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Author’s Note

The geographical areas portrayed in Shades of Deceit actually exist, and any historical events referred to in the course of the story are, to the best of my knowledge, authentic.

However, I wish to emphasise that the story is fictional; all characters are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


I dedicate this book to my good friend, Theresa, for her guidance during the times when I suffered mental block.


Belfast

1920s


1

Louise McGuigan glanced nervously at her reflection in the wide shop windows as she stepped out briskly along Castle Junction towards Ann Street. She was reassured by what she saw. She looked confident – more so than she felt – her blonde curly hair falling to her shoulders and catching the faint rays of a weak sun. Her slim figure, in the new black suit bought especially for the occasion, looked good. She definitely appeared at her best. On her way to one of the large bookshops in the city centre for a job interview, she was glad her prayers had been answered. The morning had dawned bright, though rather chilly, and the dark clouds that gathered low in the sky were holding themselves at bay. With a bit of luck she might make it to her destination without looking like a drowned rat in her new outfit. That was all she asked: to arrive dry. The rest of the day could look after itself. It could then snow for all she would care.

It was a big step to take from working in the mill to joining the staff in one of the big book outlets and she quailed at the very thought of it. It was something she wouldn’t have had the courage to do off her own bat, but, unknown to her, her brother, Johnnie, had set up this interview.

The previous week Johnnie had been talking to a customer outside the shop he part-owned on the corner of Crocus Street. Louise had waved across to him as she hurried by on her way home from the Blackstaff mill during her lunch break. The man he was conversing with had turned and, catching his eye, she had given him a broad smile and nod of acknowledgement. She recognised him as the father of an old school friend.

That night Johnnie had come to her house and gleefully announced that he had managed to get her an interview for a job in the the city centre. In shock, Louise had slumped onto a chair and gawped at him in disbelief. He explained that the man she had seen him talking to earlier that day, Stan McDade, had admired her good looks and attractive smile. Johnnie had then confided in him how clever Louise was, adding that she was wasting her time in the mill. But, he went on, it was so hard for her to get a job in the present climate and she was losing all hope of ever bettering herself. He didn’t mention to Stan that Louise wasn’t trying particularly hard to look for alternative employment outside the mill. That was best left unsaid. In his opinion his sister needed a push in the right direction and he had decided that he was just the one to do it.

Stan told Johnnie that his daughter who worked in Eason’s bookshop was leaving at the end of the week, having obtained a position in an office as a trainee typist and bookkeeper. He said he was quite friendly with the manager in Eason’s and surprised Johnnie by saying that he would have a chat with him and perhaps influence him to see Louise. If she managed to get the job it could also be a stepping stone for her into office work, as it had been for his daughter. Which couldn’t be bad in the long run, Stan jested, obviously very proud of his daughter. Johnnie fervently agreed with him and silently added, it would be bloody marvellous!

The interview was the result. Stan had later called back to the shop to tell Johnnie that Al Murray, the manager of Eason’s, had agreed to see his sister on the following Saturday. Louise quickly worked out that she had five days to prepare herself. New clothes were essential if she wanted to create a good impression. She only hoped it would be all worthwhile. She didn’t want to squander precious money by taking time off work and spending her hard-earned cash just for a few minutes’ talking to some man in a suit-and-tie position, about a job that was probably already promised to someone in the know. She knew that positions had to be advertised in-store, so it seemed futile to her.

But then again … neither did she want to throw her brother’s kindness back in his face. So she decided the least she could do was to pull herself together and make the effort. And her motto for the day: nothing ventured, nothing gained.

Taking Wednesday afternoon off work, she went shopping. Thank heavens for good old Joshua Kelley Waddilove, she mused, the insurance agent who, during the course of his work, had seen at first-hand how a lot of working-class families struggled to pay for essential items such as clothes, footwear, furniture – even food. Joshua knew that once the resources of the pawnbroker had been exhausted, many of these less fortunate people had only the local moneylenders to turn to in their hour of dire need, who would charge extortionate rates of interest on their loans.

Joshua, realising that something could and must be done, had had the foresight to devise a system to ease these poor families’ hardships. He came up with the brilliant but simplest of plans, by which he would provide vouchers that people could exchange in local shops for what they needed. They could then repay the amounts owed in small, affordable weekly instalments, which would be collected by the company’s door-to-door agents. Word soon spread and demand grew for the vouchers, which were later to become popularly known as Provident cheques. And thus a thriving nationwide business was founded. Joshua Waddilove also got his just reward as its growth expanded among the poorer communities.

Louise had taken out some of these cheques to tide them over Christmas. Paying them off at a weekly rate, she should be able to renew them in time to get some Easter treats for the family. Thanks to the cheques, she had been able so far to leave her own little nest egg intact. But now she had no choice but to break into the meagre amount she managed to put away from her wages each week to save for her marriage to Conor O’Rourke. She begrudged using this money, certain that a mill girl wouldn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell of ever being employed in a bookshop. Not that she wouldn’t be capable of doing the work. She was aware that she was intelligent. Hadn’t the nuns wanted her parents to send her to college to further her education? At the time, however, financial circumstances had decreed that she leave St Vincent’s School and go to work in the mill. As far as she could see, she had missed her chance for good of anything better.

Still, she had to give it a try, feeling she must put her best foot forward. Needing to look competent and as personable as possible to have any chance that the interview would go in her favour, she had planned accordingly. She had read somewhere that first appearances and attitude were the most important factors for a successful interview: that she had to sell herself, if she were to progress.

Ever since her mother had packed her bags and left to go and live with her fancy man, Bill McCartney, a foreman fitter who also worked in Blackstaff mill, money at home had been tight. First, there had been the shotgun wedding and the loss of Johnnie’s weekly contributions to the family coffers once he married Mary Gilmore, then her mother’s wage had gone when she had. Harry had looked for a job for months after leaving school. Peggy had only recently finished her education, so there had been no help there. To begin with, her father had expected Louise to work miracles on what he gave her weekly, along with her own wages.

Thank God, though, Harry had finally obtained employment in a newly opened branch of Kennedy’s bakery over on Beechmount Avenue. Also, Matthew McFadden had taken Peggy on full time in the family grocery shop, of which Johnnie was now a partner. This meant they were now both contributing to the household budget, which was a big relief for Louise.

Thinking about the outlay that this interview had cost her, Louise could only hope her extravagance would pay dividends. Realising she had reached her destination, she came to a halt and stood gazing blindly through her reflection in the window at the profusion of books in the shop, endeavouring to calm her racing heart before entering.

Once inside, she hesitated and peered around to get her bearings. It was a big place and very busy, with people of all ages browsing through the books and magazines. Colourful posters advertising well-known as well as new authors covered the walls, and books of all descriptions – thrillers, romances, war and history, science fiction and fantasy – were ranged on stands or laid out, row upon row, on the floor space. She was mesmerised as she walked along the aisles, seeking a notice directing her to the manager’s office. Feeling out of place, she knew she must look completely lost among all this literature.

A pretty assistant approached her, a beaming smile on her face. ‘Can I be of any assistance?’ she enquired politely.

Louise turned to her gratefully. ‘Oh, yes, please. I’ve an appointment with Mr Murray.’

‘Is it about the sales position?’

‘Yes, it is,’ Louise confessed.

‘Come, I’ll show you where to go. I’m Deirdre Walsh by the way.’

‘I’m Louise. Louise McGuigan.’

‘Well, don’t look so worried, Louise McGuigan,’ the girl chided her gently. ‘Mr Murray is a very nice person, you’ll get on great with him.’

With these words of encouragement, Deirdre led her to a door near the children’s book section, opened it and stood back to allow Louise to enter a small room. ‘Good luck.’

To Louise’s consternation, two other girls were already sitting primly on chairs close to another door marked ‘Private’. Guessing she wasn’t the only one after the vacancy, she thanked Deirdre for her help and sat alongside them.

The door closed on Deirdre and Louise covertly eyed the competition. They were attractive-looking girls, one a redhead and the other a blonde like herself, and probably about the same age as Louise. Both were well turned out for the occasion. After a cursory glance and nod in her direction, they avoided her eyes. They seemed tense and Louise guessed that they were every bit as nervous as she was. She felt as though she had butterflies fluttering about in her stomach and was a bit nauseous.

A young woman dressed in a neat, dark-green suit came through the door marked ‘Private’ and, reading from a clipboard in her hand, glanced at the girls. ‘Josephine Devlin?’

The redhead jumped nervously to her feet as if stung.

‘That’s me,’ she gasped.

Businesslike, the woman smiled and, leading her into the other room, closed the door behind them.

Fifteen minutes must have passed before Josephine reappeared. She gave no indication whether or not she had made a good impression and without a word or backward glance left via the entrance to the shop floor.

Another name was called. ‘Rita Morris?’

The same procedure ensued. More time elapsed and when Rita reappeared, she was no more forthcoming than Josephine, giving Louise a nervous little smile as she passed so she wasn’t in any way enlightened. Had either girl succeeded in obtaining the job? Sure that Rita must have been successful, Louise was a bundle of nerves when her turn finally arrived. By now her internal butterflies were rampant. Nevertheless, determined to put on a good show, she rose, smoothed her slim-fitting skirt about her hips, straightened her shoulders and, when her name was called, went to meet her destiny.

The woman in attendance ushered her into the room and, leaving her standing in front of a desk, took a chair at a table to one side of it, on which sat a typewriter and a large black telephone. Louise stood waiting, silently eyeing the man seated behind the battered desk. He looked quite young for a managerial position. Somehow, she had pictured Mr Murray as a middle-aged family man, but Louise surmised he would be in his mid-twenties. He continued shuffling through papers for some moments, then, lifting his head, motioned for her to sit down.

Glad to get the weight off her shaking legs, Louise sank gratefully and, she hoped, gracefully onto the chair in front of the desk and gave the man a speculative look.

His gaze had returned to the papers in front of him, which he now boxed together and put to one side. ‘Can I see your references, please.’ Without lifting his head he held out his hand across the desk.

Louise was nonplussed. No one had mentioned anything about references to her. Getting no response, he lifted his head and looked down his nose at her.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Your references, I need to have a look at them,’ he said, somewhat impatiently.

Louise gazed blankly back at him. ‘I didn’t know I’d need any references,’ she managed to splutter.

He frowned and looked at her as if she were an idiot. ‘You always need references. Didn’t you need them when you started your previous jobs?’

Confused, Louise felt colour rise up her neck into her cheeks like mercury in a thermometer. She felt so stupid. He obviously didn’t know she was a mill worker. She had assumed that Mr McDade would have explained the circumstances to this man. But perhaps he had thought that he had better not say anything about her present employment. Why then hadn’t she been warned? Was she supposed to keep dumb? Not say where she worked? Johnnie had not mentioned anything about it either! In a quandary, Louise was speechless for a few moments. Then tossing her head she gazed at him defiantly. This was not her fault and she had nothing to be ashamed of.

‘I started work in the Blackstaff mill straight from school and I’ve worked there ever since. If I recall rightly, I didn’t need any references then.’ She hadn’t planned to be so curt but that was the way the words came out and she inwardly squirmed at her indiscretion.

He was silent so long – at least it seemed long to her as she impatiently waited, head bowed, hands clasped tightly on her lap, for him to reply – that she thought she must surely have blown it. At last, forcing herself to meet his eye, she rose slowly to her feet.

‘I apologise for wasting your time, sir. It appears I am here under a misapprehension. And I thank you for taking the time to see me.’

She was almost at the door when his voice stopped her. He pointed to the chair, and said sternly, sounding just like one of the nuns in St Vincent’s School, upbraiding a wayward pupil, ‘Sit down, please.’

She paused a moment, but then slowly obeyed him.

‘Are you always so touchy?’

She drew back, insulted. How dare he speak to her like this? ‘I beg your pardon?’

A slight grimace crossed his face. ‘I said, are you always so touchy?’

‘Excuse me? … I was told to come here and see you, Mr Murray. I thought you would know all about me. I’m sorry that I have no references to offer but I didn’t know that I would need any.’

He sighed and relaxed a little. ‘Sorry. That’s my fault. I should have introduced myself, Miss McGuigan. Unfortunately Mr Murray cannot be here today. I’m standing in for him. He probably knows all about you, but I don’t. You see, your name is not on my list of interviewees.’ He nodded towards the papers he had searched through in vain and placed to one side. ‘Let me introduce myself. My name is John Bradford. I apologise for the misunderstanding, but I wasn’t made aware of your circumstances.’ He frowned briefly across at the other woman. ‘That’s why I appear to be at a bit of a loss here.’

Oh, you’re not the only one, Louise wanted to say, but managed to hold her tongue. ‘What happens now?’ she asked quietly. ‘Do I come back another time? Or have you already selected one of those other girls?’

‘Actually, I am not in a position to dictate whom we employ. Mr Murray attends to that. He wasn’t feeling too well. A bit of a cold, I believe, and probably didn’t want to spread any germs about. Hence his absence. I’ll pass on my notes to him when he comes back to work, but he is the one who makes the final decision, not me. You will be notified by post as to the outcome of this meeting.’

She was on her feet again. ‘Well then, since you can’t interview me I may as well go. Thank you for your patience, Mr Bradford.’

He leaned forward, arms on the desk, hands clasped in front of him, with an expression of derision. ‘Feeling sorry for yourself? Poor little you, having to work in the mill, eh? There are thousands like you, you know, but I’ve never met one with such a large chip on their shoulder.’

She blinked with astonishment, then without thinking rose up out of the chair, pitched herself forward on her hands, leaning across the desk into his face and hissed, ‘How dare you poke fun at me. I didn’t come here to be insulted. What would someone like you, a white-collar worker, with everything probably handed to you on a plate, know about working in a mill, eh?’

He lounged back in his seat and laughed at her audacity. ‘Actually, I know quite a lot about mill workers and, in my opinion, they’re the salt of the earth.’ Louise opened her mouth to speak but he overrode her. ‘My father worked in the flax store in Grieves Mill since he was no age. He died last year at just fifty-five. Dust in the lungs was the cause of his premature death, his, and those of many before him and since. And do you know how he got that? Poor ventilation, that’s how! A couple of windows might have kept him alive that bit longer, but they would have cost money and big firms don’t squander profits on trivial things like windows. I remember him coughing his guts up every night. It was a sorry sight and it broke my poor mother’s heart. But he never once complained. It was his job and he just got on with it. So, yes, I do know something about mill workers. And I’m always glad to hear of people getting away from the mills … bettering themselves.’

He paused for breath, annoyed at himself. What was he ranting on about? This girl had managed to get under his skin, and he had got on his bloody high horse; he hated the way the mill workers were treated. Still, she had every right to sit there and gape at his antics.

Quieter now, he said, ‘Believe me, you’re not the only one born at the wrong time in the wrong place. When only mill work was available to the poor, they had no choice but to accept it or live in poverty. However, my father made sure none of his children followed in his wake.’ He gave her a rueful smile. ‘Now, do you still want to apply for this job or not?’

Somewhat surprised at his outburst, Louise accepted the implied apology and sat down again. ‘Sorry. Yes, please.’

‘Then let me get some personal details from you.’

He took her name and address, date of birth and brief details of her work as a weaver. Then reaching across the desk, he offered her his hand. ‘We will be in touch soon, Miss McGuigan. Sorry for ranting on like that. I’ll put a good word in for you.’

With a nod of farewell to the woman who had taken a keen interest in all this intercourse, Louise left the room, head high. John Bradford cast a shamefaced glance towards his colleague at the table, hiked his shoulders and grimaced slightly, knowing that he had been out of order. Al Murray’s secretary gazed sternly back at him, unimpressed by his handling of the situation. The girl had come here today obviously unprepared, through no fault of her own. John Bradford had no right to reproach her like that. As a matter of fact, he had been downright insulting to the poor thing.

After all, he was only a glorified clerk himself, recently brought in from another shop. She could have conducted the interview better herself. She decided that she would inform Mr Murray all about it and, the next time he was unavailable, perhaps he would leave things in her capable hands instead of bringing in someone still wet behind the ears.
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Her thoughts in a whirl, Louise hurriedly left the shop. Flustered and upset, she paused outside to collect herself, facing the shop window again, only this time to hide her distress from passers-by as she strove to calm her jangled nerves. With fingers pressed tightly against her mouth to smother the sobs that threatened to burst from her throat, she finally gained control and, with a frustrated shake of the head, started to walk along Ann Street. She needed time to think things through before going home. How could she face her brother? Unconsciously, her feet led her towards a café near Cornmarket that she sometimes visited when shopping in the city centre. Seated at a corner table, she picked up the menu and gazed vacantly at it, unable to take in the contents.

In a daze she flailed about, thinking of ways in which she might have provoked John Bradford’s behaviour but found none. There weren’t any … but she must have said something to antagonise him, mustn’t she? Why else would he have subjected her to that long tirade about his father and the mill? Did he think she was too ashamed to admit that she worked in a mill and was he putting her in her place? Had she been the one in the wrong? Yes! She must have been! No getting away from it. Sitting there expecting that man to know all about her. Who did she think she was? Some celebrity? Would it have been any different if Al Murray had been there? Perhaps. He might have been more understanding. That young assistant Deirdre had mentioned Mr Murray’s name. She can’t have known that he wouldn’t be present at the interview.

Discovering that she had unconsciously crumpled the menu out of shape, with an embarrassed glance around she smoothed it out flat on the table. What on earth had made her go on like that? Why let that man wind her up? And lucky him! Neither her mother nor her father had made any effort to keep her out of the mill. She cringed inside with shame as these unsolicited thoughts invaded her mind. Now she was whining to herself. Her mother had needed the extra money she brought in, full stop.

When Louise had just left school, Johnnie had been thrown out of the shipyard because he was a Catholic and her mother had had to make up for the loss of his wage. So Louise had been sacrificed. Not that she had thought so at the time, but now she realised that she had indeed been the loser. The sacrificial lamb.

People might believe that she was ashamed to be working in the Blackstaff mill but this just wasn’t true. She was happy enough there in the weaving shop. If Conor O’Rourke’s mother wasn’t such a snob, Louise would have gone on as before. It made no difference to Conor that she was a weaver, so why worry about his mother or anyone else? So long as Conor loved her and wanted to marry her, who or what else mattered?

The hours worked in the mill were long and hard but the workers in the Blackstaff were, as that rude man had so rightly stated, the salt of the earth. They had been understanding and supportive to her when her mother had packed her bags and run off with Bill McCartney. Except for the odd few, principally the women who had felt the scorn of Nora McGuigan’s tongue lashings when they had dared to play fast and loose while their husbands were away at the Somme, fighting for their country. And who could fault them for showing their scorn of Nora? Certainly not Louise, who felt let down by her mother’s betrayal. She did not blame them in the slightest for getting their dig in when given half a chance. Now she felt as if she had betrayed her friends at work, those who had remained loyal to her.

And Johnnie … She squirmed slightly. What would his reaction be? There was no way she would be offered the sales position now. Not after all that palaver back there in Eason’s. Imagine forgetting her manners to that extent. She couldn’t get over her stupidity.

Conor’s mother, Cissie O’Rourke, was a hypocrite through and through. Louise shouldn’t let it bother her that Cissie thought her not good enough for her son because she was a mill worker. But deep down it hurt. It was the cause of all Louise’s insecurity.

Eventually, Cissie, with all her highfalutin airs and graces, had been exposed for what she was: a downright liar and an unmarried mother into the bargain. It was disgraceful the way she had kept her son in the dark about his parenthood, leading him to believe that his father had deserted him. Bearing this in mind, Cissie should be glad that Louise still wanted to marry her son. All the same, Louise was far from being a snob and it would be nice to make a friend of one’s mother-in-law, in fact, easier all round.

Of course it might still happen. Opinions sometimes changed drastically. Before Johnnie’s shotgun wedding to Mary Gilmore, Nora McGuigan had been devastated at the very idea of Johnnie, the apple of her eye, having to marry a girl he’d made pregnant. Although she had put on a good front, Nora had blamed Mary for ruining her son’s life. However, as it turned out, everything had panned out well for Mary and Johnnie. And now, due to the circumstances surrounding the birth of Nora’s own baby, called Lucy after Nora’s mother, Grannie Logan, Nora and Mary were as thick as thieves.

Cissie O’Rourke was the least of her worries, Louise decided. To be truthful, she could do without an interfering mother-in-law and she imagined that was just what Cissie O’Rourke would be. Always poking her nose in where it wasn’t wanted.

Conor hadn’t known that he was illegitimate at the time he proposed marriage to Louise. It wasn’t until the year before, when Cissie had first heard of his intention, that she had arranged for father and son to meet, hoping Conor’s father would advise him against marrying a mill worker. A reluctant Conor had travelled to Birmingham to discover that although Donald McAteer was his biological father, Conor hadn’t even been given his name. O’Rourke was his mother’s maiden name. He even found out that he had two half-brothers, Andrew and Josh, older than himself and a half-sister, Joan, just a few months older.

Conor had been deeply ashamed to learn the truth about his mother’s deceit. For a while he had broken off with Louise, afraid to tell her the result of his visit to his father, afraid that she would never marry a bastard. Men could be so stupid at times. He had caused her untold pain and unwittingly driven her into the arms of another man, George Carson.

After a lot of misunderstanding and anguish, he had eventually picked up the courage to tell Louise what he now knew about his mother’s betrayal. Since then their love had been stronger than ever. Cissie must really think so very little of Louise to have risked sending Conor to meet his father. Louise could only thank God that it had backfired on his mother.

Suddenly aware that the girl behind the counter, with whom she always had a friendly word, was eyeing her in concern, Louise flashed her a false smile. Today she was in no mood for idle banter, but rising reluctantly to her feet she went over to give her order.

‘I’ll have a pot of tea and—’ Louise glanced along the counter and, seeing a plate of assorted cakes, said, ‘a slice of shortbread, thank you.’

As she filled the teapot, Jean Garland spoke tentatively. ‘I don’t mean to be nosy … but are you OK?’

‘Just a bit of a headache. A cup of tea will, I hope, soon shift it.’

More concerned now, Jean said with a wave of her hand, ‘Away and sit yourself down and I’ll bring this over.’

The café had been almost empty when she arrived but now, it being the lunch hour, customers were drifting in. Glad of the excuse, and with a nod towards the door, Louise gently chided her. ‘Don’t be silly. You’ll be up to your eyes in a minute. But thanks all the same.’

She waited for her tray, paid the bill and, with a big grin to convince Jean that she really was feeling all right, thanked her, then went to a table at the window where she could sit and pretend an interest in passers-by. The tea did help somewhat, and as she relaxed she went back over the interview, word by word. No matter how she looked at it, it appeared that she had ruined any chance of getting employed at Eason’s. A favourable outcome was out of the question.

When she left the café the weather had changed. The dark clouds were now brooding low over the rooftops and rain seemed imminent. It was much colder. Her neck was bare, so, hiking her shoulders up as close to her ears as possible for warmth, Louise hurried up Cornmarket towards the tram stop at the bottom of Castle Street. As she turned the corner, a cold wind was gathering speed and gusting along High Street, nipping at her ears and cutting through the fine material of her suit. The tram queue on Castle Street was long. Pushing tortuous thoughts to the back of her mind, she joined the discontented people grumbling about the sudden change in the weather and acting just the way she felt. She folded her arms tightly across her chest, hugging herself for warmth, and prepared for a long shivering wait.

It was some time before, chilled to the bone, she at last clambered on to the tram’s platform and sidled into the lower deck. Gratefully grabbing on to the last remaining leather hand strap that hung from a brass bar running the length of the vehicle’s ceiling, she clung on tight, glad to be inside where it was warmer. Not much warmer, she admitted, but at least the heat of bodies crowded together helped, even if a mixture of unsavoury odours permeated the air.

Staring blindly through the misted windows, she hung on to the strap and swayed with the rocking motion of the tram until it reached the Grosvenor Road junction, where she quickly alighted. Crossing the Falls Road, she started on the last lap of her journey up Springfield Road towards home.

On the tram she had planned what she would say to Johnnie. Should she try putting it over as one big laugh, pretend that she might still be in with a chance and hope he would never be any the wiser? No! That wouldn’t be fair. She owed it to him to be honest and direct about it. As she walked, she had spent the time trying to find an easy way to break the bad news but on arrival at the shop she was no further forward. She still hadn’t a clue what to say. Her brother and sister were serving customers, so with a wave of acknowledgement Louise went straight through into the office and put the kettle on. Soon she was joined by Johnnie.

Aware that all was not well, his glance was apprehensive. ‘How did it go?’ he asked tentatively.

‘They said they’d be in touch. I’ll get a reply through the post.’ She grimaced and, deciding to get the bad news over with, added, ‘But I’m not feeling very optimistic about it.’

A frown gathering on his brow, Johnnie queried, ‘Why not?’

‘Well, for a start it wasn’t Al Murray conducting the interviews, and of course, I didn’t have any references. Nobody mentioned I’d need them. And there were two other girls already waiting to see him when I got there. It seems Mr Murray called in sick and a young man called John Bradford was standing in for him. We weren’t on the same wavelength, and I’m afraid I let him get under my skin.’

Johnnie’s frown deepened. This sounded ominous. ‘That’s not like you, sis, when you knew what was at stake.’

‘I know and I’m sorry.’ She shrugged.

‘Ah, Louise, you didn’t make a mess of it … did you?’

Hanging her head in shame, she nodded. In spite of all her endeavours to hide it, her unhappiness hung in the air between them like a cloud.

Concerned now, he stepped closer and gently took her in his arms, holding her close. ‘Shush now, surely it can’t be all that bad. What happened to leave you in this state?’

His kindness overwhelmed her and, afraid of breaking down, she said abruptly, ‘Look, Johnnie, I’m sorry I’ve let you down, but if you don’t mind I’m too upset to talk about it just now. Later, perhaps?’ Pushing herself away she headed for the door. ‘There’s a customer waiting, Johnnie,’ she called over her shoulder as she rushed through the shop, in an attempt to stop him from following her. With a final nod of the head, she hurried through the side door that opened on to Crocus Street.

Ignoring her reference to the customer, which at any other time in Johnnie’s book would have been a sin, he followed his sister outside, but she had already crossed Springfield Road and was turning down Springview Street. Johnnie returned indoors and, apologising profusely, attended the woman who was waiting to be served.

On the hall mat Louise was delighted to find two letters, one from Conor and the other from Cathie Morgan, her best friend. Scooping them up, she rained kisses on each envelope. They were something she would relish later on when the evening meal was over and she could read them in private without any interruptions. Feeling much better at this prospect, she climbed the stairs to put away her new suit. Hanging it on a clothes hanger, she held it aloft, admiring the cut of the hip-length jacket and slim-fitting, wrap-over skirt.

Made of fine wool, it really was beautiful. She had spent more of her savings on it than she had intended. It was the most expensive item of clothing she had ever bought and with hindsight she now realised that if she had chosen a brighter colour it could have been suitable as her going-away outfit. But black had seemed more appropriate for an interview. Perhaps now that the ice was broken there would be more interviews on the horizon. She hoped so, which would mean it wouldn’t be such an extravagance after all. It was up to her to make things happen, not have people feeling sorry for her and trying to organise her life. She must think positively. Planting more kisses on the letters, she placed them carefully under her pillow and headed back down the stairs to make a start on the evening meal.

Putting all thoughts of her failure to one side, Louise set about lighting the kindling in the grate that her father had laid before going off to work that morning. In spite of her mental turmoil, the picture of her father doing this made her smile. Tommy McGuigan was a changed man these days. He handed Louise money for the upkeep of the household each week, not as much as she would like, but she was working on that. He even did menial jobs about the house, something he had refused to do in the past. Louise often wondered whether, if her mother had been a stronger-willed woman, their marriage would have survived. If she had challenged him now and again, put her foot down, was there a chance that things might have turned out differently? That was something she would never know.

The rest of the family seemed to have come to terms with her parents’ break-up. Now and again Harry took his sweetheart Hannah McFadden to visit their mother and Bill at their lovely new house up Glen Road, and Harry was full of praise over it. Then, Peggy was forever trying to persuade her sister to let bygones be bygones. When her mother gave birth to Lucy, Louise had bought a small present for the baby but passed it on via her sister. She knew her mother was very hurt at her lack of response to the many invitations sent to her, but Louise couldn’t help that. Her mother was settled and apparently very happy and, whilst Louise didn’t begrudge her her good fortune, her concern was now for her father, Harry and Peggy whom her mother had deserted. Not that Louise and her da had ever been very close but he was still a comparatively young man and had been so down in the dumps lately.

She felt heartsore for him and worried about what would become of him. He pretended not to care what was happening to his wife but Louise knew that the birth of baby Lucy, fathered by Bill McCartney, of all people, had devastated him. Watching him withdraw more and more into himself, she wanted to weep. True, he had not been the ideal husband and father. However, it was his wife who had made the break. She was the one who had walked out on her family, leaving all her responsibilities behind. The burden of looking after the home had fallen on Louise’s young shoulders, so she felt justified in rejecting all offers of reconciliation.

The vestibule door burst open and Peggy breezed in. Hands on hips, she stood facing her sister. ‘What on earth happened?’ she demanded. ‘Johnnie isn’t very happy with you at the moment. He’s in a such dither … dreads seeing Stan McDade. Not that I think Stan will care one way or the other.’

She paused for breath, allowing Louise to butt in. ‘Listen, Peggy, I don’t want to talk about it at the moment. And I don’t want you mentioning it in front of me da, do you understand?’

Peggy opened her mouth to object, just as Tommy’s step sounded in the hall.

Throwing her a warning glance, when the vestibule door opened, Louise greeted him, ‘Hi, Da,’ before retreating into the sanctuary of the scullery to finish off the meal she was preparing. A subdued Peggy followed her. After washing her hands at the sink she silently assisted her sister by getting the plates and cutlery ready.

Peggy, who was the youngest, had been spoiled whilst her mother was at home, being treated as the baby of the family, although Peggy had always scorned this idea, insisting that she had missed out on many things. Leaving school shortly after her mother had run off, she had been fortunate when Johnnie had been able to get her started full time in the grocery shop where he was then manager. Under his management the shop had thrived and Johnnie was overjoyed when Matthew McFadden had offered him a partnership. Matthew had helped Johnnie in every way possible to achieve his life’s ambition, even acting as guarantor for a bank loan. Johnnie would never forget his great generosity.

At first, at a loss without her mother and resentful at having to help out with the housework, Peggy had fought against all the changes that had to be made in the disrupted household. Now, with some money of her own coming in each week, she had settled down and threw her weight into helping to keep the house running smoothly. For this Louise was grateful. It certainly eased her burden a lot.

Louise threw some lard into the pan and was about to add three pork chops to the sizzling fat when Peggy gave her a sideways glance. ‘Aren’t you forgetting about Harry?’

‘As if I would. Remember last night, didn’t Harry say he was going to Hannah’s for his tea?’

‘Oh, I forgot all about that. They’re as thick as thieves, them two! I hardly ever see Hannah outside the shop these days. When she’s not at home helping her mother, she’s out gallivanting with our Harry.’

‘But you’ve lots of other friends, haven’t you? Surely you don’t mind if Harry courts Hannah. They seem to be well matched.’

‘She was my best friend, until that Harry fella started following us around,’ Peggy insisted stubbornly. ‘It’s not as if Mrs McFadden will ever hear tell of her Hannah marrying our Harry. She’s far too possessive, so she is. Especially since Mr McFadden passed away. Our Harry should wise up and set his cap elsewhere.’

It had been a terrible shock when about six months earlier Matthew McFadden had suffered a massive heart attack. His wife, Liz, had always been a frail woman, and the shock had almost finished her off. She was still recovering from the aftermath of her husband’s sudden death and all the turmoil of the funeral. Johnnie had been a tower of strength during this terrible time. Indeed, there was every chance that Mrs McFadden wouldn’t have survived the intense pressure without his help. Now she lived like a recluse, refusing to leave her home and depending more and more on Hannah.

Although she was inclined to agree with Peggy, Louise retorted, ‘Time will tell. Who knows what’s in store for them.’

Once the meal was ready, the two girls served it and joined their father at the table.

‘This smells delicious, so it does, Louise,’ Tommy enthused as he poured gravy over his chop. ‘That’s one thing we’ve got to be grateful for. You’re a grand wee cook, so you are. Your mother trained you well, Louise. Do you think she knew that one day she’d up and leave us?’ He stopped momentarily as if overcome and Peggy shot her sister a covert glance. Surely that wasn’t a muffled sob she had just heard coming from her father. Wonders would never cease.

Ignoring Peggy, Louise tossed her head and threw him a scornful look. ‘I’ll tell you this much, Da. If I’d had as much as an inkling of what she intended doing, I’d have been gone before her. I never dreamed that she’d take herself off like that.’

‘You don’t really mean that, Louise,’ her father reproved her. ‘You’d never leave us in the lurch in the way your mother did. Would she, Peggy?’

‘I certainly hope not, Da. Because if you were depending on me to keep the house running, we’d all starve to death, so we would.’

‘Ah … don’t you believe it,’ Louise assured her. ‘If it came to pass you’d soon learn quick enough! Do you think for one minute that I like being in charge here? Do you? Why, I’m nothing but a glorified slave … just like me ma was and I’ll be glad to wipe the dust off my feet when me and Conor can afford to get married.’

Tommy considered his words before answering. ‘I hope you don’t have to eat those words, my girl.’

‘What on earth are you talking about? I know Conor won’t let me down. I wish I was just as sure of getting into heaven.’

Carefully wiping the last of the gravy from his plate with a piece of pork, Tommy looked embarrassed. He chewed slowly before replying. ‘All I’m saying is, there’s many a slip twixt cup and lip.’ Still chewing on the pork, he rose from the table with a contented burp and gently ruffled her hair. ‘Take no notice of me, lass. That was a lovely dinner. The chop was nice and tender, just as I like it, and the gravy was as good as your ma’s ever was. Thanks, love.’

Gathering up his dishes, he headed for the scullery, saying over his shoulder, ‘I promise I won’t be too long in here. I’ll be going down to the pub for an hour or so.’

Peggy gaped after him in amazement. Then she giggled and nudged her sister in the ribs with her elbow. ‘Do you know what? For a moment there I thought he was going to offer to do the dishes.’

‘Chance would be a fine thing.’ Louise’s answer was automatic. She was trying to figure out what her father meant. Just what was he hinting at?

Following him into the scullery, she said, ‘What did you mean out there, Da?’

‘Ah, take no notice of me, love. I was just thinking of your mother. I was every bit as sure as you are of Conor, that your mother would never leave me.’ He held out his arms, palms held up. ‘And look what happened. So don’t give all your heart away – eggs in the one basket as it were – keep a piece back in reserve in case you’re ever let down. You know what I mean.’

‘Look, Da, Conor is in an entirely different class from you. He would never lift a hand to me for a start. Or taunt me the way you did me ma. I trust him implicitly.’

‘I know I wasn’t the perfect husband, Louise. But I never looked at another woman. Ah, no. That’s one thing I can never be accused of. Your mother was the only woman for me, and I never touched another. And that’s more than can be said for your mother. She didn’t get pregnant holding Bill McCartney’s hand, now did she?’ Tommy barked with laughter at his own wit. ‘Or anything else for that matter.’

Louise grunted in disgust. ‘No! You were too busy gambling and drinking away all the spare cash. And that reminds me. I’ll need some extra money from you every week from now on. Everything keeps going up except the housekeeping money.’

His brows bunched together. ‘Well, I can tell you this now, my dear. It won’t be much.’ Giving her a gentle push out of the way, he closed and barred the scullery door, leaving Louise to glare at it, none the wiser.
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A disgruntled Johnnie shuffled around the shop, checking windows and doors and making sure everything was secure. Heaving into his arms the paper bag of groceries he had packed earlier, he set off for home. He was annoyed that Louise had apparently fluffed her chance of getting the job as saleslady in that shop, but he was also concerned that the interview seemed to have knocked the stuffing out of her, lowered her morale and made her decidedly unhappy. And that wasn’t like his sister. This guy must have really got under her skin because his Louise could give as good as she got. But then, he mused, perhaps she had overreacted.

As he walked along Springfield Road to his home in Violet Street, he was still worrying. He paused at the police station across the road from Springview Street and gazed at his feet, debating what to do. He was in two minds. Should he go over and check that Louise was all right, find out just what had happened today? Or …

He glanced up at the watchtower of the police station. Better move on in case the sentries thought he was behaving suspiciously. Especially with him carrying a large bag in his arms. They should know him well enough by now, but one never knew when there might be new policemen on duty who did not know him. Still deep in thought, he walked slowly, shaking his head in frustration. Better not to go over. His da would be there at this time of day and Louise wouldn’t thank him for coming while Tommy was present. They couldn’t say a civil word to each other.

He and his father didn’t see eye to eye these days. Never had, if truth be told. But ever since that night when Tommy McGuigan had tried to persuade his son to neglect to do his duty by marrying Mary Gilmore, they had hardly exchanged a word. When Mary had dropped the bombshell that she was pregnant, it had come as a great shock to Johnnie, but his amazement had known no bounds when his da had offered to borrow the money for him to run off to England and shirk his responsibilities. Tommy had wanted him to stay across the water until the dust had settled.

Tommy had pointed out that Johnnie was not yet nineteen, for heaven’s sake, and he mustn’t let that slip of a girl ruin his life. Johnnie had stubbornly stuck to his principles. He had enjoyed the pleasure and now he was prepared to pay the penalty. He had to do the decent thing and marry Mary. Not let her down. He wouldn’t have been able to live with himself otherwise.

Because they had broken up for a short time before Johnnie had become aware of Mary’s condition, Tommy had even had the audacity to suggest that Johnnie might not be the father of Mary’s child. And if Johnnie held off for a while, Mary just might come up with another name to saddle the infant with. Johnnie was speechless with rage. He had expected ructions for getting Mary pregnant in the first instance; had, indeed, feared that his father would throw him out of the house; had expected him to rant and rave about the way he had brought disgrace down on the family. But he had never in his wildest dreams imagined that his da would come up with something of such magnitude. To leave Mary in the lurch? That was something he couldn’t do. He might be only coming up to nineteen but Mary had yet to reach her seventeenth birthday. He had actually felt insulted at the idea that his da could think so little of him as to believe him capable of such treachery.

After failing to convince his son to even consider his advice, Tommy had washed his hands of them and, in spite of all the pleas from his wife and family, had even declined to attend the wedding ceremony. He had never once to this day acknowledged his daughter-in-law or his grandson. It was as if they didn’t exist. As far as he was concerned, they were no kin of his and Johnnie had never spoken a friendly word to him since.

In spite of their many hardships, misunderstandings and trials, Johnnie and Mary had managed to struggle through. And although he wouldn’t for one second admit it, Johnnie had been relieved that when his son was born, he was the spitting image of himself. There could be no doubt now who had fathered the child. Ashamed at the relief he felt, Johnnie had silently apologised to his wife for the insidious doubts, planted by his father, that had festered in his mind for some months prior to the birth. He was delighted nevertheless that his son had inherited his good looks. Just to prove to his da how wrong he was, of course!

What annoyed him most at the minute was the fact that Louise was acting as if their da was the victim of the piece. The way Johnnie saw it, their mother had just cause to run off with Bill McCartney. After his return from the Somme, when the children were still at school, for many long years Tommy had led his wife an awful existence. Once he had recovered sufficiently from his war wounds, except for a slight limp, Tommy was welcomed back into his old job in the tram depot, held open for him while he was away fighting for his country. It was permanent employment with a good salary. Belfast had thrived after the war and with higher wages now being paid to the lower-class workers, families had a chance of buying their own houses. There were plenty of properties on the market at reasonable prices. The world was their oyster. Or so Nora had thought.

She was to be sadly disillusioned. Instead, as time passed, as a young lad Johnnie had helplessly watched his da squandering the money his ma had scrimped and saved whilst he was in the trenches. Instead of living on the army pay as others were doing, she had slaved in the mill as a doffer, working herself up into the position of spinner, hoping this would lead to the chance of a better life. Her dream was to buy a house somewhere away from the troubles with a bathroom and a garden for the kids to play in. And she had, by living sparsely without any luxuries, saved enough money to give them a good start. In spite of all her pleas, her husband had turned a deaf ear on her. The conquering hero had spent all his wife’s precious savings on booze and horses. Buying pints for the hangers-on who would listen with rapt attention to his stories of the war, and betting on horses that never won.

In Johnnie’s opinion his ma, given the chance, had every right to go off with Bill McCartney who sincerely cared for her. She deserved a bit of pleasure. Besides, what else could she do once a baby was involved, eh? The baby! That was the deciding factor. Never in this world would Tommy McGuigan have reared another man’s child. A Protestant’s child, to boot. He was already the laughing stock of the district. To capitulate and take his wife back, carrying another man’s child, was unthinkable. Tommy’s pride meant too much to him.

However, Johnnie wasn’t blind to his mother’s faults either. Ah no, Nora was by no means lily-white. She had committed adultery, brought great shame on the family, and was the talk of the Blackstaff and surrounding district. And she had broken her eldest daughter’s heart. In a very short time she had gone from the pious Mrs McGuigan, respectable but put-upon wife, to wayward, defiant adulteress and lover of a Protestant man. Nevertheless, it had worked out for her and Bill. They were obviously very much in love and the birth of young Lucy was a bonus that had cemented their love, pregnancy being so unexpected at his mother’s time of life. Louise should be happy for them, forgive and forget like everyone else. Family was family, after all, and life goes on, no matter what disasters strike.

Daylight was fast fading and the rain, which had started as a fine drizzle, now belted down, exacerbating the gloom. Johnnie shrugged deeper inside his jacket in an attempt to escape the worst of the heavy downpour and quickened his pace, continuing on down the street, completely preoccupied. Head bent against the driving rain, he was almost at his front door before he noticed the car parked outside. There weren’t many cars round about here and he approached it warily. One never knew what to expect, what with the police station at the corner of their street. It would not be the first time a car bomb had been left near by. With security being so tight most suspect vehicles were usually quickly discovered and a cordon thrown around the district until ownership of the vehicle was confirmed and whether or not it posed a threat.

Another thought entered his head. Had Mary’s brother Liam done something stupid again?

Liam Gilmore, his brother-in-law, was an unwelcome guest in Johnnie’s house. Johnnie still smarted with anger each time he thought of how Liam had trapped Louise in the backyard of Mary’s home, where her parents were holding a wedding reception for their daughter and Johnnie. Liam had seen Louise go into the scullery, probably heading for the outside toilet in the backyard, and had quickly followed her, securing the door behind him. A shiver had run down Johnnie’s spine as he recalled the whole unsavoury incident. God alone knew how things would have ended if Johnnie, who had been keeping an eye on Liam, had not noticed him following Louise out of the house. Finding the door barred on the scullery side he had run to the next door neighbour’s house and with a quick apology asked if he could use their toilet. Once out in the yard he climbed over the dividing wall.

Liam Gilmore had Louise pinned against the wall, one hand over her mouth, and she was struggling to escape his other groping hand when Johnnie grabbed him by the hair, yanking him roughly off his sister, and proceeded to give him a thorough thrashing. Blood had poured from Liam’s busted nose splattering both of their clothes. Liam Gilmore got what he deserved that day and a bad feeling of animosity remained between them.

Then there was the time when he had been so jealous of Conor O’Rourke walking out with Louise that he had accused Conor of being a grass, and with his mates had given Conor a beating, supposedly at the hands of the IRA, that had put Conor in the Royal Hospital.

On closer examination Johnnie realised that the little Austin car belonged to Bill McCartney and he came to a halt in consternation as memories assailed him.

He had completely forgotten that Mary had invited his mother and Bill to tea tonight. Examining the car, Johnnie thought it looked in great nick. He was surprised; Bill was taking a hell of a chance bringing it to the Springfield Road. It was easily recognisable and some lads would be only too glad to see Bill get what they might see as his just deserts for luring away from the family nest the wife of conquering hero, Tommy McGuigan.

Mary had warned Johnnie to be sure to come home early tonight. This was the first time Bill had been invited to accompany Nora to their home, and Mary had stressed that he must be made to feel welcome. He was family now, she had pointed out. And overwhelmed with worries about Louise, Johnnie had completely forgotten all about the visit.

Drawing a deep breath, he paused to shake rainwater from his clothes and hair before entering the house. Putting what he hoped was a warm, welcoming smile on his face, he opened the vestibule door and stepped into the hall. A glance into the parlour, where their visitors were usually entertained, showed him that it was empty. He proceeded past into the living room, apologies dropping sincerely from his lips.

‘What an awful night it’s turned out. Sorry I’m late, folks. Some stock arrived as I was about to leave and I had to help unload it.’ He thrust out his hand to Bill. ‘Glad you could make it, Bill.’

Bill had seen very little of any of the McGuigans on their home ground since the disruption he had caused when he had at last persuaded Nora to flee the family home. He was not sure whether he was really welcome or was just being tolerated. Not that it really mattered. But it would be a lot easier all round if they all got on with each other. He eyed Johnnie closely for any signs of hidden innuendos. Finding none, he grasped the proffered hand in a warm clasp. ‘Thanks for inviting me, Johnnie.’

Bending over his mother, Johnnie patted the head of the baby she held on her lap. Mary saw to it that he was often in the company of his mother and his baby half-sister, aunt to his son Michael. That’s how he’d recognised the car. Bill was forever dropping Nora and Lucy off at the shop. It was a perfect starting point for Nora to keep in touch with her own mother, Lucy Logan, who lived in Oakmount Street.

‘My, but she gets bonnier every time I see her,’ he declared and chucked the child under the chin. ‘Aren’t you just lovely, Lucy? Mmm?’ In return he received a wet gurgle and a show of gums. With a laugh of delight he gazed fondly at his mother. ‘She’s lovely, Ma. A real credit to you and Bill. And I don’t need to ask how you are. You look blooming, so you do.’

‘Thanks, I’m fine, son. Couldn’t be better, all thanks to Bill.’ A warm glance was thrown her embarrassed lover’s way.

Drying her hands on the edge of her apron, cheeks becomingly flushed from toiling over a hot stove, Mary came to the kitchen door to greet her husband. ‘Hi, love.’

Her hair was tousled and her skin glowed. To him she looked beautiful and his eyes told her so, making her cheeks become redder still. ‘Sorry I’m late, pet.’ He hastened to her side and Mary relieved him of the paper bag of goods he carried.

‘Hang that wet coat on the back door,’ she said, motioning him into the kitchen. She nodded towards the draining board. ‘I’ve indulged in a nice bottle of wine,’ she whispered in confidence. ‘You pour Nora and Bill a drink, Johnnie, and entertain them while I finish off in here.’

‘You sure you can manage on your own?’ Having her attention, he mouthed the words, ‘I completely forgot they were coming. Sorry!’ Raising his voice, he said, ‘Where’s our wee bundle of joy?’

‘I put him down for a nap. I want him to be on his best behaviour. Make a good impression on Bill. He has yet to meet our Michael, you know. When you pour the drinks you can wake him and bring him down if you like.’

Nora declined the offer of wine with a hand gesture from her breast to wee Lucy. Embarrassed, Johnnie realised that she was telling him that she was still breastfeeding. Flustered, Nora asked, ‘Is there any lemonade? Or a little water would do fine.’

Bill said he would have the same as Nora as he reminded Johnnie that he was driving.

Returning to the kitchen, Johnnie smiled wryly. ‘So much for buying the wine, love,’ he whispered, ‘they prefer lemonade.’

‘Hush, they’ll hear you. It’s not that they prefer it, love. It’s the circumstances. I should have known better. I just didn’t think.’ She moved closer to him and offered her lips. ‘All the more for us later on, eh, love.’ Johnnie snatched the offer of a quick kiss before pouring the drinks and, returning to the living room, prepared to entertain their guests.
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