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This book is dedicated to Mr John Towle, formerly of West Division High School, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, USA, and all good teachers everywhere who must often wonder what became of the many pupils who passed through their hands, and what effect their particular teaching had, if any, on those pupils.


Herewith, one individual answer.





Part 1




THREE LITTLE WORDS
1932-36






Chapter One



March had been a rotten month filled with rain, wind, cold and sleet. But with the arrival of April the weather had changed, with the sun appearing and the grey skies turning to blue.


Norma McKenzie hummed happily to herself as she walked along the path which would take her home. She’d just been to the wee town of Kirn about a mile away on the Argyllshire coast to get some messages for her ma, and while there had had a good crack with Marion Cockburn, a school pal of hers in the same class. During the school holidays – and it was now the Easter ones – Marion helped in the family shop, a licensed grocers.


Norma stopped to stare out over the Firth of Clyde, and watched the paddle-steamer Maid of Lorne head for Kirn pier, en route from Gourock. She knew all the steamers on the Clyde, having been able to recognise and name them before she could read or write.


Then something on the road running parallel to the seashore caught her eye. It was the big swanky car that belonged to the new owner of Kilmichael House, her da’s new boss.


As the car turned in at the drive gate she caught a glimpse of Mr Hodgart, and beside him his wife. The Hodgarts had a son called Rodney and a daughter Caroline who was just a little older than herself.


Norma didn’t like the Hodgarts very much. There was an aura about them – Mr Hodgart in particular – which made her uneasy. The one time she’d bumped into Mr Hodgart he’d smiled at her, but it had been a smile she hadn’t believed. There was a bully at school who smiled in exactly the same way as he was nipping you or giving you Chinese Burn.


Despite their wealth, the Hodgarts weren’t real toffs in the way the previous owner, the Earl of Arran and Clydesdale, had been. They might be stinking rich but they didn’t have class. Their money was new – and it showed.


The Earl’s family had owned Kilmichael House, and the ten acres of grounds belonging to the house, for over three hundred years, but the Earl had fallen on hard times financially and, after a long struggle, had been forced to put the property on the market where it had soon been snapped up by Mr Hodgart.


Mr Hodgart was a general importer and exporter who also owned a big factory in Greenock. A factory, according to her da, that made pipe fittings and ball bearings.


‘Norma!’


She turned at the sound of her da’s voice, and there he was striding towards her, coming round from behind a stand of rhododendron bushes.


Not for the first time it struck her what a fine upstanding-looking man her da was. There was a dignity and purpose about him which suited his position as head gardener to Kilmichael House. He had three other gardeners working under him.


‘I’ve just been to Kirn to get some messages for Ma,’ Norma explained.


Brian McKenzie glanced at the basket she was carrying and nodded. Effie had mentioned earlier she was going to send Norma in for a few things, adding tobacco to the list when he’d told her he was about to run out.


‘Did you get my ’baccy?’ he asked, accepting the tin when Norma handed it over.


‘McLean from the House came searching me out to say that the master himself wants a word when he gets back. As that was his car I spied I’d better away up and see him.’ McLean was a footman.


Gardening business, Norma presumed, as had Brian.


‘Tell your ma where I’ve gone and that I may be late for dinner as a result. I’ll try and get home as soon as I can.’


‘I’ll tell her da.’


Brian smiled softly at his eldest daughter, the eldest of three. Norma was fourteen, Lyn a year younger, and Eileen, the baby, eleven. He loved them all but – maybe because she was his first-born – he loved Norma the most, something he’d never confided to a living soul, not even to Effie.


Brian slipped the tobacco tin into his jacket pocket. ‘Away with you then and I’ll see you by and by,’ he said.


Norma waved to her father, then he was gone, hidden from view by another stand of rhododendron bushes.


When she arrived at the cottage Norma found Lyn laying the table while Eileen was cutting bread into slices and buttering them. Her ma was at the range stirring a pot of stew. The smell from the stew and from the potatoes baking in the range oven filled the kitchen, and was delicious.


‘I saw Da,’ Norma said, then proceeded to give her ma his message.


Effie wiped her hands on her pinny, then pushed back a stray wisp of hair which had tumbled down onto her high forehead. She was wearing her hair in her usual way, swept up and held in place by a great many pins and a brace of tortoiseshell combs. It was only when going to bed, or washing her hair, that she let it down.


‘Well I’m glad we don’t have to wait. I’m starving,’ Lyn said hopefully.


‘Who said we don’t have to wait?’ Effie queried, the corners of her mouth twitching upwards.


Lyn dropped her gaze. ‘I just thought that’s what Da’s message implied,’ she mumbled.


‘Trust you to think that Podge,’ whispered Eileen.


Lyn glared at her younger sister. She hated her nickname, positively loathed it. If Ma hadn’t been there she’d have skited Eileen round the ear for using it. And she might still, later, if she could get the wee so-and-so alone.


‘I don’t see how you can be that hungry after the breakfast you’ve eaten,’ teased Norma. Lyn had eaten a whopping breakfast – but then she always did. She ate as much as Norma, Ma and Eileen put together.


‘We’ll wait for Da. Not that he’d mind if we went ahead, but I would,’ Effie said.


Lyn sniffed, and listened to her belly rumble. It rumbled a lot; she was known for it.


When she thought Effie wasn’t looking Lyn swiped a bit of breadcrust from the table and quickly popped it into her mouth. It wasn’t her fault she had a healthy appetite, she told herself. Ma and the others were just pickers anyway. Why, a bird ate more than they did!


‘I saw Caroline Hodgart while you were out, she was riding that horse of hers,’ Eileen said to Norma.


‘It’s a smasher, that chestnut mare,’ Norma replied, her voice tinged with jealousy.


Eileen sighed. ‘I’d give anything to own a beastie like yon.’


Me too, Norma thought, as daft on horses as Eileen was. The pair of them did get the chance to ride from time to time, but only on the old broken-down hack over at Boyd’s Farm. There was no comparison between Tom-Tom and Caroline Hodgart’s chestnut mare.


It must be great to be rolling in it, Norma thought, to be able to afford anything you want. Just a snap of the fingers and there it was – a horse, a dress, whatever.


She fell to day-dreaming about being rich, and in that day-dreaming did an awful lot of finger snapping.


They all looked up when the door opened and Brian came in. It was over an hour since he’d met Norma returning from Kim.


Brian’s face was tight and drawn. His expression was strange, sort of bemused. Going to his favourite chair he plonked himself down.


‘I’ll get the dinner out now you’re back,’ Effie said with a smile.


Brian didn’t answer, just stared straight ahead.


‘Lyn’s been fair champing at the bit, you’d think she hadn’t eaten for a month,’ Eileen said to her da.


Brian produced his pipe and a new tin of tobacco. Still staring ahead he opened the tin and began filling his pipe.


‘Da, dinner’s going on the table,’ Norma admonished.


‘I’ve had the sack,’ Brian said.


Effie went stock still, ladle filled with stew poised in mid-air.


Lyn laughed. ‘He’s at it again!’


Effie’s face cracked into a grin that became a large smile. ‘Och see you, you’re terrible so you are!’ she said to Brian, filling the plate she was holding.


Norma stared at her da. He was an awful joker, mickey-taker, forever saying the most outrageous things. Why only the previous week he’d told them that moonmen had landed in London and were even then in private consultations with the Prime Minister Mr MacDonald.


Brian put his pipe to his mouth and lit up, then blew out a long thin stream of blue smoke.


‘I’m afraid it’s true,’ he said, his voice leaden.


‘Da, will you stop it! We know you’re only trying to get us going,’ said Lyn, pulling out a chair and sitting at the table.


‘I’ll have two of those jacket potatoes Ma,’ she said to Effie.


Eileen scrambled into her place and reached for a slice of bread and butter. ‘Is there anything you want me to do this afternoon Ma? If not I thought I’d go and play with Helen Millar,’ she said. Helen was the daughter of one of the gardeners under Brian, and lived in another cottage close by.


‘Mr Hodgart said he’s nothing against me personally but wants to put his own chap in as head gardener, the chap he had at his last place. He’s promised to give me a good reference,’ Brian went on.


Norma suddenly saw there was a sheen of sweat on her father’s brow. Sweat that glinted as it was caught by the light streaming in from the window by the sink.


Fear clutched her insides. ‘Da?’ she whispered.


Brian looked at her. There was none of the humour in his eyes that there usually was when he was having them on. On the contrary, there was a deadness about them that she’d never seen before.


‘Come on you pair, will you get in at the table. And put that pipe out Brian. Honestly!’ Effie grumbled, sitting down at her customary place.


‘Pass the butter please,’ Eileen asked Lyn.


Lyn helped herself first, putting two huge dollops on her plate.


‘If you’re not careful you’ll be the size of a barn door before you’re much older,’ Eileen said to Lyn.


‘Don’t be cheeky,’ Effie told Eileen. Then turning to Lyn she went on, ‘but she’s right, you are eating far too much. Put half that butter back, and no arguments either.’


‘Ma, I think it’s true,’ Norma said softly to Effie.


‘What dear?’


‘About Da being sacked.’


Effie opened her mouth to laugh, but what she saw written on Brian’s face stopped her.


‘Dear God!’ she muttered in a strangled voice.


‘We’ve to be out of here by the first day of June, whether I’ve got another job or not. In the meantime I’m to take as much time off as I need to find one.’


‘It is true then,’ said Effie, a hand going to her heart.


‘Wants his own chap as head gardener,’ Brian repeated.


Eileen put down the bread she’d been munching on. A film covered her eyes, then she burst into tears.


‘But you’ve worked for the House man and boy. Didn’t he take that into consideration?’ Effie asked, desperation in her voice.


‘There’s no question about the standard of my work, or of my loyalty. It’s just that he wants his own chap,’ Brian replied.


‘It would seem the loyalty’s all one-sided,’ muttered Norma.


‘Nor did Mr Hodgart think I should stay on under the new fellow. He didn’t think that would be right for either of us,’ Brian added.


Effie pushed back her chair and stood up. Going to Eileen she cuddled her youngest daughter to her.


Norma was not only stunned – she was devastated. Leave the cottage where she’d been born and brought up. Why the idea was inconceivable! And yet, that was what she was going to have to do. What they were all going to have to do.


‘I just couldn’t believe it when he told me. I thought I was hearing things,’ Brian whispered.


‘Damn him!’ Effie exploded in a sudden burst of anger.


Brian ran a hand through his hair. The hand was trembling slightly, he noted. Then realised that the other one was as well.


‘This doesn’t need to be as bad as it sounds. I heard there was a head gardener’s job going in Innellan, I’ll bicycle down there after breakfast tomorrow and apply. With a bit of luck I’ll be fixed up again before we know where we are,’ he said. Innellan was south on the coast road, about ten miles away.


‘Does a cottage go with the job?’ Effie asked quickly.


‘I don’t know, but I’d imagine it would. Anyway, I’ll find out the details when I go there tomorrow.’


‘When did you hear about this job Da?’ asked Norma.


‘Last Friday down the pub. It had only come available, so news of it can hardly have spread very far yet.’


‘Let’s keep our fingers crossed then,’ said Effie.


‘Aye,’ Brian agreed.


Eileen stopped crying, and wiped her cheeks with her sleeve. There was a lump in her throat that felt the size of a turnip.


Effie took a deep breath, then another. ‘Well, that was a bombshell and no mistake,’ she declared.


‘I couldn’t face any dinner love. I’ve no appetite at all,’ Brian told her, and took a lengthy drag on his pipe.


‘Me neither Ma,’ said Norma.


In the end only Lyn ate. She looked guilty as she did, but she ate nonetheless.


Norma was the first to hear the squeak of her da’s bike approaching the cottage. The chain needed oiling, a task Brian had been meaning to get round to for some time.


She glanced up from her darning and over to where Effie was bent over the ironing board. She saw her ma stiffen – she too must have heard her da’s approach.


Effie bit her lip, then, consciously trying to relax, went back to her ironing. She wanted to appear casual and not betray the inner turmoil she was feeling.


She was whacked, having been awake worrying most of the night. Brian hadn’t had much sleep either. And what sleep he had managed to get had been filled with restless tossings and turnings.


‘It’s Da!’ exclaimed Eileen excitedly. She and Lyn were sitting together mending a sheet that Lyn had put a big toe through and ripped. The sheet might be gey thin but it still had life left in it yet according to Effie.


Brian dismounted from his bike, leant it against the cottage wall, knocked his boots on the step – even though he’d polished them earlier he did this through force of habit – and, with a heavy heart, went into the kitchen.


Effie forced a smile onto her face. ‘So how did you get on?’ she asked.


Brian shook his head. ‘You wouldn’t credit it, but the job went late last evening.’


‘You mean ...?’ Effie trailed off.


‘Aye, that’s right. If I’d gone directly after yesterday’s dinner instead of waiting till this morning I’d have got it.’


That was cruel, Norma thought. And resumed darning.


‘My fault entirely. I shouldn’t have waited,’ Brian added, anger and bitterness in his voice.


Effie crossed over to the range and placed the iron in a place where it would be reheated. ‘Was there a cottage going with the job?’ she asked.


‘Aye. A nice one too I believe.’


Effie and Brian’s eyes locked, then she looked away. The slump of her shoulders betrayed her disappointment.


‘Ach well, if it wasn’t to be it wasn’t to be,’ she said, trying to make her voice sound light and unconcerned, and failing totally.


‘I’ll put the kettle on. I’m sure you could use a cup of tea,’ Norma said to Brian.


Brian wanted to take Effie in his arms and comfort her, but didn’t because the children were there. ‘I certainly could,’ he replied to Norma.


‘What now Da?’ Lyn asked.


‘I’ll have my tea and then take myself round about, see if anyone’s heard of anything.’


‘Make sure you buy a paper. There might be something advertised,’ Effie said.


‘I will. And I’ll go into the pub and have a word with John Paul. He’s a mine of information that man.’ John Paul was the publican of Brian’s local The Royal Arms.


Effie couldn’t help her gaze straying to the calendar tacked to the wall. The first of June was uncomfortably close – six weeks away, that was all. And what were six weeks? Nothing whatever in their present situation. If only Brian had gone to Innellan yesterday afternoon! Brian blamed himself for that, but wasn’t she just as much to blame. She should have thought to make him go straight away. But it hadn’t even occurred to her. It was just that ... well, their pace of life was such that they weren’t used to doing things in a rush.


While Effie was staring at the calendar Norma noted that the deadness she’d seen in her da’s eyes the previous night was back. And was it her imagination or did he seem to have aged?


‘I’m glad you missed that job, I don’t like Innellan anyway,’ Eileen said suddenly, trying to cheer her da up.


Brian turned his attention to his youngest daughter. ‘You know something Eileen?’


‘What Da?’


‘To tell the truth I don’t either.’


They all laughed at that, with the exception of Effie.


‘I’ll make you some scones for later,’ Lyn said.


All four females could bake, but Lyn’s baking – which she didn’t do very often as surprisingly she didn’t enjoy doing it – was special. There wasn’t another female in the district who could bake as well as her; she was in a class of her own. A lot of it was to do with her very cold hands, Effie had always said.


‘I’ll look forward to that,’ Brian replied, giving a wee nod to show he appreciated the treat.


When Brian had drunk his tea he cycled away again, with Effie and Norma standing at the sink window watching him go.


‘If only ...’ Effie started to say, trailing off to bite her lip.


Norma squeezed her mother’s hand comfortingly. Then she returned to her darning; Effie to the ironing.


Early evening ten days later Norma was returning home with a pail of milk she’d been to Boyd’s Farm for, when there was the ting of a bell behind her, and there was her da on his bike. On reaching her he dismounted.


‘Any luck?’ she demanded eagerly, knowing he’d been into nearby Dunoon to see the manager of the Marine Hotel. The hotel had large grounds attached and employed a number of gardeners and Brian had heard that one of them was shortly to retire.


‘A year till the fellow retires, the manager told me,’ Brian said ruefully and shrugged.


‘So it was a wild-goose chase.’


‘I’m afraid it was, pet.’


They walked along in silence.


‘Da?’


He glanced sideways at her.


‘What happens if you don’t find something?’


‘There’s plenty of time left before we have to worry about that,’ he replied quickly.


‘But if you don’t?’ she persisted.


She waited for an answer, but none came. They walked the rest of the way home with the sort of silence between them that you could have cut with a knife.


Norma awoke suddenly, her eyes snapping open. She stared up into the heavy darkness wondering what had roused her.


She didn’t need a clock to tell her it was late, very late. Well after midnight she guessed.


Outside a cat screamed, then screamed again. That must have been what had wakened her, she thought, smiling to herself. Snuggling down she prepared to go back to sleep.


Then she heard something else, a voice speaking from the direction of the kitchen. Her da’s voice.


Norma frowned. What was he doing still up at this time? He was normally early to bed and early to rise. With the exception of Hogmanay she’d never known him be up after twelve.


Getting out of bed she threw her dressing gown round her shoulders and padded to the door. She opened the door quietly and, without making a sound, slipped out into the hallway.


The kitchen door was ajar and Norma could see her mother and father sitting by the range. A solitary paraffin lamp cast a soft yellow glow round their chairs.


Her mother was speaking now, but in such a low voice that Norma couldn’t make out what she was saying.


The pair of them looked terrible, Norma thought. Her mother’s face was haggard with worry; her da – this time it certainly wasn’t her imagination – looked a dozen years older than before that fateful day when he’d been told of his sacking.


Brian put a hand to his forehead and leant forward in his chair. He was the very picture of despair.


For the first time in her life Norma felt really frightened. Her body tingled with gooseflesh; the inside of both thighs began to quiver.


She went back to bed and lay staring into the darkness. Fear filled her from head to toe, ice-cold, mind-numbing, terrifying fear.


Fear that was still with her when she woke again the next morning.


It was Friday night – bath night for Effie and the girls – and as was usual, Brian had gone to The Royal Arms to give them privacy.


The zinc bath was in front of the range and Eileen was in it. They always shared the same water, starting with the youngest and working their way through to Effie.


On the range itself various large pans were bubbling. After Eileen each new person into the bath got a hot top-up.


Norma glanced away from the book she was reading, over to where Effie was sorting through a pile of dirty laundry.


Effie, clutching a blouse Norma recognised as being one of Eileen’s, was staring at Eileen in the bath. Suddenly a stricken expression crumpled her face, and tears welled in her eyes. With a sob she fled the room.


Lyn started to rise, but stopped halfway at a sign from Norma. ‘I’ll go,’ Norma said.


She found Effie in the parlour weeping into a hanky.


‘It’s four weeks now, only four left,’ Effie choked out.


‘I know Ma,’ Norma replied, lighting the lamp on the mantelpiece.


‘Oh Norma!’ Effie wailed. The pair of them came together and Effie hugged Norma tightly to her.


She mustn’t cry as well, although she felt like doing so, Norma told herself. She must be strong. Usually it was Ma who was the strong one; this time it was up to her.


She stroked Effie’s neck and waited for the weeping to subside, which it eventually did.


Effie wiped a nose that had gone red. ‘I’m sorry for breaking down like that,’ she apologised.


‘It’s understandable Ma.’


Effie held the hanky between her hands and twisted it.


‘It was seeing Eileen in the bath and remembering the first bath I gave her as a baby that did it.’ She twisted the hanky even more vigorously. ‘If the worst comes to the worst – and it seems it’s going to – the family is going to have to split up,’ she said, the latter in a rush.


Norma was appalled. ‘Split up? How do you mean?’


‘Your da’s already written to our relations and it’s been agreed. You’re going to Auntie Josie and Uncle Bill, Lyn to my sister Meg and her husband, and Eileen to Granny and Grandpa McKenzie. Brian and I will stay with his brother Gordon in Hunter’s Quay.’


‘But ... I mean ... surely there’s some other way, a way the family can stick together?’ Norma protested.


Effie shook her head. ‘We have just over eleven pounds in savings – how far do you think that would get us without a wage coming in? No, your da and I have thought this through. Splitting the family for the time being is all we can do.’


Norma thought of Mr Hodgart, she’d never liked the man, now she positively loathed him for what he’d done to them. ‘Everything was so happy and secure here till that Mr Hodgart bought the House,’ she said.


‘Aye, the Earl would never have got rid of your father. He thought the world of Brian and Brian’s work. Said so often.’


Effie blew her nose with the now sodden handkerchief, then wiped her eyes which she knew to be puffy from crying. ‘We weren’t going to let on to you and the other two till next week, but then I had that wee breakdown just now and it all came tumbling out. You will keep it quiet till then, won’t you? Your da and I decided that would be for the best.’


‘I’ll keep it to myself if that’s what you want,’ Norma agreed.


Effie kissed Norma on the cheek. ‘I hadn’t noticed till tonight how grown up you’ve become. It’s good to have another woman to share things with.’


Norma’s heart swelled to hear that. The two women clasped one another, never more close than they were at that moment.


‘I’d better get on then,’ Effie said when they’d released each other.


Norma put out the lamp.


Norma let herself out of the cottage, her mind in a turmoil. She’d lost all notion for having a bath, and Effie hadn’t insisted.


It was a fine night, though somewhat chilly. She pulled her shawl more closely about her as she made her way down to the shore road which she crossed to get to the shoreline beyond.


The tide was in as she’d known it would be; the Firth placid, its waters gently lapping against the many big boulders and rocks hereabouts.


She had a favourite rock which she sought out now, and climbed onto. Across the Firth the Cloch Lighthouse winked in and out.


The family to split up and she to go to Auntie Josie and Uncle Bill! The thought made her feel sick. For apart from the split itself Auntie Josie and Uncle Bill were Wee Frees, meaning members of the Wee Free Church.


She didn’t know too much about the Wee Frees, except they were very strict, with a lot of talk of hellfire and brimstone. It would be church, church and church again. How many times on a Sunday alone, was it twice or three times?


Auntie Josie and Uncle Bill were a dour and serious couple, as well as religious fanatics. Why, in the many times she’d been in their company she’d never seen either of them laugh. She knew without a shadow of a doubt she was going to loathe living with them.


It would be hard for her, but what about poor Eileen? It would break Eileen’s heart to be parted from the rest of them, especially Ma, for at eleven Eileen was still very much tied to her mother.


For Lyn at thirteen, it wasn’t quite so bad, but it was going to be an awful blow for her all the same.


Norma gave a sudden grin. Auntie Meg and Uncle Sammy who Lyn was going to were renowned for being tight, which was reflected in the way they ate – wholesome food, but not very much of it. Lyn would suffer there right enough.


But probably the one to suffer most would be Ma. Being parted from her children would be an open wound, daily salted by memories of the past.


As for her da, he wouldn’t say much about it but she could imagine what he’d go through.


He was such a terrific man, her da, one of the best. She’d never known anyone not to like him. As Ma had said the Earl had thought the world of —


The idea came to her in a blinding flash.


Thought the world of him, she repeated slowly to herself.


It might be the answer. It just might be!


Sliding down from the rock she ran back towards the cottage.


When Brian returned home from the pub he found Effie, Norma and Lyn eagerly awaiting him. Eileen had already been sent to bed as it was past her bedtime.


‘Norma’s had an idea you should hear,’ announced Effie.


‘Oh aye?’ He was a bit muzzy from beer, but not too much so. He sat down and began packing his pipe.


‘The Earl of Arran and Clydesdale always thought the world of you and said so often.’


Brian nodded. That was true enough.


‘And he’s influential, right? Knows all sorts of people, many of whom must employ gardeners?’


Brian considered that as he tamped down his fill.


‘It’s worth a try. What have you got to lose?’ Effie urged.


Not a damn thing, he thought to himself.


‘Well Da?’ Norma queried.


‘Come here,’ he said, beckoning her over.


He playfully punched her on the side of the jaw. ‘I think it’s a smashing idea. And you can write the letter because you’ve got the best copperplate.’


‘I’ll get pen and paper,’ said Lyn, going to the drawer where these things were kept.


Effie was filled with excitement and new hope, as she’d been ever since Norma had told her of her idea. Surely the Earl, as kindly a man as had ever lived, would come to their rescue and find a way out of their predicament for them. Surely!


‘Now what do you think you should write?’ asked Effie.


‘I’ll explain what’s happened, what my position is, and ask if he knows of anyone looking for a gardener,’ Brian replied, furrowing his brow. He lit his pipe.


‘We must emphasise the urgency of the situation – that we’re being chucked out of here in a fortnight’s time,’ Norma stated.


In the end all four of them helped compose the letter.


The following Monday the girls returned home from school to find their parents in a lather of activity. Brian was putting on his best suit – the one he wore for going to church, weddings and funerals – while Effie was packing an overnight case for him.


‘A telegram arrived not half an hour ago from the Earl asking your da to go and see him in Glasgow,’ explained Effie.


Brian stopped what he was doing. ‘And I’m going right away so that I can present myself on his doorstep first thing tomorrow morning. I lost that last opportunity through taking my time – I’m not about to repeat that mistake.’


Norma nodded her approval.


‘Make your da up a piece to take with him; he’ll probably feel like a bite before he gets to Glasgow,’ Effie said to Norma.


‘There’s some of that fresh salmon left. Put that in the piece,’ Brian added. He regularly got a fresh salmon from a game keeper he was friends with.


Lyn picked up the telegram which had been lying on the kitchen table, while Norma set to cutting bread.


‘The Earl just says you’ve to go and see him, nothing else,’ Lyn said.


‘But it is a telegram. That speaks volumes as far as I’m concerned,’ replied Effie.


Brian was knotting his tie, a job he always found difficult because of the thickness and hardness of his fingers. Fingers far more used to a trowel and hoe than to a tie. He stopped to stare at Effie.


‘Let’s not build our hopes up too high eh? The Earl might want to help, but that doesn’t mean he’s going to be able to.’


Effie’s return stare bordered on being a glare. ‘There’s no need to be pessimistic about this,’ she snapped.


‘I’m not being pessimistic, realistic rather,’ Brian replied softly.


‘But he did send a telegram all the same,’ Effie persisted.


Brian shut up, letting her have the last word. She’d got the message anyway, he could read that in her eyes.


‘I’ve put a couple of nice tomatoes and a screw of salt in the poke as well, Da,’ Norma said, changing the subject. With a deft twist she closed the brown paper bag containing her da’s food.


Five minutes later Brian was ready for off.


‘Now be careful where you stay the night – make sure it’s respectable. You know the stories about Glasgow, it’s the devil’s own place,’ Effie warned him as they made for the door.


‘I’ll be careful. Don’t you worry about me,’ he replied gently, his voice warm with emotion.


‘Come and give your da a kiss and wish him luck,’ Effie instructed the girls.


Norma was the last in line. ‘Good luck Da,’ she repeated as the other two had done.


Effie kissed him on the cheek – she’d never have dreamt of kissing him on the mouth in front of the children – muttered ‘Good luck’, and then Brian was on his way, out the door and striding down the path that would take him to the shore road.


Norma crossed two fingers.


Brian didn’t return the next day, or the next. It was Thursday evening when he reappeared, wearing the most hangdog and woebegone of expressions.


Effie put a thumb in her mouth and chewed it. She felt sick.


‘Well it was a good idea at least,’ Brian said, and shrugged. He placed his case in a corner.


‘So what happened?’ Effie asked, her voice heavy with disappointment.


That was it then; the family would be split up after all and she would be going to stay with Auntie Josie and Uncle Bill, Norma thought to herself, feeling as sick as Effie.


‘I brought you a wee minding back from Glasgow, lass,’ Brian said, ignoring his wife’s question. He produced a key which he handed to Effie.


She stared blankly at the plain, unadorned, gun-metal object in her hand. ‘What’s this?’ she queried.


‘A key.’


‘I can see that!’ she exclaimed, quite mystified.


Norma, knowing her da as she did and being very quick on the uptake, caught on first.


‘Well, to be specific, it’s a door-key,’ Brian elaborated.


‘What blinking door?’


Brian pulled a half bottle of whisky out of his hip pocket and placed it on the table.


‘The front door of our new house,’ he said, his hangdog and woebegone expression vanishing, to be replaced by a huge beaming smile.


Effie staggered. ‘You mean ...?’


‘Aye, I’ve got a job, thanks to the Earl. I start the fourth of June!’


‘Hooray?’ Eileen yelled, jumping up and down.


‘Oh see you, see you!’ Effie said, shaking a fist at him for doing that to her. On impulse she went to him and hit him, but not too hard. There were bright sparkling tears in her eyes.


Lyn threw her arms round Norma and hugged her. Then Eileen joined in, the three of them all hugging one another.


‘The house is in Bridgeton – the Earl helped me get that as well,’ Brian continued.


Effie frowned. Bridgeton, she’d never heard of it.


‘It’s only a room and a kitchen, smaller than we’ve got here. But that was all the Earl’s friend had available. It’s not a bad tenement either – a lot nicer than many I saw.’


While Brian had been speaking he’d taken out two glasses and poured drams for himself and Effie. He now topped the glasses up with water.


‘Where is Bridgeton?’ Effie asked.


‘Central Glasgow.’


‘But ... You mean ... Are you saying we’re going to live in Glasgow?’ Effie demanded.


Brian sipped his drink. He’d known this was going to hit hard. ‘My job is as a gardener with the Glasgow Corporation Parks Department, with me based at Glasgow Green. Bridgeton will be handy for my work,’ he replied softly.


They were to go and stay in Glasgow! Norma hadn’t even thought of the possibility when she’d made her suggestion to her da. She’d presumed the Earl would find Brian another position in a big house similar to Kilmichael House, a house in a rural or semi-rural setting. The sort of thing they were used to.


‘Is this another of your jokes?’ Effie queried, hoping it was.


Brian shook his head. ‘No, I swear.’


‘But Glasgow, Da! It’s filthy there, and full of criminals,’ protested Lyn.


‘Well it certainly isn’t as clean as it is round here, there’s no disputing that. But not all Glaswegians are criminals; some of them are really quite nice, just ordinary, hard-working folk like ourselves.’


‘You’re telling us there’s no choice, Da,’ Norma said quietly.


Brian directed his reply to all of them. ‘The Earl made a number of enquiries on my behalf, and this was the only one that came up. So it’s either Glasgow and the Parks Department or else ...’ After a quick glance at Effie. ‘Or else the family will have to split up.’ He explained to Lyn and Eileen the contingency plans he’d made. When he’d finished the pair of them were as white as ghosts.


Brian took another sip of his drink. He was just as worried as the rest of the family about going to live in Glasgow, but had no intention of letting on he was. Not even to Effie later.


Effie appeared to be making a decision. Straightening up, she squared her shoulders and thrust out her chin. ‘We must look on this as a challenge. If staying together means going to Glasgow, then go to Glasgow we will – and make the best of it,’ she said, her voice iron with determination.


‘That’s the ticket lass!’ Brian smiled and silently toasted his wife, his love for her, and the pride he felt for her creeping into his face.


Eight days till they had to vacate the cottage. They’d cut it fine, Norma thought.


But the family was going to remain together. That was all that really mattered.


Though God alone knew what they were going into.


All their friends and neighbours came to see them off at the harbour, a hundred folk or more. The gardeners and their families from the House, and the servants too, shopkeepers, school pals, old cronies – even a bevy of ladies from the WI of which Effie had been a keen member.


The paddle-steamer Strathmore’s gangplank was taken on board, the funnel hooter sounded, and that was it, they were away.


Norma, standing on the main deck with the rest of the family, was waving frantically to her friends: to Marion Cockburn and Isabella Doig whom she suddenly remembered owed her thruppence, to Mr Annan the baker – she’d aye been a special favourite of his, he slipping her fly buns and cakes for as long as she could remember.


There was Norman Rae, the first boy she’d ever kissed seriously, Norman waving to her fit to bust and looking sad as could be.


And there was Mrs McLure galloping onto the pier, late, but not too late to have missed them. Mrs McLure ran the Post Office and had closed up especially to be there.


The Strathmore was stopping at Wemyss Bay where they’d get off and board the train to Glasgow.


Their furniture and all other belongings had left early that morning, being taken to Glasgow by the far longer inland route. the lorry carrying their things would arrive in Bridgeton some hours after they themselves had got there.


They waved and waved, only stopping when they came abreast of Kilmichael House and – just visible behind – the chimney-stack and -pot of what had been their cottage, and much loved home.


Finally the pier, Kim and Kilmichael House disappeared astern.


Brian turned to Effie. ‘A new beginning,’ he said.


‘A new beginning,’ she echoed.


Rain had been threatening all day and now, heralded by a flash of lightening and a loud clap of thunder, it started bucketing down.


She hoped this wasn’t an omen, Norma thought to herself as they raced for the nearest hatchway.


The rain was stotting off the deck as they went below.





Chapter Two



Outside the Central Station they caught a tram that took them along Argyle Street and into the Trongate. Norma stared in fascination; she’d never seen so many buildings or people. As for the tram they were on, clanking and swaying, she found that just a wee bit frightening – like being aboard some metal prehistoric monster.


They left the Trongate to enter Gallowgate, with the district of Calton to the right of them.


Norma wrinkled her nose at the smell which suddenly pervaded the tram. It was a sooty smell, with other nasty odours mingled with it.


There was the smell of heavy industry – a bitter tang that left a bad taste in the mouth. That and the smell of unwashed bodies, excrement, urine, general dirt, decay and the rubbish bins. Together they formed the distinctive smell of the Glasgow slums.


‘Ugh!’ said Norma, pulling a face.


Effie sat tight-lipped staring at the tall, grey and – to her eyes forbidding – tenements of the Calton. They terrified her.


Lyn gawped at a wee boy strolling past the tram. His trouser legs were raggedy, stopping halfway between his knee and ankle. He had no shoes or socks on and his exposed feet were disgustingly filthy – not with the filth of the day, but with the accumulated filth of weeks.


They passed a street where two men were fighting in the gutter.


‘Look Ma!’ Eileen cried out, pointing.


There was the crash of a breaking bottle. One man fell to the ground, blood spurting from his face. The other began putting the boot in.


A teenage lad shot out of a closemouth, legs going sixteen to the dozen. He took off up the street like a runaway greyhound.


There was the piercing blast of a whistle, and a pair of policemen came charging out of the same closemouth to go thundering after the lad.


‘I said they were all criminals here,’ Lyn mumbled, but not loud enough for her da to hear.


‘Bridgeton’s not nearly as awful as this,’ Brian whispered to Effie, giving her a reassuring smile. Her lips tightened.


Norma gazed in amazement at a man sitting on the pavement propped up against a tenement wall. From the way his head was lolling he was clearly drunk. Then, to her total horror, he threw up all over himself.


Calton gave way to Bridgeton, and as Brian had promised there was an improvement, but hardly a big one.


‘Our stop!’ said Brian, and they all got off, with Eileen clinging to her da’s hand.


Norma thought of all they’d left behind: the fresh air from the Firth, the trees, flowers and plants, and the beautiful, glorious sea. All that for – this? A huge black cloud of depression settled over her.


They crossed over Gallowgate to a narrow street leading off. ‘Cubie Street, where our house is,’ Brian announced, thinking it looked a lot meaner and scruffier than he remembered it.


The tenements were grey; the street itself and pavements were grey; even the sky above was grey. The complexions of the children playing peerie in the street were the same colour, in complete contrast to their own healthy complexions.


They passed a broken window, taped up inside with a bit of cardboard. From the room behind came the sound of a woman’s hacking cough.


‘Here we are, number thirty-eight,’ said Brian, stopping outside a close.


‘Janice Morton has a big bum’ had been chalked on the front of the building.


‘That’s not all she’s got that’s big!’ had been chalked in a different hand below.


‘We’re two flights up,’ Brian said, and led the way, Eileen still clinging to him as though for dear life.


On the half landing between the first and second flights of stairs Effie insisted on stopping to inspect the communal toilet.


There was an ancient wooden seat that was scarred and scratched all over; it was even burnt in one place. The toilet bowl was yellow inside, but did give the appearance of having been regularly cleaned and disinfected.


The stone floor was badly cracked, as were the walls – walls painted a vile shade of green.


‘It’s not that bad,’ said Brian quietly.


The toilet was better than she’d expected, Effie had to admit to herself. She’d feared something truly dreadful. It was the fact the family had to share it she found off-putting.


They continued on up the stairs.


There were three main doors on each landing, theirs the one on the left. Brian unlocked it and the door swung open.


‘Now watch this!’ he said, going into the small hall. He flicked a switch and the hall flooded with light.


‘Electricity,’ he smiled. There had been none at the cottage where they’d had to make do with paraffin lamps.


There were two doors leading from the hall, Brian led them through the one on the left.


They found themselves in a good-sized kitchen, which would also double as a bedroom for Brian and Effie, who would sleep in the cavity bed sunk into the wall that the kitchen shared with ‘the room’.


‘Modem fireplace, no more cooking on a range,’ Brian said to Effie.


The gas stove was already installed, and stood in a comer. Gas was another convenience they hadn’t had in the cottage.


Effie turned a brass tap, and immediately there was the hiss of gas. Cooking on gas was going to take getting used to she thought to herself.


Norma peered into the cavity bed. It was like looking into a wee cave she thought. It would be comfy though. She decided she liked it, and was disappointed she wouldn’t be sleeping in it.


There was a good linoleum on the floor, while the walls had been distempered not long since. They were painted in a pretty primrose shade which cheered up what might otherwise have been a darkish room.


Norma crossed over to the window above the sink, facing the cavity bed, and peered out.


The communal back court was devoid of grass, except for a few forlorn tufts growing here and there. A great deal of rubbish lay scattered over the brown earth: tin cans, broken glass, old newspapers, these sort of things. The brick middens containing the bins were overflowing with refuse.


She turned on the cold water tap, cupped her hands, and took a mouthful of the water.


Her face lit up in surprise. The tap-water was almost as pure, and pleasant to drink, as the well-water they’d been used to.


She said so to Effie who came over and tried it for herself.


‘You’re right,’ Effie said, agreeing with Norma. It was a relief to know she was still going to be able to brew a nice pot of tea.


At Brian’s suggestion they all trooped through to ‘the room’.


This was a little larger than the kitchen and its walls were papered. The paper was a floral pattern which Norma and Lyn said they didn’t mind, but which Eileen declared to be horrible.


‘Hard cheese,’ Lyn said to her.


The mahogany-brown linoleum was on its last legs, with a gaping crack running right down its centre.


‘That’ll have to be replaced,’ Effie said.


Brian nodded his agreement.


Norma went to the window and looked out. The window was clarty, just as the other had been. They both needed a right good clean.


Across the street two women were leaning out of adjoining windows, having a natter together. Both were wearing full-length pinnies and one had a scarf tied round her head.


There was the clatter of an empty can being kicked. The boy doing the kicking had on tackety boots, several sizes too large for him.


‘I’m starving hungry!’ Eileen suddenly announced. They had had sandwiches on the train but that seemed ages ago now.


‘Well I can’t cook anything till my pots and pans get here and that won’t be for a while yet,’ said Effie.


‘Tell you what, why don’t I nip out and buy fish suppers?’ Brian suggested.


‘That’s a smashing idea!’ Lyn enthused.


‘While your da’s getting the fish suppers you can get me some messages Norma. We’ll need tea, milk and sugar for later tonight, and things for tomorrow’s breakfast,’ Effie said.


‘I don’t want to be out there on my own!’ Norma replied in alarm.


‘Don’t be soft. We’re going to be living here so you’ll have to get used to going to the shops and round about. But as it is your first time Lyn can go with you,’ Brian replied.


Lyn wasn’t too keen either, but knew her da to be right. And like swimming, the sooner you took the plunge the better.


Effie reeled off the items she wanted, then extracted a ten shilling note from her purse and handed it to Norma.


‘Mind check your change and not get diddled!’ she warned, not trusting Glasgow shopkeepers one little bit.


Brian, Norma and Lyn walked back to Gallowgate where Norma immediately spied a wee place that would sell what she and Lyn had been sent out to get. The pair of them went in, leaving Brian to find a chippie.


There was a chap in a white apron behind the counter and another chap lounging in front of the counter talking to him. They broke off their conversation as Norma and Lyn approached.


The chap in the white apron couldn’t have been nicer or more helpful, putting their messages in a cardboard box when he learned they didn’t have a shopping bag.


While they were being served, the second chap, obviously a pal of the other, kept glancing at Norma. When their gazes met he smiled. She didn’t smile back.


Lyn waited till they were outside the shop before bursting into laughter.


‘I think he fancied you,’ she teased.


‘Who’s that?’ Norma replied, pretending innocence.


‘You know who. The chap who kept giving you the glad eye.’


‘Can’t say I noticed,’ Norma answered keeping up her pretence of innocence.


‘You noticed all right. You’d have to be blind not to.’


‘I must be blind then.’


‘Oh come off it Norma McKenzie!’


He had been attractive, Norma thought. And wondered who he was.


On reaching what was now their home she promptly forgot all about him.


* * *


‘What time is it now?’ asked Effie.


Brian took out his pocket watch from his suit waistcoat. ‘Ten past eleven,’ he replied.


The entire family was sitting on the kitchen floor, their backs against various walls. Eileen had long since fallen asleep.


Effie exhaled sharply in exasperation, ‘It’s not coming tonight, I just know so,’ she said, referring to the lorry bringing their furniture and other belongings. It was hours overdue.


‘It must have broken down somewhere. That’s the only explanation,’ Brian replied.


Lyn yawned; she was dead tired. Completely whacked.


‘So what are we going to do?’ asked Norma.


‘The four of you can crowd into that cavity bed while I doss down here. There’s nothing else for it,’ Brian answered. Luckily there was a mattress in the cavity bed.


‘It may be June but it’ll be cold during the night,’ Lyn complained.


‘It’ll be colder for me than it will be for you. At least you can cuddle up,’ Brian retorted.


‘Lift Eileen in will you Brian, she can go to the back of the bed,’ Effie said.


Brian went to Eileen and was just about to pick her up when there was a timid knock on the outside door. He looked at Effie who shrugged. She couldn’t imagine who it was either.


Going into the hall Brian put the light on, then opened the outside door. A middle-aged woman in a purple cardy stood revealed. The door behind her was ajar.


‘I’m Mrs Fullarton, your neighbour,’ the woman said, smiling uncertainly.


‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Brian McKenzie. We’ve just moved in, as you no doubt know,’ he smiled back.


‘Aye, well, that’s why I’m chapping. I hope you don’t think I’m sticking my nose in or anything like that, it’s just that I saw you arrive but no flit with you. Is everything all right?’


‘Come away ben and meet the wife and family,’ Brian replied, and ushered Mrs Fullarton through to the kitchen where Effie, Norma and Lyn were now standing waiting to be introduced.


‘Brian was just saying the lorry must have broken down,’ Effie explained.


‘It was coming from Kim so it could well be stuck in the middle of nowhere,’ Brian added.


Mrs Fullarton tut-tutted, then said, ‘I went to Kirn on a mystery tour once. I thought it a lovely spot.’


‘It is indeed,’ Effie agreed.


Mrs Fullarton had a great many questions she was dying to ask, but now was hardly the time.


‘And another lassie there fast asleep,’ she said, nodding at Eileen.


‘That’s Eileen, my youngest. It’s been a long day for her. For all of us,’ Effie replied.


Mrs Fullarton’s gaze swept round the kitchen taking in the messages that had been bought now standing on the board by the sink. ‘Well, we can’t let you spend the night like this. I’ll organise sheets and blankets for you.’


‘Can you do that?’ exclaimed Brian.


‘Oh aye. A wee knock here and a wee knock there and I’ll soon have what you need. Leave it to me.’ And with that Mrs Fullarton bustled from the kitchen and out into the house.


Ten minutes later she was back with a lad she introduced as her son Jacky. They’d brought two quilts with them, three large sheets, half a dozen beige blankets and four pillows. They’d also brought a kettle so the McKenzies could make tea.


Effie was visibly moved by all this kindness. ‘It’s awful good of you,’ she said


‘Ach away with you. It’s what neighbours are for. We all give each other a helping hand round here. It’s the only way to get by,’ Mrs Fullarton replied.


‘Is there anything else you need?’ Jacky Fullarton asked. He was a lad in his late teens.


‘Nothing I can think of,’ Effie replied.


‘We’ll leave you to it then. Cheerio for now,’ Mrs Fullarton said, shooing Jacky out the door.


‘Would you credit that,’ Effie said when the Fullartons had gone.


‘I told you Glasgow folk weren’t nearly as bad as they’re painted,’ Brian beamed.


Effie picked up one of the sheets and smelt it. ‘Freshly laundered,’ she said. In fact it and the others had been to the steamie that morning.


Norma and Lyn helped Effie make the cavity bed. Brian still had to doss on the floor where, although he spent an uncomfortable night, he at least was warm.


The lorry arrived in at one o’clock the next afternoon; the driver full of apologies. It was as Brian had thought; he’d broken down with engine trouble in an out-of-the-way spot and hadn’t been able to get a tow and the engine fixed till that morning. He and Brian set to unloading the heavier things; the girls the lighter.


An oak wardrobe was proving something of a problem, being not only unwieldy but weighing an absolute ton, when two men came along the street to halt beside Brian.


‘Mr McKenzie?’


‘That’s me.’


‘I’m Jim Fullarton and this is Sandy Reid who lives the next flight up. Can we help?’


Brian smiled his gratitude. ‘That would be tremendous. I’d be fair obliged.’


Jim and Sandy pitched in, and it wasn’t long before the lorry was cleared, the entire flit indoors.


Brian was profuse in his thanks, but Jim and Sandy shrugged off what they’d done, Jim echoing his wife’s words of the night before that that’s what neighbours were for.


Back in the kitchen, Brian put an arm round Effie. ‘Living in Glasgow isn’t going to be as bad as we’d feared,’ he said softly.


Effie agreed.


The Friday that marked their having been in Cubie Street a fortnight was Norma’s fifteenth birthday. Effie made an Albert sponge with vanilla icing on top for her, and when Brian arrived home from work – where he’d settled in no bother at all – he was carrying a rectangular shaped parcel wrapped in brown paper.


‘Happy birthday, girl,’ he said, kissing Norma on the cheek and giving her the parcel.


His eyes twinkled as he watched her undo the string and unwrap the paper. She found a shoe-box inside.


Norma gasped with delight when she took the lid off the box. Nestling in a bed of tissue were a pair of blood-red high-heeled shoes.


‘I hope they fit,’ Brian smiled. Effie had told him what size and width to buy. But still, you never knew with these things.


Norma slipped first one on, then the other. ‘Absolutely perfect,’ she pronounced.


She walked up and down, showing them off. ‘They’re just fabulous Da! I hate to think what they cost.’


‘Aye well, as it was your idea to write to the Earl, which saved the family from being split up, I thought you deserved something a wee bit special this year.’


‘My first high heels,’ she breathed, more to herself than anyone else.


‘Can I try them on?’ Eileen asked eagerly.


‘No you cannot! And no fly goes behind my back. If you do you’ll get a clout round the ear.’


Lyn didn’t even bother to ask, knowing she’d get the same answer as Eileen.


After they’d had their main course Effie brought out the sponge she’d made and Norma cut it while everyone else sang ‘Happy Birthday’. She put five pieces on to the plates laid out.


‘My piece is smaller than the rest,’ Lyn complained.


‘They’re all the same, I was careful about that,’ Norma told her, thinking no matter what piece she’d given her Lyn would have seen it as smaller than the others.


Lyn didn’t argue further, but wasn’t at all convinced she hadn’t been ‘done’.


The table had been cleared; the dishes washed and put away, and Brian was talking to Effie about how different Glasgow Green was to the grounds of Kilmichael House, when suddenly the strains of music came wafting into the kitchen.


‘Somebody must be playing a gramophone,’ Effie said.


‘Don’t be daft, that’s live or I’m a monkey’s uncle. And it sounds like it’s coming from the street,’ Brian replied.


Eileen scampered through to the room to look out the window.


‘You’re right Da, there’s a band out there!’ she called through.


The rest of them went into the room to stare out, and sure enough, there was a band comprising two fiddlers and an accordionist playing just a little further down the street.


Several couples were dancing to the music, while others were standing by watching.


‘I wonder what this is in aid of?’ Brian mused aloud.


There was a knock on the outside door. Norma answered it to find Mrs Fullarton there, who asked if she could speak to her ma and da. Norma took her ben the room.


‘Jenny Elder, who lives a few closes down on this side, has got engaged to Murray Muir who lives further up the street on the other side, and as both their fathers are idle they’re having their engagement party in the street. I was instructed to tell you you’re all welcome, and both sets of parents hope you’ll come down and join in,’ Mrs Fullarton said.


So that was the explanation, Norma thought. She glanced out the window again to see that more couples were now dancing. It looked like fun.


‘It’ll be a good chance for you to meet everyone, and they you,’ Mrs Fullarton added.


It would too, Brian told himself.


‘Would we be expected to bring anything?’ Effie asked.


‘Well those men who can afford it will probably take a few screwtops, but that’s all,’ Mrs Fullarton replied.


‘Please Da?’ Eileen pleaded.


Brian looked at Effie who gave him a nod. She also thought it a good idea.


‘Right then, we’ll be glad to accept. We’ll be down shortly,’ Brian said, knowing Effie would want to change her clothes and generally do herself up a bit. No doubt so would the girls.


‘That’s grand. Jim’s just about to away up to the off-licence to get a few bottles and then we’ll be going down.’


‘Can I go with him? I’ll get some screwtops as well,’ Brian said, correctly thinking that what Mrs Fullarton had meant by those who could afford it being men in work, while those ‘idle’ wouldn’t be expected to.


‘Aye, he’ll be out in a jiffy. You can meet him on the landing,’ Mrs Fullarton replied.


Effie found it a daunting prospect having to go out and face so many new people. But she’d do it, and with a smile.


Norma was already rummaging through the wardrobe she shared with Eileen pulling out the dress she intended to wear. It was a cream colour, which would be set off perfectly by her new red shoes.


From outside came the sound of someone wheeching. The party was hotting up.


Effie dabbed on a wee touch of powder, then put a drop of the Evening in Paris perfume behind each ear. That completed her make-up. She never ever wore lipstick. Not that she had anything against lipstick, it was just that she’d always felt it was too much for her. She preferred things plain and simple.


There was a minor scuffle when Lyn discovered that Eileen was wearing a bracelet of hers, but Effie soon sorted that out, making Eileen return the bracelet to Lyn who put it on even though she hadn’t intended wearing it.


‘Can I have a dab of your powder Ma?’ Norma asked.


Effie considered the request, then nodded. How grown up Norma was becoming. Why, it only seemed like yesterday that – She smiled to herself. Was there ever a parent who’d never had the same thought? She doubted it.


Effie took a final look at herself in the wardrobe mirror, and rearranged one of her tortoiseshell combs. She wasn’t bad for someone of thirty-four who’d had three children and a miscarriage, she told herself. Not bad at all.


Brian returned with his screwtops to say that Jim Fullarton had suggested the two families go down together, which was what they did a few minutes later.


There was quite a gathering in the street now, with a good two dozen couples up dancing.


In quick succession the McKenzies met the Vicarys, Mathers, McNaughtons, Carrs, Galbraiths and Laidlaws. The Mathers and Laidlaws lived in their close.


‘I was wondering if you’d care to have a birl?’ Jacky Fullarton asked Norma, stammering a little.


Eileen giggled, and Norma glared at her, giving her a right sinker.


‘I’d love to Jacky, thank you,’ she replied and, taking his arm, crossed over with him to where the dancing was taking place.


The three-piece band, if you could call it a band, was playing a polka, and giving it big licks, the fiddlers sawing madly with their bows; the accordionist attacking his instrument with such vigour it might have been a demented bellows about to run amok.


While Norma was up with Jacky Fullarton, Brian and Effie met the Muirs and Elders, whose son and daughter’s engagement hoolie it was.


The band took a break, so Norma and Jacky came off ‘the floor’, Norma rejoining Lyn and Jacky his parents.


‘Look who was watching you,’ Lyn said quietly, giving a sideways gesture of her head.


Norma glanced in that direction to see a vaguely familiar face staring back at her. He was tallish, with fair hair and – even noticeable at that distance – bright blue eyes.


‘Recognise him?’ queried Lyn.


The penny dropped. ‘The chap in the shop we met that first night here. The one in front of the counter,’ Norma replied.


‘That’s him, and he hasn’t taken those gorgeous blue peepers off you the whole time you’ve been up with Jacky Fullarton.’


Norma had found him attractive before, and still did. In fact, he was quite a dish. She wondered if he’d ask her up? He must be interested if he’d been watching her the way Lyn said he had.


‘He’s on the move,’ Lyn whispered.


‘Is he coming over here?’ Norma asked, having immediately looked the opposite way.


‘The Pride of Erin!’ one of the fiddlers announced. The band struck up, and dancing resumed.


‘He’s gone over to speak to Jacky,’ Lyn replied.


Eileen went dashing past, playing tig with some of the street’s other children. She was having a whale of a time.


‘I think he’s coming over now, with Jacky,’ Lyn whispered.


Norma put on her most nonchalent expression.


‘Norma, I’d like you to meet a pal of mine, Midge Henderson – Midge, this is Norma McKenzie, and her sister Lyn,’ Jacky said.


Norma focused on Midge, as if noticing him for the first time.


‘Hello, pleased to meet you,’ he smiled.


He had a typical Glasgow voice, grey with a hint of gravel.


‘Midge? What sort of name is that?’ she queried.


‘It’s short for Michael, and not because I used to play round the midgies as a wee boy,’ he answered, his smile widening.


Norma’s face went blank. ‘What’s a midgie?’


‘They’re new to Glasgow, flitted here from Kirn down the Clyde coast,’ Jacky explained.


‘I knew you’d moved here recently, but didn’t realise it was from outside Glasgow. A midgie is a midden,’ Midge replied.


‘You learn something every day!’ Lyn said and laughed.


‘Would you like to dance?’ Midge asked Norma.


She hesitated for a brief moment, not wanting to appear too eager. ‘Yes, that would be nice. Thank you,’ she said.


Lyn was hoping that Jacky would ask her up, and was disappointed when he excused himself, and went elsewhere. She watched in envy as Norma and Midge took to ‘the floor’.


‘What brought you here from Kim?’ asked Midge.


‘My da landed a job with the Parks Department, he’s a gardener.’ She then explained about Mr Hodgart and Kilmichael House, but not about Brian writing to the Earl, thinking that a private matter. If her da wanted to tell people then that was up to him.


‘Your da was lucky to get another job so quickly, unemployment being as rife as it is. And Glasgow’s no better than the rest of Scotland – worse I’d say. Why, half the men in Cubie Street are idle, maybe even more than that.’


‘What about yourself?’ Norma asked.


‘I’m an apprentice with the North Woodside Flint Mills on the Garriochmill Road. I finish my apprenticeship next year when I’m eighteen.’


Norma was intrigued. ‘What happens in a flint mill?’ she queried.


He grinned. ‘Basically, we reduce the flint to a fine powder by a process of burning and grinding. It’s then used in the making of glaze for sanitary earthenware. Right now I’m mainly concerned with the kiln where the flint is calcined, which is to say burned.’


‘Sounds interesting,’ Norma commented.


‘Yes. And they’re a good bunch that work there. But what about you, what do you do?’


‘I was at school in Kim, but left on coming here. I’m on the look-out for work, but haven’t found anything so far.’


School! He’d taken her for older than that. He’d thought her his own age.


However, she was certainly a looker. Tall for a lassie, as tall as himself, with honey-blonde hair, a deepish voice and eyes that kept changing from grey to green and back again. He thought her a knockout.


‘I like your shoes,’ he said.


‘I only got them today. They’re for my birthday.’


‘Your birthday!’ he exclaimed. ‘Congratulations. What does that make you then?’


‘Fifteen,’ she smiled.


Which meant she’d been only fourteen when he’d seen her in Chic’s shop a fortnight previously. ‘Ach you’re no more than a bairn still!’ he teased.


That annoyed her. Bairn indeed! She felt herself going right off him.


‘I live in number six,’ he said.


‘Do you,’ she answered coldly, making it sound as if that was of no importance whatever to her.


He burbled on till the end of the dance.


‘Thank you,’ she said the instant the dance was finished. Before he could ask her to stay up she strode off, leaving him standing.


‘What happened there?’ Lyn asked when Norma rejoined her.


‘He was impertinent. I didn’t like that,’ Norma snapped in reply.


Lyn pulled a face. ‘Impertinent was he! Dear me.’


Trust Lyn to take the mickey, Norma thought. She was forever doing it, something she’d inherited from their Da.


The band struck up again, this time a schottische. Lyn looked round hopefully, but there was no lad making in her direction.


‘I think I’m destined to be a wallflower,’ she sniffed.


‘What about me, will I do?’ Norma said.


‘I thought you’d never ask,’ Lyn replied, and giggled, thinking what the heck! Your sister was better than nothing. Arm in arm, the pair of them took to ‘the floor’.


Effie was thoroughly enjoying herself. It had been no ordeal whatever meeting all these folk; in fact it had been easy as pie. Right then she was having a fine old chinwag with Mrs Vicary who’d invited her in for a cup of tea the following day, an invitation she’d eagerly accepted.


Brian was drinking beer. The screwtops that had been brought had all been placed on a bench that had been set out, and anyone who wanted one just helped themselves, irrespective of whether they’d contributed or not.


Norma was dancing and laughing with Lyn when suddenly she found herself whisked out of Lyn’s grasp and into that of a man. It was Midge.


‘Lassies aren’t allowed to dance with lassies here so we’ve come to split you up,’ he said.


Lyn was with Jacky Fullarton, who’d been dragooned into this by Midge who’d wanted to dance again with Norma.


‘You’re persistent aren’t you,’ Norma said.


He gave her a cheeky grin. ‘Did you take the hump because I called you a bairn?’


She’d give him the frozen treatment, she decided. She looked off to the side, and didn’t reply.


‘Ach come on, it was only a wee joke. No need to take it that way.’


She continued looking to the side.


‘All right, I’m sorry if it upset you. That was the last thing I intended.’


She was stiff in his arms, like dancing with a stookie he thought. Her feet might be going through the motions, but apart from that she was totally unresponsive.


He felt his confidence draining away. He’d made a mistake in saying what he had, and a further mistake in splitting her from her sister. He stopped dancing.


‘I didn’t mean to force myself on you, and won’t bother you anymore. I really am sorry you took such offence where none was meant. Thanks for the dance,’ he said, and made to move away.


She didn’t know why she did what she did next, but nevertheless she did. Perhaps it was something in his tone; perhaps it was because she really did like him and knew if he went now that would be the end of it.


She reached out and took hold of an arm, stopping him. ‘I’ll tell you what, let’s start again shall we?’


His bright blue eyes sent a shiver through her insides. Then she was once more in his arms and they resumed dancing.


When that dance was finished she stayed where she was. She didn’t have to be asked if she wanted to stay up. Both of them wanted to, and both knew that. It didn’t have to be said.


A wee while later the band broke for a breather, and a woman called Belle McHarg got up to sing. She launched into a folksong called ‘The Dundee Weaver’.


Oh I’m a Dundee weaver and I come from bonnie Dundee,


I met a Glesca fella and he came courting me.


He took me oot a walking, doon by the Kelvin Ha’,


And there the dirty wee rascal stole my thingummyjig awa’ ...


Norma tapped a foot in time to the tune, there’d been a lot of folksongs sung in and around Kim, and she’d always enjoyed them. But this was a new one to her.


He took me oot a picnic, doon by the Rouken Glen,


He showed to me the bonnie wee birds and he showed me a bonnie wee hen.


He showed tae me the bonnie wee birds frae a linnet tae a craw,


Then he showed tae me the bird that stole my thingummyjig awa’ ...


Norma frowned, she didn’t understand the words.


So I’ll go back to Dundee looking bonnie, young and fair,


Oh I’ll put on my buckle and shoes and tie up my bonnie broon hair.


Oh I’ll put on my corsets tight tae mak’ my body look sma’,


And wha’ will ken with my rosy cheeks that my thingummyjig’s awa’ ...


Norma turned to Midge. ‘What’s her thingummyjig?’ she asked.


He raised an eyebrow, saw she was serious, and wondered whether he should tell her or not. After all he’d only just met the girl.


He decided he would. Putting his mouth to an ear he whispered.


Norma’s face flamed. How could she have been so dense! And how embarrassing. She felt quite mortified.


It was too much for Midge, he burst out laughing which made her face flame even more.


So a’ you Dundee weavers take this advice from me,


Oh never let a fella an inch above your knee.


Oh never staun at the back of a close or up against a wa’


For if you do you can safely say your thingummyjig’s awa.


For if you do you can safely say your thingummyjig’s awa’.


‘I shouldn’t laugh but your expression after I told you was priceless,’ Midge said.


Norma didn’t know where to put herself. She wished the ground would open up and swallow her.


‘I’d better get back to the others,’ she mumbled, and started to go.


This time it was he who reached out and stopped her. ‘Please don’t?’ he pleaded.


‘I ...’


‘Please?’


‘I feel such a fool.’


‘You’re anything but. You’re the prettiest lassie here tonight, and you’ll break my heart if you don’t stay up.’


‘Your heart must be easily broken then?’


He was amazed at his own audacity. He’d never said anything even remotely like that to a girl before.


The fiddler doing the announcing said they’d had a request for the ‘dinky one-step’.


‘Can you do it?’ Norma asked. It was a favourite of hers, and a dance she’d learned at school. She’d had a teacher there who’d taught her a number of dances.


‘Just try me,’ Midge replied.


Right, she thought. She would.


It was a waltz-hold, with the man facing the line of dance, or direction in which the dancers move round the ballroom, which is to say anti-clockwise.


Afterwards Norma couldn’t say how it happened, only that it did. She and Midge somehow fused, to become as one. She knew exactly what he was going to do, and how he was going to do it. And it was the same with him. They might have been telepathic.


When the dance ended there was applause, and the applause was for them alone. Glasgow is the most dancingest city in the Empire, and Glaswegians know good dancing when they see it.


‘Well,’ said Norma, lost for words.


‘You’re not half bad,’ Midge told her.


‘You’re not half bad yourself.’


‘Listen, there’s a big dance on tomorrow night at the Magic Stick – Roy Fox and his band will be playing. Would you like to go with me?’ Midge asked eagerly.


Norma laughed. ‘What’s the Magic Stick when it’s at home?’


‘It’s the nickname for the Majestic, a dancehall in town.’


Roy Fox and his band, why they were famous! She’d heard them a number of times on the wireless.


‘I’d love to but ...’


‘But what?’ he queried anxiously.


‘I really would have to ask my da first.’


‘Then do that. Do you want me to come with you?’


‘No, I’ll speak to him on my own,’ she replied, hoping Brian was going to say yes. Oh please God he would!


She told Midge she’d see him again in a few minutes, then left him to seek out her da whom she found amongst a knot of men chaffing one another.


‘That was a fine bit of dancing there. You and the lad were quite a sight,’ Brian said.


She drew her father aside. ‘His name’s Midge Henderson and he’s asked me to go out with him tomorrow night. Can I Da?’


Brian’s brow creased with doubt. She was just turned fifteen that day after all. If he agreed this would be the first time she’d ever been out properly with a lad.


‘Take you where?’ he queried.


‘A dancehall in town.’


Brian didn’t like the sound of that, not one little bit. He listened intently while she told him why Midge particularly wanted to go to the Majestic.


‘Jim, can I have a word?’ he called out to Jim Fullarton, who immediately came over.


He explained the situation, then asked Jim’s opinion of Midge.


‘Midge was born into the street, and I’ve known him all his life. Let me put it this way, if I had a lassie and Midge asked her out I wouldn’t put the stoppers on it,’ Jim replied.


‘Would you let this supposed lassie of yours go into town with him though?’


‘Norma will be all right with Midge, I assure you.’


‘So can I go Da?’


She was clearly mad keen. It would be an awful blow to her if he did say no, and he didn’t really see how he could refuse after Jim’s strong recommendation of the boy.


His face cracked into a smile. ‘I wouldn’t mind seeing and hearing Roy Fox in the flesh myself. He’s rare.’


Norma kissed him on a cheek. ‘Thanks Da.’


Brian watched his eldest daughter walk away from him with a lump in his throat. This was the start of it, he told himself. She wasn’t his wee Norma anymore.


‘Well, what’s the verdict?’ Midge demanded when Norma joined him.


She nodded. ‘It’s on.’


‘I’ll pick you up at half six then.’


‘I’ll be ready.’


The ‘dashing white sergeant’ was announced. Brian got Effie up, and a chap asked Lyn if she’d care to trip the light fantastic with him.


Norma and Midge went back onto ‘the floor’.


‘How do I look Da?’


‘A real treat,’ he assured her.


Norma was wearing a black dress that Effie had found in a WI jumble sale, and which was the very thing for this occasion. She had her new red shoes on, of course, and a brand new pair of Ballito stockings which Effie had gone out that afternoon and bought for her.


‘Will you kiss him when you get back?’ Eileen asked wickedly, puckering up her lips and making kissing sounds – sounds that quickly degenerated into a fit of giggling.


Lyn laughed. ‘And will it be in the back close?’


‘There will be no kissing or back close for me!’ Norma retorted sharply, thinking of the song from the night before.


‘I should think so. And you two stop it!’ Brian said, wagging a finger at Eileen and Lyn.


Brian was doing his best to put on a brave front, but was worried sick. It was all right Jim Fullarton saying Norma would be fine, but Glasgow was Glasgow.


‘Home by ten thirty mind, no later,’ he said to Norma.


‘I’ll tell Midge that,’ Norma replied.


‘Make sure you do.’


Brian tried not to think of the big gang fight that had taken place in Sauchiehall Street the weekend before last. The accounts of it in the newspapers had been enough to make your hair stand on end.


Effie glanced over at Brian. His brave front wasn’t fooling her any and his eyes gave the game away. They told her how he was really feeling. Nor was she all that happy either, she had to admit it.


There was a knock on the outside door.


‘I’ll get it!’ Eileen said, leaping up from her chair.


Lyn, just to annoy her, beat her to it.


‘You’re awful quiet the night,’ Norma said to Midge. They were on top of a tram taking them into town. He couldn’t have said more than a dozen words since picking her up.


‘Am I?’ he replied, pretending he hadn’t realised he’d been.


He’s gone right off me, Norma thought. He doesn’t fancy me anymore.


But it wasn’t that at all. He’d been looking forward all day to seeing her again, and then chapping her door he’d suddenly felt himself clamming up, going all shy. That had surprised him, shocked him even. For he was anything but a shy person. In fact he was normally quite the opposite. No girl had ever had this effect on him before.


He forced himself to make small talk till they came to their stop. From there, it was a short walk to the Majestic. They had to queue to get in.


The hall where the actual dancing took place was a gilt and plush cavern. Norma gaped, she’d never seen the like.


‘It’s gorgeous,’ she breathed, quite overawed.


Roy Fox and his band were already playing. Al Bawley was the vocalist, giving his famed megaphone delivery. Thanks to the megaphone his words rang round the hall like bullets, each bullet crisp and clear.


‘Would you like to sit for a bit, or get up right away?’ Midge asked.


‘Sit I think and ... well just take it all in,’ she answered.


They had trouble finding a table, but when they eventually did, secured one that afforded them a good view of the bandstand.


Norma sat entranced, feeling as if she’d strayed into another world, a fairyland.


Eventually they got up to a foxtrot, and it was the same as the previous night. They fused together, to dance as one.


‘I enjoyed that, I really did,’ Norma enthused as they sat down again.


‘I did too.’


She sighed with pleasure, having completely forgotten that he seemed to have gone off her.


For his part Midge was beginning to unclam, his shyness starting to disappear.


‘Did you hear those American voices when we were on the floor?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘No.’


‘Well I did.’ His eyes took on a faraway, dreamy look. It was as if he was seeing something in the far, far distance, something she couldn’t.


He went on, now speaking very softly. ‘That’s one place I’d give my eye-teeth to go to. And one day I will. I’ve promised myself.’


‘What, America?’


‘New York, Chicago, San Francisco and the Barbary Coast, all magic names to me, just as Sydney, Cape Town, Bombay, Cairo and many others are. It’s not only America I want to see, but Australia, South Africa, India, Egypt and a dozen other countries I could name.’


‘Sounds like you’ve got a real wanderlust,’ she replied, smiling.


‘I can’t think of anything more exciting than travelling. Can you?’


‘It doesn’t really appeal to me all that much, I’m afraid. I should imagine it would get boring after a while.’


‘Boring!’ he exclaimed, shaking his head in disbelief. How could travelling possibly be boring!


‘And how will you manage this travelling to all these foreign parts?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know yet. But I will somehow. I’m determined.’


A young man’s flight of fancy, she thought. And why not, it didn’t do any harm to have dreams. It showed imagination, which was a good thing. But probably, like so many working-class Glaswegians, the only travelling he’d end up doing was ‘doon ra watter fur ra Fair’, which was to say down the Clyde for the Glasgow Fair holidays.


After a while they got up to dance again, and Norma couldn’t help noticing that a number of pairs of eyes followed them round the floor. A compliment indeed in a Glasgow dancehall.


The following Wednesday evening, just as the McKenzies were about to sit down to tea, there was a knock on the outside door, which Eileen went to answer.


She came back into the kitchen. ‘It’s for you, Romeo himself,’ she said airily to Norma.


Norma glared at her wee sister. ‘Do you mean Midge?’


‘Who else do you think I mean!’


‘Didn’t you ask him in?’ Effie called out from the sink where she was draining the potatoes.


‘He said he wouldn’t as he was wearing his work boots. Maybe he didn’t want to take them off because his feet smell,’ Eileen jibed.


‘Ssshh, he’ll hear you!’ Norma whispered.


She hurried through to the hall, closing the kitchen door behind her, which made Effie smile, and Brian frown. Her own da’s work boots, covered in their usual clart, were just inside the front door where he’d left them on arriving home from work. He cleaned them once a week, on Sunday mornings after he’d had his bacon and egg and read the paper.


‘Hello,’ said Norma with a smile, wishing her hair wasn’t so greasy-looking. She was going to wash it later on.


‘I just met a lassie I know called May Hastie who works for the SCWS – that’s the Scottish Cooperative Wholesale Society – in Morrison Street, which is off the Paisley Road. She’s an office junior there – or at least was. She was informed this morning that she’s been promoted and her promotion will take effect as from next week. That means her present job will be going vacant,’ he said quickly.


Norma saw right away what he was driving at. ‘And you think I should apply?’


‘May says she’s pretty certain they haven’t got anyone lined up.’


There was a warmness in his voice when he spoke the girl’s name that was a giveaway. A pang of jealousy stabbed through Norma. ‘Is this May an old flame of yours then?’ she teased.


Midge looked down and shuffled his feet. There she was making him feel, well, positively shy again. He found that profoundly disturbing.


‘Aye she was, but it was a long time ago,’ he mumbled.


‘It’s good of you to think of me Midge. Thank you.’


He cleared his throat. ‘It’s a huge warehouse in Morrison Street, you can’t miss it. May says you should ask for a Mr Scully who does the hiring and firing.’


‘I’ll be there first thing tomorrow.’


‘Good luck then.’


He was on the half landing when she called out. ‘And thanks again Midge.’


He gave her a brief smile, then clattered away.


She flew back to the kitchen to tell Brian and Effie.


‘How do you feel?’ asked Effie.


‘How do you think?’


Effie had come with Norma to Morrison Street and the pair of them were now sitting outside Mr Scully’s office. Norma would go in alone.
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