agreed. ‘Or they’ll be taking the Stone of Destiny again, or something of the sort.’

Everyone remembered Christmas Eve, 1950, when a group of audacious students had removed the ancient Scottish coronation stone from Westminster Abbey. Centuries before, Edward the First had brought the stone to London. All they were doing, claimed the students, was taking it home. They kept it hidden for four months, then returned it. No harm had been done, a grand gesture had been made, but now the stone was back in position in the Coronation Chair, ready for the Queen’s crowning.

Kate, eye-catching in black sweater and full skirt, moved restively, trapped by the chat. Somehow she had become separated from Will and wanted to find him. Being with these arty friends of Rachel’s and business colleagues of Malcolm’s depressed her. She felt they distanced themselves too far from the sufferings of ordinary people, would probably have screamed aloud if they could have seen some of the sights she had seen in Glasgow, yet wouldn’t lift a finger to change things. Thank God the Welfare State had shouldered responsibility! Something was at last being done. People needn’t starve if they lost their jobs, they could go to the doctor’s if they were ill, they could live without fear. But with the Tories in power again, how long would it all last?

Sometimes Kate worried about Will. She knew he was entitled to his own views, but you would think he would join the Labour Party when his father had been a party worker all his life. Was he a secret Tory? He always laughed when she tackled him and said his politics were his own affair. As though politics could ever be your own affair! How you voted affected everyone else. If folk hadn’t made the wrong choice at the last election, the country wouldn’t be stuck with Winston Churchill as prime minister again, a man of seventy-seven, who had already had two strokes and might well have another.

‘How are you, Kate?’ asked Will’s Aunt Abby, coming up with her husband, Frankie, a cheerful-faced man, with curly greying hair and dancing blue eyes. Like most people from Catherine’s Land, Kate knew that these two had had a pretty tempestuous marriage at one time, but they seemed to have reached calmer waters now. Cynics might say this was because Abby worked in Edinburgh and Frankie worked in London, but Kate thought it was probably just because they were getting old. In their late forties, at least. Surely love had died down for most people by that age?

‘How’s your family?’ Abby asked kindly. ‘Settling in well to the new shop?’

‘Och, they’re managing, thanks, Mrs Baxter.’ Kate shrugged. ‘Havena much choice to do anything else, have they?’

‘And you’re enjoying your new job on the Glasgow paper? You know, I’ve often wished you’d come to Logie’s. We could do with people like you.’

‘Come to Logie’s?’ Kate smiled. ‘When I try for something else, it’ll be politics. That’s really what I want to do.’

‘A tough life,’ Abby commented.

‘Plenty worse,’ retorted Kate. ‘In this very city, too.’

‘Guess you’re right,’ said Frankie in the American accent he’d retained from his US radio days in the belief that it impressed his public. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I’d better find Bobby. Somebody said he was looking for me.’

‘I’m looking for Will,’ said Kate.

Bobby was in the study, talking to Lindsay Farrell; she’d been at university with him, they’d had something of a relationship. An attractive girl, with high cheekbones and rich brown hair, Lindsay was now on a management training scheme at Logie’s and tipped to go far, which was not surprising. She and her sister, Sara, were the adopted daughters of the late Gerald Farrell, who had been chief executive of Logie’s and a member of the founding firm. Abby in her youth had been his protegee; there were rumours that there might once have been an affair. Though Frankie was certainly the great love of her life, she had suffered when Gerald had his fatal heart attack. Bobby wasn’t too interested. This stuff was all in the past. Abby was chief executive herself now and on friendly terms with Monica, Gerald’s widow, who was at the party tonight. So was Sara, blonde and bubbly; Bobby could see her out of the corner of his eye, smiling up at his cousin, Will.

‘Would you excuse me?’ he murmured to Lindsay. ‘I have to go and find my Uncle Frankie.’

‘I thought he was in London?’

‘His playing engagements were cancelled till after the King’s funeral. He came up last night.’

‘OK, I’ll see you later,’ Lindsay said coolly, for her technique with Bobby was never to let him see that he mattered to her. She had been devastated when he suddenly left university for National Service, but had kept her feelings to herself, even when he never wrote to her. There was only one thing to do and that was bide her time, but she had done that for so long and here he was back and wanting to find his uncle! She sipped her drink and concentrated on keeping her iron control.

‘What’s so important about seeing your uncle?’ she allowed herself to ask, with a laugh.

‘I want his advice.’

‘He’s a pianist, how can he advise you?’

‘I want to be a professional pianist myself. I want to go to London.’

‘London?’ Lindsay’s control was not iron, it was like a band, stretching, aching – at any moment she felt it might snap. ‘I – I think that’s a very good idea.’

‘You do?’ Bobby’s eyes shone. ‘You’re the first person to say that, Lindsay. Keep your fingers crossed Frankie says it too.’

Kate was looking in at the door of the study. Her eyes picked out Bobby talking to some girl she didn’t know. Moved on to Will’s mother talking to some man she didn’t know. Found Will.

He too was talking to someone she didn’t know. A girl with blonde hair and blue eyes framed in dark spiky lashes. Expensively dressed, expensively at ease, a ‘have’ if ever there was one. No doubt she called her mother Mummy and had been presented at Holyrood. No doubt she didn’t have a job but did little courses, filling in her time till Mr Suitable came along.

But Will was smiling down at her. Listening to her. Looking at her as Kate had never seen him look at anyone else except herself. She couldn’t believe it, couldn’t believe he wasn’t aware of her eyes burning into him, her heart crying out to him. Something thin and painful buried itself in Kate’s breast and held her fast so that she felt she couldn’t breathe. What was happening to her? Was this jealousy? She had never had the need to feel it before.

‘Would everyone like to come through and eat?’ called Rachel Gilbride’s voice. ‘Oh, there you are, Bobby – could you give Daddy a hand with the wine? Kate, dear, would you mind moving? You’re in the way.’

The hours passed, the party ended. Will and Kate left together and waited in sleeting rain at the tram stop. When a 23 came in sight, Kate turned to Will.

‘You want this?’

‘What do you mean, do I want it? I’m coming back with you.’

‘I think you might as well go straight home.’

The tram had drawn to a halt, the rain glittering in its lights. Kate leaped aboard, her fare ready. Will followed and when she climbed nimbly to the upper deck, so did he. It was late; there were only themselves up there, no one to see her flinch as he sat next to her and grasped her hand.

‘Kate, what are you playing at, for God’s sake? You’ve been impossible the whole evening—’

‘I’ve been impossible?’ She snatched her hand from him, staring at him with outraged eyes. ‘You can say that to me, after the way you behaved?’

‘What did I do? Just tell me what I did!’

She withdrew her gaze and sat pleating her ticket, gazing out from their swaying vantage point at the city moving by.

‘Oh, I see.’ Will groaned. ‘This is to do with Sara Farrell, isn’t it? I spend a bit of time talking—’

‘A lot of time talking. And laughing. Right through supper, talking and laughing, I didna get a look in!’ Kate’s eyes filled with angry tears. ‘How do you think that made me feel, Will? You take me to Bobby’s party and spend all your time chatting up somebody like Sara Farrell!’

‘Kate, darling.’ Will tried to take her hand but again she snatched it away. ‘It was nothing, honestly, it didn’t mean a thing. You’ve no reason to feel jealous—’

‘Jealous? I’m no’ jealous. I just canna understand why you’d want to waste your time with a woman like that.’

‘The only reason I talked to her at supper was because you were sitting there like a thundercloud and wouldn’t talk to anybody. Snapping our heads off, no matter what we said, God knows what Sara thought.’

‘I dinna give a damn what she thought! She’s no’ in ma world, Will, and shouldna be in yours.’ Kate shook her head. ‘But you canna resist anybody like her, can you? Somebody born with a silver spoon stuck in her stupid mouth? Somebody who’s no’ had to struggle like the rest of us?’ Kate gave a strangled sob. ‘But maybe you’re no’ like the rest of us yourself. No’ like me, anyway.’

‘Kate, none of that is true. It’s not even true what you’re saying about Sara. She and Lindsay were adopted, they were probably illegitimate, they weren’t born with any silver spoons in their mouths.’

‘Soon got them, all the same.’ Kate stood up and grasped the hand rail to the stair. ‘This is ma stop, Will, I’ll say goodnight.’

‘I told you, I’m coming with you!’

‘Hey, you two, watch yourselves!’ cried the conductor, as they leaped off the tram before it came to its screeching stop, but they paid no attention and went running through the rain to the door of the terraced house where Kate had her bedsit. But here Kate turned.

‘I’m no’ letting you in, Will. I feel too bad, I feel too hurt. OK, maybe I am jealous, but it’s no’ just that. It’s seeing all those people tonight who dinna care about the things that matter to me. It’s seeing you making up to that girl who’s like them, who doesna care, and wondering if you’re the same. Och, Will, you dinna even talk like me! We canna go on, we’re just too different.’

Rain mixed with the tears on her face as she fumbled for her key. ‘Too different,’ she said again. And then her door banged.

Will was stunned. He couldn’t believe it. Kate had really shut the door on him. For a long time after he’d heard her feet running up the stair, he stood in the rain, looking at her door and thinking, she’ll come back, she’ll come back and let me in. But she didn’t. He saw the light go on in her room, then go off. It dawned on him that she had meant what she said. Slowly, he walked away.

He remembered that there was a piece of paper in his pocket. At the end of the evening, when thunder-faced Kate had gone for her coat, Sara Farrell had put it there.

‘What’s that?’ he had asked her.

‘My telephone number.’ Her blue eyes sparkled.

‘Who says I’ll need it?’

‘You never know.’ She smiled. ‘Weren’t you ever a Boy Scout? Be prepared, Will Gilbride.’

He looked at the paper now, as the rain slanted down, blurring the numbers she had pencilled for him. Then he tore the paper into shreds and let them fall to the gutter, where they swirled away to a drain and disappeared.

‘Goodbye, Sara,’ he murmured. ‘Truth is, I never was a Boy Scout.’


Chapter Six



The day after the party, the Gilbrides in their new bungalow were still surrounded by packing cases and furniture yet to be put in place. It all looked like chaos to Jennie, but at least she had found her pots and pans and had been able to make the breakfast. Eggs and fried bread, but they’d finished the bacon. Now wasn’t it a piece of nonsense that there should still be shortages and rationing so many years after the war! Probably the Tories would be no better than Labour at getting things back to normal, but there was no point in complaining, folk just had to endure it, as they’d learned to endure so many things.

‘Oh, but I wish we were straight!’ she cried. ‘When are we going to see the end of these boxes? Where are we going to put everything?’

Hamish, on his way out to his tailoring class, said Will would do everything. When he’d thrown off his hangover.

‘What hangover?’ asked Will, from behind the pages of The Scotsman.

‘Well, something’s up with you.’ Hamish clicked his tongue. ‘Talk about a bear with a sore head! And what was wrong with Kate last night?’

‘Nothing. Give it a rest, will you?’

‘Better get off to your tram, Hamish,’ advised Madge. ‘You’re going to be late.’

As Hamish departed whistling, Will, to deflect attention from himself and Kate, read a piece out of the paper. Apparently, Catherine’s Hall was to be larger than first intended. The university was buying its two neighbouring tenements to incorporate them into the finished hall of residence.

‘I don’t think we’re interested in the university’s plans,’ Madge said coldly.

‘No point in being an ostrich, Gran. You can’t put the clock back, you know.’

‘I’m not saying you can. I just don’t see why we should ever have had to lose our homes, that’s all. Think of our friends, having to take what they could get. We were lucky, Abby bought us this place.’ Madge glanced around the cluttered room. ‘Even if it is too small.’

‘Too small?’ Will laughed. ‘You had two rooms at Catherine’s Land, Gran!’

‘Two BIG rooms, that’s the point. I’m used to big rooms and high ceilings. I feel sort of shut in here.’

‘Had no garden.’

‘That’s true, but I didn’t miss it after the early years.’

‘Well, now you’ll be able to sit out in the summer and have all your pals round, give ’em apples from that tree Aunt Abby thinks so much about.’

‘She just remembers the tree we had in Southampton in the old days.’ Madge turned her head to look at Jennie, who was clearing the table. ‘That reminds me, Jennie, did you tell Will about that man you met last night?’

‘What man?’ asked Will.

‘A friend of your Uncle Frankie’s, they were in the navy during the war. Now he’s in the merchant navy, just like your grandfather, Will, and based in Southampton where we were. Isn’t that strange?’

‘So what was he doing at Bobby’s party?’ Will was also looking at his mother, who was not looking at him.

‘Frankie’d asked him to stay for a day or two before he went over to his brother’s in Fife. Rachel said to bring him along.’

‘Certainly seemed to be enjoying talking to you, Jennie,’ Madge remarked, carrying away plates. ‘It must have made a nice change for you to have someone new to talk to.’

‘You mean, a man?’ Jennie asked wryly. ‘Yes, it was nice. I liked Mr McKendrick. Mac, he’s always called.’

‘Going to see him again?’ asked Will.

‘No, he’ll be off to Fife soon and I told him I’d just moved house, didn’t have time to—’ Jennie stopped.

‘To go out? He did ask you out, then?’ Will looked astonished.

‘What if he did?’ Jennie flushed. ‘Not so amazing, is it?’

‘No. I’ve always thought you should go out more.’

‘Haven’t I told her that over and over again?’ cried Madge.

‘People do what they want to do, Ma.’ Jennie was putting on an overall and tying a duster over her hair. ‘Come on, we’ve a lot to get through.’

The problem was the surplus furniture. Jim’s chair, Jim’s wardrobes, Madge’s sideboard, the big scrubbed table, so many pieces that had fitted easily into the flats but now would fit nowhere. The thing was, they didn’t want to part with any of them.

‘We’ll have to try the garage,’ said Will. ‘But I’m going to need some help.’

‘I can help,’ offered Jennie.

‘Come on, don’t want you putting your back out or something. We shouldn’t have let Hamish go.’

Into their considerations, the doorbell rang.

‘Will, go and answer that,’ said Jennie who still hadn’t got used to having her own bell. ‘If it’s a neighbour, don’t let them in, I don’t want anyone to see me like this.’

It wasn’t a neighbour, it was Frankie Baxter. And he wasn’t alone.

‘Frankie!’ cried Jennie, snatching the duster from her hair. ‘You’ve brought Mr McKendrick!’

He looked like somebody’s shipmate. It was the weathered face, perhaps, or the sea-green, far-sighted eyes, but mainly, Will thought, his way of standing, as though he couldn’t trust the floor. As Frankie introduced him, he looked as embarrassed as Jennie, but Frankie, who could carry off any awkward moments, slapped him on the back and said they’d come to offer their services, knew there’d be heavy work to do and maybe only Will to do it. How about it?

‘You’re an answer to a prayer,’ Will said fervently, and watched Madge hurry away to put her kettle on, smiling like a cat at the cream. What was she thinking? Here was another man in his mother’s life at last? A man based in Southampton? Will felt a little unsteady himself at the idea of his mother forming a new relationship, perhaps moving away. Ah, what was he thinking, marrying his mother off on the strength of one guy asking her out? Even if he were interested, she might not be. After all these years of carrying a torch for a dead man and one who’d let her down, she might not want to get involved.

‘The idea is to decide what goes where and push what’s left into the garage,’ Will said aloud, watching Frankie’s old shipmate warily. Those sea-green eyes were certainly following his mother around, but then Mac was off to Fife soon. Maybe he’d stay there.

It was a relief to hand the tea and biscuits Madge had brought in, but as soon as Will put his mother’s admirer out of his mind, Kate moved in. He felt again the dull ache in his chest that came when he thought of her closing her door on him. They were too different, she’d said. Had she meant it? He could scarcely bear to wait till the evening when he could see her again, but she was in Glasgow anyway and he was moving furniture. With his uncle and his uncle’s friend.

The three men worked steadily, while Madge and Jennie fussed around, making decisions. This to stay? No, wait a minute – the garage, I think. Settee along this wall? No, maybe opposite. Canna shift the piano, it’ll have to be where it is – OK, Mac, that’s fine – Ma, what about Jim’s cabinet? Oh, I’d like that. No, there isn’t room – well, try it—

When the rooms were finally arranged to their satisfaction and the garage filled to bursting point, they started on the pictures. Jennie said they couldn’t all be put up, the place would look like an art gallery, but Madge said she must have her favourites, or she wouldn’t feel at home.

‘Have to make you feel at home,’ said Frankie, cheerfully blowing straw from one of the pictures he’d just unpacked. As he looked at it, his expression changed.

‘Where’d you like this, Jennie?’ he asked gently.

Everyone looked at the picture in his hands. It was the portrait of a young man, dark-haired, blue-eyed, unsmiling; so handsome, he might have been called beautiful. Only Mac did not know who it was, but he could guess.

‘Is that—’ He stopped.

‘That’s Jennie’s husband,’ Madge said quietly. ‘That’s Rory.’

‘Rachel painted it,’ Frankie said, after a pause. ‘It was a good likeness.’

‘Aye, somehow you can tell,’ Mac agreed.

Before the handsome painted gaze, he lowered his own eyes. It was Will who took the picture from his uncle and carried it away.

‘Your room, Mum?’ he called.

‘Yes,’ Jennie answered huskily. ‘Yes, please.’

The little house sprang into action again, as the last jobs were completed. Mac, an engineer, said he’d check the plugs and electrical fittings, while Frankie and Will folded cartons and stacked boxes, then sank into chairs in the living room.

‘Think that’s it, folks,’ said Frankie, stripping off the gloves Jennie had made him wear to protect his hands. ‘We’d better be on our way.’

‘I’m so grateful to you,’ Jennie murmured, her mind moving frantically round the contents of the kitchen cupboard. Madge was looking at her meaningfully, she knew she should ask Frankie and Mac to stay and have something to eat. But what could she offer them? There was tinned soup, tinned beans, bread and butter, and a few tomatoes, they’d finished all the eggs. Jennie had been planning to take their ration books to some new grocer that afternoon, now that they could no longer go to Donnie’s, but at the present moment she felt like old Mother Hubbard. Hadn’t even a bottle of beer to give the poor thirsty fellows. Should she send Will to see what he could find?

Oh, Lord, there went Ma, asking recklessly if they wouldn’t stay and have something to eat just as Jennie had known she would. She held her breath, then let it go, as Frankie said thanks all the same, they’d better not, Mac had to catch his train to Fife.

‘You’re going today?’ Will asked in surprise.

‘Aye, ma brother’s expecting me.’

‘Well, I want to thank you very much for all you’ve done, we couldn’t have managed without you and Uncle Frankie.’

‘No more thanks,’ said Frankie, rising and moving to the piano. ‘Let’s just see how the old piano’s borne up, eh? We’ve got a few minutes.’

He ran his fingers down the keys, smiling at Madge, as he played some of her thirties favourites, ‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes’ and ‘Love in Bloom’; nodding to Jennie over hits from ‘Oklahoma!’ and ‘Annie Get Your Gun’, finishing with his own beloved jazz. Even in that little living room, on that worn old instrument, he showed his professionalism, and it did them good, raised their spirits, to recognise his excellence.

‘Remember how I used to play this old joanna in your flat?’ he asked Madge. ‘My old ma couldn’t afford a piano, Mac, I used to play at school and sometimes practise at Madge’s. Good old days, eh?’ He leaped up and closed the lid of the piano. ‘No, we’re all a damn sight better off now, is what I say.’

‘Except that we had to leave Catherine’s Land,’ said Jennie.

‘You’ll be better off here, I promise you. You’ll get so you won’t even remember a time when you weren’t here.’

Will she? wondered Will. Will Mum be here to think that?

Frankie and Mac were moving to the door and Will could hear Mac asking his mother if she was on the telephone.

‘Sorry, we’re not. It’s very difficult to get a phone these days. Anyway, it’s an expense.’

‘Aye, it is.’ Mac looked away and Will thought, OK, OK, why don’t you say you’ll write? But Mac just went out to Frankie’s car.

There were goodbyes and more thanks, then the car was on its way and Madge and Jennie were following Will back into the house.

‘Wasn’t it good of them to think of helping us like that?’ remarked Madge, putting coal on the fire.

‘A very nice idea,’ Will agreed. ‘I wonder whose it was?’

In the car, Mac said cautiously,

‘Handsome guy, that Rory, eh?’

‘Handsome is as handsome does,’ Frankie retorted. ‘Led Jennie a dance. Don’t worry, she won’t mind me telling you. Everybody knows he went off with a girl from Catherine’s Land.’

‘What happened?’

‘Och, Sheena dumped him. He might have guessed she would, she’d done it before. Before he married Jennie.’

‘I dinna ken how a fella could do that,’ Mac murmured. ‘Leave a good wife and bairns.’

‘Aye, and Jennie adored him.’

‘Suppose she would.’

‘Never forgave him, though, until he came home to die. Might have taken him back then, but it was too late.’

‘Poor lassie.’

Frankie gave Mac a darting sideways glance. ‘Taken with her, Mac? Come on, you can tell me.’

‘Cut it out, Frankie. I’ve only met her twice.’

‘You wanted to see her again today.’

‘All right, I did.’ Mac moved uneasily. ‘But she wouldna look at me.’ He laughed. ‘I’m no oil painting.’

‘I’ll let you into a secret. Jennie’s had enough of oil paintings. And it’s time you had a woman in your life again.’

Mac was silent, remembering his own broken heart. As Frankie knew, the girl he’d loved before the war had died of TB. The girl who might have taken her place had married someone else.

‘You can’t go on moping for ever,’ Frankie told him. ‘Can’t go on being afraid to take the plunge.’

‘If I’d lived in Edinburgh—’

‘There are such things as trains.’

‘And I’m thinking of ma train to Fife,’ said Mac, and would be drawn no further.

‘Know what I’ve got to do when I get back?’ asked Frankie, handing out Mac’s case at the station. ‘See Bobby. He wants me to hear him play.’

‘Have you no’ heard him play already?’

‘Sure, and I’m just wondering what the hell is in his mind. Knowing Bobby, nothing good.’


Chapter Seven



Punctually at two o’clock, Bobby arrived at Frankie’s flat with Lindsay.

So that’s on again, is it? thought Frankie, showing them into the drawing room where his baby grand piano waited. He knew that Abby had been relieved when Bobby had gone into the army and there had been a break in his relationship with Lindsay. Though both were favourites of hers, she had never thought they were right for each other. Frankie rather agreed, but took the view that the young folk must work things out for themselves. Looked like they were intending to do just that.

Bobby’s eyes lit up when he looked at the grand, which had been an anniversary present from Abby to Frankie, but he made no move to take his seat at the instrument. When he turned his gaze on his uncle, he seemed very young, very vulnerable, glad of the support of Lindsay, who stood close to him. Her eyes on Frankie were full of appeal.

‘Well, now, what’s all this about?’ Frankie asked heartily. ‘You said you wanted me to hear you play, Bobby, but I know how you play. What’s new?’

‘I want to go to London,’ Bobby said quickly. ‘I want to be a professional pianist.’

Frankie blinked his blue eyes. ‘In that order?’

‘No! It’s just that London is where it’s all happening. I feel I’d have a better chance there.’

‘I’d no idea you had this in mind,’ Frankie said slowly. ‘You’ve always enjoyed playing, I know that, but to do it for a living – boy, that’s different.’

‘Yes, I only got the idea when I used to play for the chaps in the service. I realised then that I wanted to be a musician.’

‘Kind of late, Bobby. Most of the guys I know never had to make a decision like that. I mean, never had to say, I want to be a musician.’

‘Why not?’ Lindsay asked sharply. ‘You must all have had to make choices at some time.’

‘No, I guess we always were what we were. Music chose us, not the other way round.’

‘OK, so it chose me later than you,’ Bobby retorted. ‘That doesn’t mean it can’t be my life now. All I want is for you to hear me play, Uncle Frankie, and tell me if I’m in with a chance.’

Frankie waved a hand towards his piano. ‘I’m listening,’ he said quietly.

Bobby sat down at the piano, took a deep breath and began to run his hands up and down the keys, took another breath and sounded a few chords.

‘You’ve heard Bobby play before?’ Frankie whispered to Lindsay.

‘Yes, but I’m not musical.’ She gave a shame-faced smile.’ I’m afraid it doesn’t mean very much to me.’

Bobby was beginning to relax now and moving into the kind of jazz that always seemed to Lindsay to be going nowhere, wandering over the keys aimlessly without any particular tune. Yet she knew she must be wrong in her opinion for other people raved over it, and they probably knew more than she. If only Frankie would rave over Bobby’s playing! She stole a glance at him, saw his eyes were closed, but couldn’t decide if that were bad or good.

Oh, please, she begged silently, be kind to him, Frankie! If he’s no good, please, please, let him down lightly!

It occurred to her that she was the same as Bobby’s mother, couldn’t bear to think of his being hurt. Yet if he were to enter the world of professional music and run the risk of disappointment and failure, perhaps it would be as well if Frankie hurt him now, so that he might abandon his idea of going to London. Supposing he didn’t abandon it? Supposing he still went? It came to her like a lightning flash that if he went to London, she could go with him. Of course! Why hadn’t she thought of it before? Her heart leaped up, then sank. Bobby had finished playing and was swinging round to face his uncle.

‘Well?’ he cried.

Frankie rose from his chair.

‘Wow, Bobby! You didn’t tell me you’d switched to cool jazz! What happened to traditional?’

‘Dave Brubeck’s quartet happened,’ Bobby answered breathlessly. ‘I met a fellow in the army who had some of his recordings. Hit me like a sandbag, sent me spinning. I mean – new rhythms, new harmonies – I just took off. That’s when people began to tell me I was good.’

Lindsay was watching Frankie’s face. It seemed to her that they were like puppets waiting for their puppetmaster to pull their strings. But the puppetmaster didn’t know what to do.

‘Do you think Bobby’s good?’ she cried in desperation.

‘I am good,’ said Bobby softly. ‘I know I am.’

‘Yes, you’re good.’ Frankie ran his fingers through his hair. ‘You’re right about that. But – the thing is – it’s a tough world out there, Bobby, it’s a jungle. I’m not sure you can survive, however good you are. What you have to remember is that there are a lot of guys who are good.’

‘And I’m no better than the next one?’ Bobby turned back to the piano and let his hands drift down the keys.

‘That’s something you’d have to find out.’

‘All I want is to be like you,’ Bobby said carefully. ‘Make a success as a performer. I’m not aiming to be original, a composer, anything like that. I just want to play the hotels, maybe form a quartet. Why shouldn’t I do that?’

‘You make it sound so easy, Bobby. For me, it took years.’

Bobby stood up. ‘I wish you’d give it to me straight, Frankie. You don’t think I’ve got what it takes, do you?’

Frankie didn’t answer for some time. ‘I guess I don’t know,’ he said, at last.

There was a long silence. The puppets are collapsed, thought Lindsay, the puppetmaster has cut the strings.

‘Thanks,’ said Bobby. ‘Thanks for listening to me.’

‘I’m not saying you shouldn’t go to London. I mean, I could be wrong. You could hit the jackpot straight off. It happens.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And I’ll do all I can for you. Set the ball rolling. Introductions, auditions, that sort of thing. Just give me a call.’

‘I’m very grateful.’

They moved to the front door, Frankie clearly ill at ease.

‘I never asked, what do your folks think of this idea, Bobby?’ ‘Not much.’

‘I guess they wouldn’t. Listen, don’t quote me, eh?’

‘That’s all right.’ Bobby’s face was deadpan. ‘I won’t pretend you’ve given me the OK. When you haven’t.’

‘What do you want to do now?’ asked Lindsay.

‘I don’t know. Go for a drink, maybe.’

‘It’s far too early. We could have tea.’

‘Tea, then. I don’t bloody care.’

They found a restaurant where there were white cloths on the tables, metal-plated teapots, vases of flowers and ladies in hats. Also, a musical trio, working away at ‘songs from the shows’.

‘Typical Edinburgh,’ Bobby grunted, eyeing the buttered scones. ‘Why don’t we have shortbread as well? Why don’t we ask the trio to play “Annie Laurie”?’

But the musicians were departing for their own teabreak. The piano stood waiting, its sheet music at the ready, next to the stands for the violin and the ‘cello. Lindsay laughed.

‘You could give us a tune,’ she suggested. ‘I’ll bet that’s what your uncle would do!’

‘Well, I’m not him. He made that pretty clear.’

‘He did say you were good, Bobby. That’s what matters, isn’t it? And he’s going to help you when you get to London. I think it’s all looking very hopeful.’

‘Maybe.’ Bobby shrugged. ‘Might as well have one of these scones, I suppose. I don’t know why, I feel hungry.’

Lindsay busied herself pouring more tea. ‘You know what I’ve been thinking? I might go to London myself.’

Bobby’s head shot up, his gaze on her instantly suspicious. ‘Why would you do that?’

‘Well, it’s like you say, there’s nothing here. Edinburgh’s run by lawyers and people like my mother. What school did you go to? Who are your people? I’m tired of it. I’d like to see something else.’

‘I thought you had a career all lined up at Logie’s?’

‘That was Mummy’s idea and your Aunt Abby’s. They think my father would have wanted it.’

‘But what would you do in London?’

‘I’ve got a degree, I’ll be sure to find something. And I’ve a little money, too. My godmother left me a legacy.’

‘You’ll be all right, then.’ Bobby sat back, relaxing the intensity of his gaze. ‘My folks are not going to support me, you know. I’ll have to start earning straight away.’

‘If I took a flat, I could let you have a room,’ Lindsay said casually. ‘Until you could afford something.’

‘Would you do that?’ Bobby reached for another scone. ‘You know, it’s not a bad idea, your coming to London. Can you imagine what it would be like? Being free? Just the two of us?’

‘Just the two of us.’ They put their hands together across the white tablecloth and each smiled a secret smile. Lindsay, savouring the moment, put from her mind the interviews she would have to have with her mother and Mrs Baxter. She was so close now to having what she wanted, she only knew that nothing was going to stop her taking it.


Chapter Eight



Madge, tired of unpacking, had taken the tram to the Haymarket to see Jessie Rossie. Jennie had gone out with the ration books, Will was mooning around, probably thinking about Kate. Suddenly, Madge wanted to be out of the house and away.

She was already missing Jessie. They’d known each other since they were young mothers together in Catherine’s Land. Both had had their share of sorrow. Jessie’s husband was now dead, her second son had moved abroad, her youngest boy, Billy, had been killed in the war. She still had Ken, of course, but Madge knew that Jessie was none too happy sharing the flat over the newspaper shop with Ken and Ivy. Poor old Ivy with her smoker’s cough wasn’t much company and Ken was always working in his ‘gold mine’, as he called his new shop. All that trade from folk on their way to the Haymarket station! Ken reckoned he’d fallen on his feet. Leaving Catherine’s Land had been a blessing in disguise, but Jessie couldn’t see it. Couldn’t see any gold either.
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