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‘I wish I’d never got myself into this,’ Chrissie wailed, and then, clenching both hands on the tea towel, ‘You should have been told before this, Rachel! You’d a right to know. A year after Doreen married Frank they’d a wee boy.’


‘I know about Stuart, he died when he was just two months old. Mum used to take me to put flowers on his grave every year.’


‘He was a bonny baby, the image of Frank, and when he died I thought for a while that the grief of it was goin’ to send Doreen out of her mind. She couldnae come to terms with it at all. She was just a shadow of herself,’ Chrissie said, pain in her voice and in her face at the memory. ‘The best thing, Frank thought, was for them to have another bairn as soon as possible.’


‘And that’s why they had me – as a replacement.’ Rachel nodded. ‘My mother never made any secret of it. I always felt that as far as she was concerned, I could never make up for the baby she lost. I’ve always been second best.’


‘Not in Frank’s eyes, pet. He doted on you from the first moment he set eyes on you. But Doreen … she tried hard to be a good mother, Rachel. She’s always done her best by you.’


‘There’s a difference between loving and doing your best,’ Rachel said from the heart. ‘I tried to love her, Aunt Chrissie, but all I could do was my best, the same as she was doing with me.’


‘It was different for her.’ The tears began to roll down Chrissie’s cheeks again, and this time she let them drop unheeded from her chin to her agitated hands. ‘You see, she carried Stuart for nine months, and she gave birth to him. But you … oh, Rachel, pet, you were adopted.’
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May 1941


From the window of her sister’s flat, Chrissie Kemp watched the rain drizzling along the pavement opposite the tenement, overflowing into the gutters to become a miniature river gurgling towards the nearest drain. In defiance of the calendar on the wall, which claimed that they were in the month of May, Wellmeadow Street was wreathed in a wet, grey mist and the room she stood in was growing dark. Soon the blackouts would have to be put up so that the lights could be turned on. At least, she thought, it would deter the Jerries from sending their bombers over tonight. From up there they would see nothing but greyness below. She shivered, and turned towards the room behind her.


At once, her spirits lifted, for it seemed as though the bassinet just in front of her gave out its own special light. It was the most beautiful crib Chrissie had ever seen; a nest made of delicately embroidered white satin with snowy muslin cascading from the beribboned hood to form a protective curtain. It was like the mother-of-pearl interior of a seashell, she thought as she bent over it, and the sleeping baby within was a little princess waiting for her fairy godmothers to come and bestow their wishes.


‘She’s so beautiful, Doreen!’


‘Aye, she’s all right.’ Doreen Nesbitt reached out and adjusted a fold of muslin, scarcely glancing at the little face on the satin pillow.


‘All right?’ Chrissie echoed, shocked.


Colour rushed to her sister’s face and her voice, when she said, ‘All babies look the same at that age,’ was defensive.


‘I don’t know about that. I’ve never seen a bairn as pretty as this wee one.’ Chrissie bent closer to study the baby, who was sleeping on her back, long-lashed eyes closed, rosebud mouth pursed and tiny fists curled into pale pink seashells on either side of a head covered with silky black hair. ‘You’re so lucky, Doreen, and so’s she. There’s not many bairns lyin’ in bassinets like this at a time of war and rationin’.’


‘There wasnae a war on when we first got this cot.’ Doreen’s voice was suddenly bleak.


‘No.’ With an effort, Chrissie wrenched her attention from the baby and gave it all to her sister, rounding the crib to lay a hand on Doreen’s arm. ‘No,’ she said again. ‘It’s not been easy for you, or for Frank. But that’s all behind you now, isn’t it?’


‘Ye think so?’


It was Chrissie’s turn to colour. ‘I didn’t mean … of course you’ll never forget what happened before. What I meant was, now you’ve got wee Rachel things’ll be much better for the two of you. For the three of you,’ she corrected herself, and wished that she had had the sense to keep her mouth shut. It was so easy, these days, to say the wrong thing to Doreen.


‘I suppose. We’d best go back to the living room now. I don’t want her wakened. It took me long enough to get her to sleep.’ Doreen would have moved to the door, but Chrissie held her back, tightening her hold on her sister’s arm.


‘You’re happier now, aren’t you? You and Frank?’


‘Of course, but that doesnae mean that I have to grin like an idiot all the time. It’s hard work, looking after a wee baby. She’s not a toy, you know. She can’t just be put aside when I get too tired to bother. She cries, and sometimes she’s sick all over her clothes, and she’s forever dirtyin’ her nappy.’ Doreen glanced down into the snowy bassinet. ‘She might look bonny right now but I’d not be surprised if her nappy’s needin’ changed already, and I only put a clean one on an hour since. You don’t know what it can be like.’


Doreen was right, Chrissie acknowledged silently. What would a spinster know about looking after a tiny baby? Nothing at all, and as far as she was concerned, it wasn’t likely that she would ever find out. Doreen was small and slender and had delicate, elfin features with blue eyes and hair the colour and sheen of a chestnut. Chrissie, the elder of the two by eighteen months, was half a head taller than her sister, sturdily built and with a round face. Her hair was more mousy-brown than chestnut, and although her eyes were also blue, they were not as thick-lashed as her sister’s.


There must have been fairy godmothers a-plenty at Doreen’s christening, but the only gift granted to Chrissie had been a strong sense of duty which had kept her at home to look after their fragile mother and demanding father. Doreen, on the other hand, had been a social butterfly since her early teens, with young men clamouring for her attention. It was true that her natural sparkle had faded over the past year or so, but there had been good reason for that. And now that wee Rachel had arrived Chrissie had no doubt that Doreen would quickly regain her zest for life.


The baby stirred and her eyelids fluttered. Then she settled again. Chrissie’s arms could still feel the imprint of the little body, so light and yet so solid, and her nostrils still held the milky, talcum-y, baby-soap smell that spoke eloquently of innocent beginnings.


‘When will you tell her, Doreen?’


‘That’s somethin’ to be decided on later,’ Doreen said. ‘Much later.’ And then, when her sister started to say something else, ‘And it’ll be decided between Frank and me. No sense in crossing bridges before we come to them. Come on now, she’s best left to sleep.’


Chrissie hesitated. ‘She’ll be all right now, won’t she?’


‘Of course she’ll be all right! She’s one of us, one of the family,’ Doreen snapped, and then, as the door opened, ‘She’s sleeping, Frank, and I don’t want her disturbed.’


‘I wasnae goin’ tae disturb her. I just wanted tae know if you could both do with a cup of tea.’ Frank Nesbitt went straight to the bassinet as he spoke, as if he had been pulled towards the sleeping baby by an invisible string.


‘Me and Chrissie could, but I doubt she’d be interested, so no use in asking her,’ his wife said. ‘Come on, now.’ She swept from the room, but Chrissie and Frank lingered for a moment.


‘Doreen’s much better now, isn’t she?’ Chrissie asked her brother-in-law anxiously.


‘Oh aye, don’t you worry about her. It was hard on her, losin’ the wee laddie so sudden, but we’re both fine now, thanks to this bonny wee pet.’ He stroked the back of one finger over the baby’s rounded cheek, his touch as gentle as the brush of a butterfly’s wing. ‘Everything’s perfect now,’ he went on, his voice thick with sudden emotion. ‘We’re lucky, Chrissie, tae get a second chance like this.’


‘She’s lucky too, to have you and Doreen for parents.’


‘I hope she always thinks so. We’ll do our best by her.’


‘I know you will,’ Chrissie said warmly, and then, as the baby stirred again, ‘We’d best go through. Doreen’ll not be pleased if we wake the wee one.’


‘Aye.’ Frank wrenched himself away from the bassinet.


As they left the room, Chrissie noticed that he looked back longingly, as though unwilling to spend as much as a minute away from the little girl sleeping soundly in her beautiful muslin-and-lace crib.
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September 1976


‘I can’t think why I’m doing this,’ Kathleen Ramsay grumbled above the busy whirr of the sewing machine.


‘It’s because we’re friends and friends help each other. I can’t manage to get all these costumes done on time on my own,’ Rachel told her from the paste table, where she was pinning several pieces of cloth together. Every available surface in her small sewing room was covered with material; it looked, as Kathleen had observed earlier, as though a rainbow had exploded in there.


‘I can’t think why you’ve taken this job on,’ she said. ‘It’s not as if Fiona’s even in the dratted play, though she should be. From what I saw when we were at the school last week, she’s prettier than the girls who were on the stage. And she was prompting without having to look at the book, and saying the lines better than the actors could.’


‘She’d have loved to be in the play, but Martin put his foot down because she’s got her Ordinary Grade exams in May.’


‘The play’s on at the end of October, well before the O Grades.’


‘I know, but he doesn’t want her to have any distractions.’


‘And as the prompt, she has to attend all the rehearsals anyway. So what’s the difference between being in it, and prompting it?’


‘The difference is that Martin hasn’t realised that.’


‘Ah. Will I ever understand men?’ Kathleen asked the ceiling, then, returning to her work, ‘No, I don’t think so.’


Rachel shook out the skirt she had been pinning and held it up for inspection. ‘What d’you think?’


‘Pretty. Those velvet curtains look better than they ever did on our living room windows. Who’s it for?’


‘Lady Bracknell.’


‘Lady Bracknell … I think we did The Importance of Being Earnest in teacher training. Isn’t she the one who says, “In a suitcase”?’


‘A handbag.’


‘Oh yes.’ Kathleen stopped the machine and snipped the thread. ‘Finished; will it do?’


Rachel cast a swift glance at the brocade jacket. ‘Lovely. Thanks a million, Kathleen, you’ve been such a help.’


‘Shouldn’t the staff be doing this? After all, it’s a school production.’


‘I volunteered because I like making things. And those long dresses are gorgeous to work with. Look…’ Rachel laid an open book by the sewing machine. ‘Those high necks and gathered waists made women look so graceful. You couldn’t help walking well in a long skirt like that.’


‘You think so? Chunky women like me must have looked like badly tied bundles of washing in those dresses, poor souls. Give me today’s loose tops any day; they cover a multitude of sins. Anything else you want me to do before I go?’


‘No, you’ve done enough for one afternoon. I’ll sew the buttons and the trimming on that jacket tonight. There’s one thing … if you have any spare walking sticks or long umbrellas, could you bring them next time? I’m going to cover them with the surplus material from the dresses to make matching parasols.’ Rachel consulted the list pinned to a corkboard on the wall. ‘Thank goodness the school can run to hiring the men’s costumes, and Miss Prism’s a governess and wears the same suit and blouse throughout. That just leaves us with one outfit for Cecily and two each for Gwendolen and Lady Bracknell. We’ve got off to a good start.’


Kathleen got up and stretched her arms above her head. ‘It’s time I got off now, if you don’t mind.’


‘Stay for a cup of tea. I’m just about to make one for Dad.’


‘Can’t, I’ve got a date with a soup pot.’


‘Oh dear. What kind?’ Kathleen hated cooking, but found it soothing to make soup whenever she was upset, stressed or angry.


‘Watercress and whatever I decide goes with it,’ she said now, shrugging into her jacket and patting the pockets. ‘It’s very calming.’


‘To eat, or to make?’


‘To make. For one thing, Murdo’s not all that keen on watercress soup and for another, he doesn’t grow it, so I can enjoy buying heaps of it. It’s so annoying,’ Kathleen went on, searching through her pockets for a second time, ‘to have to use shop-bought vegetables when vegetables are all I can see from my kitchen window. Ah, here they are.’ She drew out her car keys.


‘Murdo lets you use his vegetables sometimes, doesn’t he?’


‘Only the rejects. There’s something depressing about knowing you’re eating produce unfit for showing. And something very depressing about being married to a man whose main passion is growing leeks and carrots. How can anyone be passionate about that sort of thing?’


‘At least Murdo has a hobby. I wish Martin had one.’


‘He doesn’t need one, my pet; you’ve always got enough for two. Say goodbye to your father for me.’


‘Come and say it yourself.’


Kathleen sniffed the air as she went into the hall. ‘Better not; I’d only give in and stay for tea and guzzle those home-made scones that smell so good. And if I see your lovely back garden with its nice pretty flowers, I might burst into tears.’


The scones, golden brown and fragrant, were easily transferred by spatula from the well-greased baking tray to the wire cooling tray. Rachel had taken five minutes from her work earlier to make the tea so that it could be left to brew, or ‘mash’, as her mother always said. Rachel had no idea where the word came from and when she asked, having been interested in words and their origins from childhood, her mother had said shortly, ‘I got it from my mother … and she raised me to learn without asking bothersome questions.’


The words, ‘How can I learn if I don’t ask questions?’ had immediately jumped to Rachel’s lips, but she had had the good sense to swallow them before they could leap into the invisible, and yet clearly understood, space that had always lain between her and her mother. She had decided at the age of seven or eight that if she ever had children she would answer all their questions if she could, and be honest about her ignorance if she could not. And although at times she could understand and sympathise with her own mother’s impatience with the ‘whys’ and ‘whats’ and ‘hows’ of childhood, she had more or less stuck to her vow.


She split half a dozen scones, and buttered them, then placed them on a tray and carried it out to the small terrace.


‘Tea’s ready, Dad!’


There was no answer. The lawn Frank Nesbitt had just finished mowing looked like a smooth green carpet, and the earth in the borders was weed-free and bright with the marigolds and begonias he had raised from seed in his allotment greenhouse. Rachel took her apron off and laid it over the tray to protect its contents before crossing the lawn and walking between the two crab-apple trees.


A small drying green, every bit as smooth as the main lawn, lay beyond the trees. Passing the hutch where Charlie and Lucy, the children’s pet guinea pigs, worked busily on a pile of fresh grass cuttings, she ducked beneath the clothes on the washing line and found her father outside the potting-shed-cum-greenhouse. He was squatting on the ground, cleaning the blades of the lawnmower.


‘Your tea’s ready, Dad. Leave that and I’ll do it later.’


‘It’s done.’ He got to his feet, easing up slowly because his knee joints weren’t as supple as they had once been. ‘Always look after your tools, lass,’ he said, as he always did and always had. ‘And—’


‘Always make sure the horses are fed and watered before you are,’ Rachel finished the familiar sentence for him. ‘Though if we had horses when I was little, you managed to keep them well hidden.’


Frank grinned as he hoisted the lawnmower into its usual corner. ‘It’s what my granddad always said, and he was a right good ploughman. It’s a piece of advice worth minding, lass. Your washing’ll be dried by now,’ he added as they ducked beneath the clothes line. ‘I’ll fetch the basket and bring it in for you.’


‘I’ll do it while you wash your hands. The grass looks grand, Dad,’ Rachel said as they stepped on to it.


‘It’s growing fast. I’ll mebbe mow it again at the end of next week.’


‘Martin can do it.’ And if he wouldn’t, she would. Martin disliked gardening, possibly because his father, a man who believed that nobody could do anything as well as he himself could, had never allowed either of his sons to help in his large garden; whereas Rachel, who had helped in her father’s allotment from the time she could toddle, quite enjoyed it. Like washing dishes and ironing, it set her mind free to roam about and do a bit of serious thinking.


‘Martin works hard enough – he deserves some time off. I’m retired, and if I wasn’t here, or on my allotment, I’d just be gettin’ under your mother’s feet. Women can’t be doin’ with a man about the house all the time, they think we make the place untidy,’ Frank said cheerfully, crossing to the table and lifting a corner of the apron to peek beneath it. ‘Home-made scones!’


‘Wash your hands first, while I bring the laundry in,’ Rachel commanded, and he grinned at her and went indoors while she fetched the clothes basket and returned to the drying green.


She drew in deep breaths of mild, grass-scented air as she unpegged Martin’s shirts and underpants and the children’s T-shirts and shorts and jeans from the clothes line, folding them before dropping them into the basket. Beyond the high wooden fence separating the garden from those of their neighbours she could hear snippets from other lives … the murmur of voices too far away to intrude, an occasional trill of laughter, the brisk clip of shears and, two gardens along, the creak of a child’s swing. Their own swing would be pressed into action as soon as Graham, their youngest, got home. No matter whether the school day had been a problem or a pleasure, Graham liked to swing it out of his system.


In the kitchen, Frank had washed his hands and was busy cleaning the sink.


‘Dad, you don’t have to do that!’


‘Aye, I do. Your mother would never forgive me if I left a speck of dirt in your nice clean sink.’


‘My mother wouldn’t know because I’d not tell her.’


‘I know you wouldnae, but I’d know.’ He reached for the towel and dried his hands. ‘Now let’s go and eat those scones afore they get cold.’


The terrace was pleasantly shaded by a nearby pussy-willow tree; the shifting pattern thrown by its leaves as a faint breeze whispered through them was soothing to the eye.


‘I thought Kathleen would have stayed and had a cup with us,’ Frank said as he took a scone.


‘She had to get home.’ Rachel poured the tea and was pleased to see that it was dark and strong, just the way her father liked it. ‘It was good of her to help me with the costumes.’


‘Ye’re always at somethin’,’ her father said proudly. ‘I’ve never met a lassie that could do all the things you do. These nice cushions ye’ve made, and the toys for the children, and their clothes, and now costumes for Fiona’s school play … ye’re a talented woman.’


‘I’ve got too much time on my hands, Dad. To tell the truth, I wondered about going back to teaching, now that Graham’s settled in at school, but Martin won’t hear of it. He thinks that it’s his job as the man of the family to support us.’


Frank looked out over the sun-dappled garden. ‘He does that all right, but it takes two – while he’s been earnin’ the money, you’ve been turnin’ the house intae a wee palace, and raisin’ three fine children.’


‘Behind every successful man stands a nagging woman,’ Rachel joked.


‘Don’t put yoursel’ down, lassie. Ye’ve never nagged in yer life,’ Frank said earnestly. ‘Just imagine, me a labourer and your mother a shop lassie … and our daughter growin’ up with enough brains tae be a school teacher!’


‘A primary school teacher … and I’ve not taught for years.’


‘Even so.’ Frank poured himself another cup of tea and took the last scone from the plate.


They settled into a companionable silence, broken only by an occasional comment. Neither of Rachel’s parents was given to chattering, but her mother’s silences had always been edgy and awkward, full of unknown, unspoken thoughts, while her father’s were restful.


Rachel’s mind turned to the costumes she was making for the school play, and when her father finally set down his cup with a contented sigh, brushed some crumbs from the table into the palm of his big, callused hand and said, ‘Well, lass, time for me tae go,’ she was jerked out of her thoughts of muslins and velvets, silks and brocade.


‘Already? Can you not wait until the children get back from school?’


‘I’d better not. Your mother wants me to do a few things round the house, and you know how she can be when I’m later than expected.’ He stepped down onto the crazy paving path that he had put in two years before and deposited the crumbs carefully on the bird table before collecting the jacket that he had hung neatly on the back of a chair.


‘There’s some grass caught on it.’ Rachel brushed green strands from the material.


‘Thank you, lass,’ he said, and then, his voice suddenly shy, ‘I’ve never told ye this before, lass, because I didnae know how tae put the words, but I’ve thanked God every single day for sendin’ you tae us.’


‘Dad!’ To her horror she felt tears stinging the backs of her eyes. She had always got on well with her father, but they had never spoken to each other in that way before.


‘Ach, don’t mind me, I’m just bein’ daft.’ His voice was gruff and he made a great business of taking his bicycle clips from his pocket. ‘I must be goin’ soft in my old age. Goodness knows what your mother would say if she heard me talkin’ rubbish like that.’


‘It’s not rubbish, it’s lovely.’ Rachel wanted to go to him and hug him, and perhaps kiss his stubbly cheek, but knowing that it would only embarrass him further, she held back, picking up his cap and waiting until he had put the bicycle clips on before handing it to him.


He settled it on his balding head, giving it a final tug, as he always did.


‘Tell the bairns and Martin that I was askin’ for them,’ he said as they walked together round the side of the house to where his bicycle was propped against the wall. Then, correcting himself, ‘…your mother and me were askin’ for them.’


‘I will. And give Mum my … my love.’


‘I’ll do that.’ They went down the short driveway and he wheeled the bicycle onto the pavement, adding as he swung one leg over its crossbar, ‘I’ll be back next week with manure for those roses. I know where I can get some good stuff.’


‘Mind the traffic,’ Rachel said, as she always said, and got the answer she always got.


‘Don’t teach your grandmother tae suck eggs, lassie. I was on a bike long afore you were found under a gooseberry bush.’


‘I know,’ she said, and stayed at the gate to watch him cycle slowly along the road, glancing into each garden he passed. Now that he was retired, Frank’s favourite hobby was gardening, and he loved to see what other folk did with the ground they owned.


When he had disappeared round the corner she turned back to the house, thinking longingly of the bike rides they had shared in the past. At first, too young to have a cycle of her own, she had travelled on a special seat behind his saddle, and once she graduated to her first two-wheeler they rode side by side, always with her father between her and the traffic. As she gained skill and confidence their bike runs had become longer, and through her growing years they had travelled all over Renfrewshire and beyond, taking picnics with them and exploring ruined castles, rivers, narrow lanes, and whatever happened to take their fancy. Eventually, school exams and then Jordanhill Teacher Training College and pals and dances and the occasional boyfriend had put a stop to their shared outings. Her father had gone back to cycling on his own, as he had done before she was born.


Occasionally, on pleasant days like today, Rachel thought of getting herself a bicycle and suggesting that they go off on a run together, like old times. One day, she promised herself as she rinsed the mugs and plates and then got the ironing board out, she would do it.
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When the basket was filled with neatly ironed and folded clothes Rachel carried it around the house, folding the boys’ clothes into drawers in the room they shared, and hanging Martin’s shirts on their individual hangers in his wardrobe and her own things in her wardrobe.


Fiona’s bedroom, neat as always, came last. A much-thumbed copy of The Importance of Being Earnest lay on the bedside table. Fiona, who was good at English, had fallen in love with the play when her class studied it, and when the Drama teacher decided to stage it, the girl had been desperate to take part. But Martin, raised in a house where education was more important than pleasure, had refused to let her audition, and all Fiona’s begging, pleading, arguing, coaxing and sulking had failed to move him.


A collection of soft toys perched on Fiona’s pillow, leaning against the headboard. Rachel sat on the bed for a moment, picking up the shabbiest, a rag doll with yellow wool pigtails, and round blue eyes, a snub nose and a wide, smiling mouth stitched onto the cloth face.


Raggedy Ann was more than just a toy; she was special. Rachel and Martin had first met in Glasgow, when Rachel, dressed as Raggedy Ann with a home-made yellow wool wig perched on top of her own straight brown bob, was collecting for Rag Day with Kathleen. Embarrassed to find himself surrounded by laughing students wearing fancy dress, Martin had dug deep into the pocket of his neat suit and dropped a handful of change into Rachel’s collecting tin.


An hour later, calling in at a coffee shop for a much-needed break, she had seen him again, sitting with an office colleague.


‘I like that one,’ Kathleen had murmured, indicating his companion with a swift nod of the head. ‘Let’s sit with them.’ And she marched towards the two empty chairs at the table, leaving Rachel with no option but to trail shyly along in her wake. In the time it took to drink a cup of coffee Kathleen and the young man she fancied had arranged to meet again.


‘I thought the quiet one might have asked you out,’ Kathleen said when they went back outside. ‘He liked you; I could tell.’


Rachel blushed. There had been something about the dark-haired young man … perhaps it had been the two tiny lines already digging in between his grey eyes, adding maturity to his young face. Her hands had itched to smooth them away. ‘Don’t be daft, he doesn’t even know me!’


‘And I don’t know George, but I’m going to get to know him,’ Kathleen pointed out cheerfully. She and George had only gone out together some half-dozen times before finding other, more interesting partners, but by then Martin had plucked up the courage to invite Rachel out. When they got engaged eighteen months later, Martin gave Rachel the Raggedy Ann doll in memory of the day they had met.


Remembering, she smiled, tucking Ann’s woolly hair back and running the ball of her thumb over the beginnings of a split in the seam of the doll’s leg. Raggedy Ann had been the most romantic gift – the only romantic gift, to be honest – that Martin had ever given her, and she should have taken better care of the doll. Unfortunately, baby Fiona had insisted on having the rag doll for her own. Her repeated kisses had blurred the colours of Ann’s stitched features, while being carried everywhere under Fiona’s arm for years had faded her once bright, crisp clothes.


‘You need a good tidying up, my girl,’ Rachel told the doll, and then hurriedly replaced it on the bed as a yell of ‘Mum!’ from the kitchen heralded the arrival of six-year-old Graham from school.


By the time he had been persuaded to change out of his school uniform, fortified with a peanut butter sandwich and a glass of milk, and gone off to the back garden to play on the swing, his older brother Ian was home, clamouring for food before going off on his bike.


‘Remember to be back for half past five … and you’ll have to do your homework after dinner,’ Rachel called after him as he wheeled his bike out of the gate.


‘Uh-huh,’ he shouted back; then he was in the saddle and off along the road, legs pumping and head down as he raced to meet his pals.


Five minutes later the front door opened and Fiona called out, as she always did, ‘Mu-um! Where are you?’


‘In the kitchen,’ Rachel shouted back as she always did. She heard footsteps running up the stairs. Fiona’s bedroom door opened and closed, and a moment later came the muffled sound of Abba singing ‘Waterloo’. Fiona was an avid Abba fan and played their music non-stop.


Another five minutes passed before her daughter arrived in the kitchen, having changed from her school uniform to a T-shirt and shorts, and with her curly shoulder-length hair, brown but with red and gold flecks, caught by an elastic band into a ponytail.


The carrots had been scrubbed and were waiting to be chopped. Fiona started work on them without being asked, wielding the sharp knife with swift efficiency while her tongue rattled along, describing her school day in minute detail.


By the time Martin opened the front door and called, ‘Anyone home?’ Ian was back home and he and Fiona, squabbling amiably, had set the table.


‘We’re all here,’ Rachel shouted in reply, her heart lifting. It was ridiculous, but after seventeen years of marriage she still loved that moment when Martin called from the hall and she knew that her family were all together again, safe under the one roof. They were the centre of her life, her reason for being. She was so lucky, she thought, while aloud she said, ‘Dinner will be ready in ten minutes. How was your day?’


‘I’ve been trying to sort out someone’s accounts all day. I’ve had to bring work home.’ He dropped a kiss on her cheek.


‘Again?’ Martin was always bringing work home, always checking and rechecking and always worrying – about his job as an accountant, his duties as a husband and father, the children’s well-being and their futures – anything and everything was grist to his mill.


The little worry lines that had been the first things about him to appeal to her had deepened over the years. She had found out why they were there when she met his parents. Martin’s father, now retired, had been a doctor, and his mother a high-powered social worker. Adrian, his older brother, had also gone into medicine and was now in the Flying Doctor service in Australia. Martin was the odd one out in his family, the one who, it seemed, had not quite made the grade.


Perhaps, Rachel thought as she began to realise the truth, that was why she had been attracted to him. He was still struggling to please his parents, while she longed to find a way to gain her mother’s approval.


‘I just want to check over a few things,’ he was saying now.


‘Martin, don’t you think you should learn to leave work in the office instead of bringing it home?’


‘And have more to do when I get in tomorrow morning?’


‘But you said you only needed to check it. It’s probably fine as it is, and you should be able to relax and enjoy your time away from the office.’


The lines between his eyebrows deepened. ‘How can I relax when I’m not sure…’ he began, and then, as the telephone in the hall began to shrill, he went to the door and called, ‘Fiona, get that, will you? It’s probably for her in any case,’ he added, turning back to the kitchen. ‘One of her friends wanting to talk about something or other.’


A distant squawk from somewhere in the house was interpreted by Ian, who appeared in the doorway to announce, ‘She says she’s in the bathroom.’


‘I’ll get it,’ Graham yelled. Rachel hurriedly turned the gas off beneath the pot of potatoes.


‘I’m going,’ she called. Graham’s offbeat sense of humour, at its best when he was answering the telephone, usually resulted in long explanations to the puzzled people on the other end of the line.


‘Rachel? Is that you, Rachel?’ She heard her mother’s voice even as she lifted the phone from its cradle.


‘Yes, Mum, it’s me. Sorry I took a wee while to answer, I was in the kitch—’


‘I’m at the hospital. The Royal Alexandra.’ Doreen’s voice was always flat, but now it carried a harsh, strained note. ‘Rachel, you have to come at once. It’s your dad…’


The small chapel at Goudie’s funeral parlour in Maxwellton Street was filled with folk wanting to attend Frank Nesbitt’s funeral, and when the funeral procession arrived at Woodside Cemetery, where he and his wife had bought a lair for themselves, there were more people waiting by the open grave – former work colleagues, fellow gardeners from the allotments, family friends and neighbours all anxious to pay their final respects to a man who had always been the first to offer help in times of need.


Doreen Nesbitt, a small figure dressed from head to toe in black, clutched at her sister Chrissie’s arm as soon as Martin had helped her from the car. When Rachel moved to her other side and tried to put a supportive hand beneath her mother’s elbow, Doreen twitched free, muttering, ‘I’m not an invalid, I can manage.’


‘But Mum—’


‘We’re fine,’ Chrissie whispered, smiling at Rachel. ‘You see to the children, love, and I’ll look out for your mother.’


It was a beautiful day; the sort of day, Rachel thought as the minister took his place, that her father liked best. A growing day, he would have said. She looked at the gleaming coffin with the small brass plaque that read, ‘Frank Nesbitt, 1906–1976’, and wondered which he would have preferred if given the choice – to be buried in glorious sunshine, or in grey, weeping rain. In the sunshine, she decided, as Martin, summoned by the minister, stepped forward with the other cord-bearers.


Glancing at her mother, she saw that Doreen’s back was ramrod straight and her eyes were locked on the coffin being lowered into the ground. Rachel herself couldn’t bear to watch; instead, she looked at the gravestone already in place at the head of the lair. It had been erected before her birth to mark the grave of her brother, Stuart Kemp Nesbitt, who had died at the age of two months. It had been a long and lonely wait, she thought with a sudden wave of pity for the brother she had never known, but now, at last, he would have his father for company. Her loss was this unknown child’s gain.


Looking at her own children, she saw Ian standing erect, hands by his sides and his chin stiff as he watched his father and the other cord-bearers. Graham, standing next to his brother, was trying hard to emulate him, while tears trickled down Fiona’s pale cheeks. Rachel reached out an arm to draw her daughter close, and Fiona came willingly, her own arm stealing around Rachel’s waist.


She and Fiona would always be like this, Rachel vowed to herself as the coffin disappeared from her sight. They would always be close, the way mothers and daughters should be. Even in childhood, she herself had been more comfortable with her father than with her mother. At times it had been as though Doreen was determined to keep her daughter at arm’s length; the hurtful rejection when they first arrived at the cemetery was typical of her.


All her life Rachel had envied friends who had a good relationship with their mothers. Perhaps, she thought, but without much hope, her father’s death would finally bring them closer together. She felt her eyes mist, then the warmth of tears on her cheekbones, and wondered if she was weeping for her mother or her father, or perhaps, for herself.


Doreen Nesbitt stooped and picked up a handful of soil to throw onto Frank’s coffin. It rattled noisily on the lid and as she stepped back and watched Rachel follow suit, she saw a tiny glistening globe roll down the younger woman’s cheek and drop onto the black earth at her feet.


Doreen’s eyes were dry, and had been since Frank’s death. Crying wasn’t her way, and in any case, all the tears in the world wouldn’t bring him back, or fill the great aching void that his passing had quarried into the centre of her being. Tears couldn’t stop the hurting, and the fear of being alone for the rest of her life.


She wondered if what she now felt meant that she had loved her husband. There had been love in the early days, of course – there always was. Why else would they have got married? But the awareness of love had faded along with the bright gold wedding ring that he had slipped onto her finger at the minister’s bidding. Perhaps love had turned to habit, and habits were hard to break.


She wondered if she would be able to survive on her own. Chrissie would say that she still had her family; she still had Rachel and Martin and the children. But Doreen had never felt close to Rachel, even when she was a wee scrap of a thing, almost lost in the beautiful bassinet Doreen had bought and furnished for her firstborn.


Frank and Chrissie both used to say that Rachel looked beautiful in that cradle, but Doreen saw only an interloper. To her mind, the cradle still belonged to the child it was bought for; her son, her Stuart.


Glancing up at the headstone where his name had been carved all those years ago, she remembered the moment when the midwife had laid him in her arms, his damp hair plastered close against his tiny fragile skull. He had looked at her with dark blue eyes, and in that moment she had known that she had been put on earth to adore and cherish and nurture him. She had enfolded him in her love, and two short months later he had been taken from her.


She swallowed hard, oblivious to the rattling of soil on wood as the mourners stepped forward one by one to give their final salute to Frank Nesbitt. Everyone – Frank, Chrissie, even Doreen’s parents – had seen Rachel as wee Stuart’s replacement. Frank himself, aged by grief over his baby son’s death, had begun to change as soon as Rachel arrived. His shoulders had straightened, the sorrow had vanished from his face, the light had returned to his eyes. He had worshipped her and she had worshipped him, and their mutual pleasure in each other had made Doreen feel even more isolated and alone.


Chrissie nudged her elbow gently, and she dragged her eyes from the headstone to see that the mourners were forming a straggling line and the gravediggers, waiting at a discreet distance, were beginning to fidget.


Doreen caught Rachel’s eye and beckoned her over to stand beside her. Flanked by Martin and Chrissie, they shook hands, received words of sympathy, and thanked everyone for attending the funeral.


‘There’s a wee cup of tea waiting at the Brabloch Hotel,’ Doreen told each and every one of them. ‘You’re most welcome to join us there.’


‘Are you all right, Mum?’ Rachel asked anxiously when the three of them – herself, Doreen and Chrissie – were being driven in the hired car to the Brabloch on Renfrew Road. Martin was bringing the children in his own car.


‘As right as I can be, seein’ as I’ve just buried my husband.’


‘She’s fine, pet, aren’t you, Doreen? Bearing up well. Frank would be proud of you,’ Chrissie told her sister.


‘Why don’t you come to stay with us for a wee while?’ Rachel suggested. ‘The spare room’s all ready, and we’d love to have you. Just until you feel able to go back to Wellmeadow.’


‘I’m not goin’ back to Wellmeadow. I’ve decided that I’m goin’ to sell the flat and move in with Chrissie,’ Doreen said, and Rachel blinked, taken aback.


‘Are you sure, Mum?’


‘I’m quite sure. Chrissie has a spare room, and we get on well enough together. And that flat’s not the same now that Frank’s gone from it.’


‘Are you sure you don’t want to move in with us? We could turn our spare room into a nice bed/sitting room for you,’ Rachel suggested, and Doreen’s lips pursed slightly.


‘You and Martin have enough of a houseful as it is, and I couldnae be doin’ with the children runnin’ around and playin’ their music too loud. I’ll be more comfortable with Chrissie. She’s my own flesh and blood.’


‘I’m your flesh and blood too, Mum.’


Doreen’s black-gloved hands gripped each other tightly in her lap. ‘You’ve got your own family to look out for and Chrissie and me understand each other. We’ll be fine together.’


‘Are you sure, Aunt Chrissie?’ Rachel asked when they got out of the car before the Brabloch Hotel. Martin’s car had drawn up behind theirs, and as soon as she alighted Doreen had gone to speak to her grandchildren. ‘Are you all right about Mum moving in with you?’


‘Of course I’m sure, pet.’ Chrissie Kemp took her niece’s hands in hers. ‘We’ve always got on well together, me and Doreen. And I’ve got a spare room that’s never used.’


‘Could we not take her for a week or two, just to give her a chance to think about this? You could do with a rest … you’ve been staying with her ever since…’ Rachel stopped, swallowed, then went on, ‘ever since Dad had his heart attack.’


‘She’s already made up her mind; you know Doreen, once she says something, that’s it. And I don’t need a rest. Anyway, you’ve got enough to do, with the wee ones and Martin to see to. I don’t know what Doreen would have done without you two there to arrange the funeral.’ Chrissie patted Rachel’s hand before releasing it. ‘You’ve done a grand job. Your dad would be proud of you.’


‘I just wish she would let me do more for her. I feel as if she’s keeping me at arm’s length all the time.’


‘Och, it’s just Doreen’s way. She’s never been very good at showing her feelings.’


‘Don’t dawdle about there,’ Doreen called to them from the top of the steps. ‘They’ll not bring the tea and sandwiches out to us, you know.’


She went into the hotel, and they all straggled obediently after her.
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Two weeks after the funeral, Doreen asked Rachel to help Chrissie to clear the Wellmeadow flat. ‘There’s all your father’s things to be sorted,’ she said over the phone, ‘and I don’t want to do it myself.’


‘Of course I will, Mum.’


‘Anything that’s good enough to be used can go to the Salvation Army or the WRVS and the rest’ll have to be put out,’ Doreen went on briskly. ‘Chrissie can decide what’s best.’


Most daughters would have pointed out that they were more than capable of making decisions, but Rachel, used to such treatment, let the slight pass. ‘What about things you want to keep?’


‘Chrissie went in with me yesterday and we packed everythin’ that I want. One of her neighbours brought his van and took away the new bits of furniture I want to keep. All the rest has to go.’


‘Are you sure, Mum? You don’t think you should wait a few more weeks before you make a final decision?’


‘I’m not in my dotage yet,’ Doreen snapped. ‘I know what I want. The house is goin’ up for sale next week and I can’t be doin’ with a lot of stuff I don’t need clutterin’ up my sister’s house. Are you willin’ to help Chrissie tomorrow or are you not?’


‘Of course I’ll help her.’ Rachel had promised to do a costume fitting for the school play the next day, but it could be put off until another time.


‘Fiona wondered if she should give up prompting the play because of Dad, but we thought she should go on with it,’ Rachel said the next day, as she and Chrissie went through the tenement close and began to climb the stairs to the flat where she had been raised.


‘Of course she mustn’t give it up. She’s enjoying herself, and Doreen’s looking forward to seeing the play. She’s determined that everything should get back to normal for you and the children. Cancelling things and moping around isn’t going to bring Frank back, is it?’


They had reached the landing, and Chrissie started to fish about in her voluminous bag. ‘For goodness’ sake, what have I done with those keys? Here, pet, hold this for me … and this…’


A large wallet filled with receipts and scribbled notes was pushed into Rachel’s hands, followed by a pair of gloves, a plastic hood, a bulging and heavy change-purse, a hairbrush, a spectacle case … As item after item was handed over and Rachel began to have difficulty holding them all, they both began to giggle like schoolgirls. Finally, just as her niece was about to protest that if she had to take one more thing she would be forced to drop the lot, Chrissie delved down into the very depths of the bag, and produced the keys with a triumphant flourish.


‘There we are! I knew I had them all the time!’ She selected a key and fitted it into the lock. The door swung open, and Rachel followed her aunt into the square entrance hall. The place still held its mixture of familiar smells – furniture polish, the scent from the big bowl of pot-pourri her mother always kept on the hall table, and the faint tang of pipe tobacco – but now there was something else permeating the stuffy air. Rachel took in a deep breath and recognised it as emptiness. Her father would never again be in this flat, and the flat knew it.


‘We’d better open the windows while we’re here,’ Chrissie said over her shoulder as she began to swing doors wide open to let more light into the hall. ‘But we’ll have to make sure we close them again before we leave.’


Working as a team, they went right through the flat, sorting and packing and bagging everything. They left the larger of the two bedrooms to the last, for this was where they had the most work to do.


‘I’ll take the drawers, you start on the wardrobes,’ Chrissie said briskly as they entered. ‘We’ll be done in no time, then we can have a nice cup of tea before we go.’


There were two matching wardrobes, one on each side of the window. Doreen’s was almost empty and it didn’t take Rachel long to fold and pack the few clothes her mother had rejected. Then she opened the door of her father’s wardrobe and saw his second-best brown three-piece suit still hanging neatly on the rail, together with his gardening clothes, a pair of flannels and two jackets, one warm tweed for winter, the other of light wool for summer, both with waistcoats.


Suddenly she was engulfed in the smell of him. The soap he had always used, his favourite hair-oil (she had given him a bottle of it, and of his usual aftershave, every Christmas for as long as she could remember), his usual brand of tobacco, and just a hint of perspiration; they blended together into the aroma unique to Frank Nesbitt.


Rachel gasped, gulped, and felt the tears rush to her eyes. Then she felt herself caught by the shoulders, turned about and swept into her aunt’s tight, warm embrace.


‘Oh lovey, is it all too much for you?’ Chrissie rubbed her back. ‘I should have had more sense than to expect you to do this!’


‘It’s all right.’ Rachel’s voice was muffled in her aunt’s shoulder. ‘I’m just being silly, that’s all. I know he’s gone, but it wasn’t until just now that I realised he’s not … he’s not ever coming back!’


‘You’re not being silly, and where better to cry it all out than here, with nob’dy but me to see you? Come on…’ Chrissie led her niece to the big bed with its elaborately carved headboard and sat down beside her, drawing Rachel’s head onto her shoulder. ‘We’ll have a good cry together, you and me, for Frank.’


Ten minutes later, as they wiped their eyes and blew their noses, she indicated their reflections in the mirrors set in both wardrobe doors. ‘What are we like, eh? The two of us could walk into one of those sad Greek plays and we’d not look out of place. But having a right noisy bawl does you good, doesn’t it?’


‘It does. Has my mother…?’


‘Not a tear, as far as I know. But that’s Doreen’s way. She bottles things up and always did, even as a bairn.’ Chrissie studied her niece, her head to one side. ‘How do you manage to look so pretty after a good cry, when I just look like a prune past its prime?’


‘You don’t.’ Rachel gave her eyes a final dab and put her handkerchief away. ‘Aunt Chrissie, why did you never get married?’


‘Because nob’dy asked me. Anyway, someone had to look after Mother and Father when they began to get older.’


‘Would you have liked to be married?’


‘Of course I would. If anyone had popped the question I’d have accepted him like a shot, even if he’d had a glass eye and a wooden leg and put his teeth in a tumbler at night. But nob’dy noticed me when Doreen was around. She was always the pretty one.’


‘You’d have been a good mother.’


‘I’d have liked bairns, that’s true,’ Chrissie admitted, and then, giving Rachel another hug, ‘but I’ve enjoyed being an auntie, every minute of it.’


‘I used to wish…’ Rachel stopped. Saying aloud that she used to wish that Auntie Chrissie had been her mother seemed too disloyal, especially here in her parents’ home. She settled for, ‘I used to wish that I had lots of brothers and sisters when I was wee.’


‘It would have been nice for me, too, having more bairns to spoil. But you’d plenty of friends, didn’t you?’


‘Yes, but it’s not the same. I’m glad I’ve got three children of my own. They’ll always have each other. They’ll always have family.’


‘That they will, bless ’em.’ Chrissie got to her feet, tucking her handkerchief into her sleeve. ‘Come on, we’d best get back to work.’


The big case that had been kept on top of the wardrobe for as long as Rachel could remember was soon filling with neatly folded garments, while a cardboard box held the few pieces of clothing, such as Frank’s gardening outfit, that were to be discarded. The shoes he had polished every night before going to bed were put into a separate box, and the drawers and wardrobe were almost empty.


Chrissie made tea, and they drank it while they sat on the bedroom floor, working their way through a large wooden box with an inlaid lid. The box, which held all the Nesbitts’ official papers as well as letters and bundles of photographs, had been kept at the bottom of her father’s wardrobe for as long as Rachel could remember. Doreen had taken the papers, but the box still held a large tattered envelope packed with photographs.


Chrissie, spilling the pictures out onto the linoleum, gave a little cry of pleased recognition and picked up a brown-tinted photograph of two young women paddling in the sea, skirts held up above their knees. ‘Oh my, would you look at this picture of me and your mum – talk about Elsie and Doris Waters! You’ll not remember them; they used to be on the radio. Very funny, they were.’


‘When was it taken?’ Rachel studied the picture. The two girls were holding hands and laughing. Chrissie, the taller and more sturdily built of the two, was easily identified by her beaming smile; Doreen, smaller and slimmer and prettier, seemed to be laughing helplessly into the camera … or at the person who held it. Rachel had never seen her mother look so carefree.


‘Oh, not long before Doreen and Frank got married. In fact, I think he took the photograph. We went to Troon for the day on his motorbike, me on the pillion and Doreen in the sidecar. We’d a great day.’


‘She looks so happy.’


‘She was; she laughed all the time in those days. She was daft about Frank,’ Chrissie said, her face soft with memories. ‘D’you want it?’


Rachel did, but she said, ‘Best give it to Mum.’


‘She’s taken all that she wants, so you might as well have it.’ Chrissie put it aside.


Among the photographs rejected by her mother, Rachel found a whole bundle of herself as a child, her mouth serious and her eyes wide, almost anxious. The only time she smiled for the camera, it seemed, was when she was being photographed with her father. ‘I’ll have them.’ She put them aside carefully, trying not to feel too hurt by the knowledge that Doreen had rejected them.


There were more photographs, older records of people Rachel had never seen before. She laid them out on the floor, fanning them like playing cards. ‘Who are these people?’


Chrissie came to kneel by her side. ‘That’s my Granny and Granddad Kemp, and these women are my two aunties, Bess and Janet.’ Her finger moved from one brown sepia face to another as she identified relatives, most of whom had died before Rachel was born.


‘I’m going to keep the lot of them,’ Rachel decided. ‘I love old photographs, and Fiona does, too. I’ll get you to come over some day and go through them so that I can write their names on the back.’ Then, struck by a sudden thought, ‘I might even start a family tree. That would be interesting. Which one’s Flora?’


‘Who, dear?’


‘Flora, the one I was named after. Rachel Elizabeth Flora,’ Rachel prompted as her aunt looked at her, puzzled. ‘You’ve mentioned Bess, so that must be where my parents got the Elizabeth from. Which one’s Flora?’


‘I … I don’t know.’ Chrissie’s voice was suddenly uncertain. ‘I think Doreen and Frank just liked the name.’


‘I used to wish that my parents had given me your name as a middle name.’


‘Christina? You wouldn’t want to be saddled with an old-fashioned name like that!’ Chrissie scoffed, though she looked pleased.


‘Flora’s old-fashioned too.’


‘But at least it’s light and flowery. We’d better get on or you’ll not be home in time for the children coming out of school. This envelope’s falling apart,’ Chrissie fussed, scrambling to her feet. ‘I’ll get a bag from the kitchen to put the pictures in.’


She returned in a few minutes, bag in hand, but Rachel stopped her when she started gathering up the photographs.


‘Aunt Chrissie, look at these.’ Her index finger rested on face after face; a young Doreen and Frank posed self-consciously against the backdrop of a photographer’s studio, while Frank’s parents were caught walking down a street arm in arm. Frank’s two brothers were pictured with the wives and children they had taken off to New Zealand years ago.
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