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1


Although moonlight washed the street, the pend leading to the back yard was an ink-black cave with no floor, walls or roof. Caitlin, who walked through it every day and had thought that she knew it well, hesitated, one foot poised on the line where moon-silver met menacing black, then stumbled as Bryce surged confidently past, drawing her after him into the darkness with a grip on her wrist.


‘I can’t see!’


‘Ye don’t need tae see,’ he said gruffly. Then, as she tripped and slipped over the unseen cobbles, he released her wrist to put his two strong hands about her waist and swing her round. Her back came up against the house wall hard enough to make her gasp out a protest, but before the words were formed Bryce was kissing her, his open mouth covering hers and denying her breath. She struggled, suddenly panicking, and managed to push him away.


‘What’s amiss?’


Caitlin sucked in air. ‘You are, Bryce Caldwell. D’you have to behave like an animal?’


‘That’s not what ye said when I pulled ye intae that close in Causeyside,’ he said, hurt. ‘Ye were all for kissin’ me then.’


‘I know, but…’


‘But what?’


Although the September night was mild, Caitlin shivered. ‘This is … different. It’s too dark to see you.’


‘We don’t need tae see each other. Feelin’s enough.’ His hands slid round her back, drawing her away from the wall and close against his body while his mouth sought and found hers again.


He was right; after walking out with him for the best part of a year, she well knew how he fitted into her embrace, the touch of his hands and body, the smell of him. Now that her eyes were becoming accustomed to the darkness she could just make out the curve of the pend’s roof over his head. Beyond those age-blackened bricks lay her small bedroom with its two windows, one looking to the street, the other to the lane leading to the yard and workshop, and behind her, across the width of the storeroom that had recently become a weaving shop, her mother and stepfather would be sitting companionably in the kitchen at that very moment, one on either side of the fire. She relaxed at the thought and gave herself up to the pleasure of Bryce’s kisses.


When he finally drew back they were both breathless, and Bryce was trembling from head to foot, a sure sign that it was time for Caitlin to go into the house. Fond though she was of him, she had a good sense of right and wrong, and although she had firmly resisted all his attempts to get her to go further than cuddling and kissing, it didn’t stop him from trying to introduce new intimacies whenever he got the chance.


‘It’s getting late,’ she began, her fingers busy straightening and buttoning her jacket, and he groaned.


‘You always say that just when we’re gettin’ cosy together.’


‘It’s true, though. We’ve both got work to go to tomorrow.’


‘Has Todd said anythin’ about the new workshop?’


The sudden change of conversation took her by surprise. ‘What new workshop?’


‘The one your Alex wants tae buy down by the river.’


‘This is the first I’ve heard of it.’


‘Aye, well, you’re no’ involved with the workshop, so nob’dy’d think tae say anythin’ tae ye.’


His condescension stung, and her voice was sharp when she shot back at him, ‘Nobody said because there’s nothing to say. You’re just havering.’


‘I am not. Alex came from Glasgow this very mornin’ tae talk tae Todd about it. He has it in mind tae buy some old mill over by the river an’ set it up as a workshop with Todd in charge.’


‘And sell this place?’ Kirsty, Caitlin’s mother, had inherited the house and the adjoining cabinet-maker’s business from her father. Caitlin’s half-brother, Alex, had since bought it from Kirsty; as the owner he had the right to sell, but Caitlin couldn’t see him letting the family inheritance go.


‘Alex says that the business is doin’ so well that it needs tae expand. Todd’d run the new place, an’ he an’ the missus’d live in the wee house that goes with it. That means that I’d take over the runnin’ of this place, and that means…’ Bryce reached for her again, his breath warm on her cheek, ‘that you an’ me could get wed an’ live here.’


Alarm twinged through Caitlin. ‘You’re taking an awful lot for granted!’


‘Come on, lass, we’ve been walkin’ out for years.’


‘For ten months. And anyway, what makes you think I want to marry and run a house and look after you? I’ve got my own work to do.’


‘Carin’ for a man an’ raisin’ bairns is a woman’s proper work,’ Bryce assured her. ‘We’re the right age, Caitlin, an’ we’re well suited.’ He pulled her close again, his voice muffled by her neck when he said, ‘An’ there’s nob’dy else I’d want tae be wed tae but you.’


With surprising speed, he managed to unfasten the jacket she had just buttoned. One hand moved inside it, sliding over her blouse to find and cup a breast.


‘Bryce…’ she protested as he squeezed the soft flesh gently.


‘Caitlin,’ he groaned in answer against her mouth. ‘Oh, my wee darlin’. Can we no’ just…’


Without realising it, Caitlin had moved further along the pend during her attempts to say goodnight. Instead of leaning against the brick wall, she had reached the weaving shop’s timbered door, and when it opened she swayed backwards, off balance, into the sudden void behind with a yelp of fright. Bryce almost tumbled after her; he pulled back with a startled oath as Caitlin was saved from toppling down the two steps into the shop by hands that caught at her shoulders from within the room.


‘Are you all right?’ Murdo Guthrie’s soft, lilting voice said just above her head.


‘D’ye have tae go creepin’ round the place?’ Bryce snapped.


‘I didn’t know that anyone was in the pend. I’m sorry if I frighted you.’


‘So ye should be!’ Bryce snatched Caitlin from the other man’s grasp and tucked her possessively under one arm.


‘I’m sure that Murdo was as startled as we were, Bryce,’ Caitlin said swiftly, embarrassed at being caught spooning with her sweetheart. ‘You’re working late tonight, Murdo.’


‘I was working on a piece of cloth that Mr MacDowall wants for the end of the week. I’ll bid you a good night.’ Murdo Guthrie brushed past them, his head and shoulders taking on a silvery outline as he stepped out of the pend and into the moonlight.


‘Daft Highland devil!’ Bryce snarled.


‘Shh, he’ll hear you!’


‘What if he does? When I get tae be master here that one’ll be out on his ear.’


‘Alex won’t allow that, and he’s the one who employs Murdo.’


‘I’ll find a way.’


‘What harm has Murdo Guthrie ever done to you?’


‘None – yet. And he’ll no’ get the chance tae try, I can promise ye that. Not tae me or tae you.’


‘Why should he harm any of us?’


Bryce hunched his shoulders. ‘He’s a sleekit Highlander, and ye cannae trust any of them. I don’t like him skulking in the store at all hours, so close tae the house.’


‘He told us that he was doing some work for Alex. All the man wants is to earn a living.’


‘Takin’ his side, are ye? Have ye a fancy for him, then?’ Bryce sneered, and she felt her face begin to burn.


‘Don’t be so daft, I scarcely know him. I’m only saying that he’s probably as decent as any of us.’


‘But he’s a Highlander…,’ Bryce began, and Caitlin gave up.


‘I’m going in.’


This time, alerted by the sharp note in her voice, he didn’t try to detain her. ‘I’ll see ye tomorrow night?’


‘I’ll mebbe have to work on at the shop, for we’ve got a lot to do.’


‘Suit yersel’,’ Bryce said huffily and turned away, stamping over the cobbles and throwing his hefty body round the corner into the street without offering, as he usually did, to walk the last few steps to the kitchen door with her. She didn’t bother to call him back.


Caitlin had expected to find her mother and stepfather alone in the kitchen, but to her surprise the room was full when she went in through the back door. Her younger sister, Mary, was still up, sitting on the hearth rug with her head resting against her mother’s knee and her eyes heavy with sleep, while Alex, Caitlin’s half-brother, had turned a chair around from the table and straddled across it, his arms folded along the chair back.


‘What’s amiss?’ Caitlin asked at once. It was rare to see twelve-year-old Mary still up and about and Alex in Paisley at that time of night.


‘Nothin’s amiss, lass.’ Todd Paget’s fireside chair stood with its high back to the door. A cloud of tobacco smoke drifted up into the air as he spoke.


‘Nothing at all.’ Alex smiled at her. ‘I just came to see Mam and Todd about an idea I’ve had.’ His normally solemn face was animated and his blue eyes sparkled. One look at the way his ruffled red hair glowed in the lamplight told Caitlin that Bryce hadn’t been havering after all. Alex’s hair always seemed to take on added colour when he was excited or elated.


‘Is it about the new workshop?’


Kirsty Paget’s needle had been dashing through a length of blue cloth as though her life depended on finishing the seam she sewed. Now the needle stilled as she gaped at her daughter. ‘How did you come to know about that?’


‘From Bryce Caldwell.’ Alex supplied the answer. ‘I saw the man’s ears wagging when I was talking to Todd earlier.’


‘So it’s true that you’re thinking of buying an old mill here in Paisley?’ Caitlin took off her hat and started to unfasten her recently buttoned jacket.


‘Did he tell you the asking price and all?’ Alex wanted to know dryly. ‘Aye, it’s true. Our customers have taken a liking to having furniture made specially for them, and I could do with expanding the workshop.’


‘But you’ve already got your own wee place in Glasgow. Surely the two workshops can supply all the furniture you need?’


‘I’m selling the Glasgow premises, for my father wants me to spend more time in the emporium,’ Alex explained. ‘The way he sees it, I’ll be running the place one day, and he wants me to start getting used to the idea of being there.’


Alex’s natural father, Angus MacDowall, owned a large furniture emporium in Glasgow. A cabinet-maker by trade and an artist by nature, Alex had introduced hand-decorated handmade furniture into the business, and it had done so well that MacDowall had publicly acknowledged the young man as his son and heir and set him up with his own cabinet-maker’s business in Glasgow. In return, Alex had taken on his father’s surname. Father and son had commissioned the small Paisley workshop Kirsty owned to make furniture exclusively for them.


‘My father originally thought of asking you to run the Glasgow factory, Todd, but I didn’t see Mam wanting to move to the city.’


‘You’re right there,’ Kirsty said firmly, and Alex grinned at her.


‘You could have started up your own clothes shop in the city, Mam. Look at the success you’ve made of Jean’s wee place.’


‘That was a matter of helping an old friend, and in any case, it’s Caitlin and Rose who’ve made the real success of Jean’s shop. I’m content with what I’ve got – and where I am.’


‘But you’d not be averse to moving just a few hundred yards or so, would you?’ Alex coaxed. ‘The mill’s only at Hunterhill, so you’d still be near enough to the shop and Mary would still be near her school. There’s a fine big gatehouse on the premises with plenty of room for the four of you. It’s not been lived in for a good while, so it needs work done to it, but I’d see to all that for you. You could have the whole place done out just the way you want it, Mam,’ Alex wheedled. ‘And Todd would have more room to work, for the mill’s several times larger than the wee workshop out the back. It’s got three floors to it, as well as a good-sized yard.’


Todd shot a glance at his wife, then asked, ‘What about this place?’


‘We’ll keep it, of course, since it’s been in Mam’s family for so long. Your journeyman could run it, and you’d be close enough to keep an eye on him.’ Alex got to his feet. ‘I must go or I’ll miss the train back to Glasgow. I’ll take the two of you to see the mill tomorrow or the next day.’


Mary, her eyes sheltered from the light by the material Kirsty was stitching, had fallen asleep against her mother’s knee; while Todd went to the street door with Alex, Kirsty roused the girl and sent her upstairs, yawning and rubbing her eyes.


‘Is that you doing my work, Mam?’


‘I’d finished the darning, so I thought I’d just put a stitch or two into it for you.’ Kirsty smoothed the material gently. ‘It’s bonny. I didn’t get as much done to it as I’d wanted.’


Todd came back into the room, looking down at his wife with a bemused and slightly troubled expression on his normally placid face. ‘What d’you think, Kirsty?’


She folded the cloth on her lap, tucking the needle securely through several layers of cloth. ‘I’m too tired to think anything, so I’m going away to my bed, and so should you two. We can talk about it in the morning.’


Todd nodded, but Caitlin took the sewing from her mother and settled down in Todd’s chair. ‘I’ll just get a bit more work done before I go to my bed.’


Alone with the ticking clock and an occasional crackle from the fire in the well-polished range, Caitlin considered the implications of Alex’s news as her fingers bustled the needle in and out of the skirt she was making for one of her customers. The prospect of moving to another house didn’t bother her, for she had only come to this one, and in fact to the town of Paisley, seven years earlier when her mother had inherited the house and workshop.


Caitlin’s father, Matt Lennox, had been alive then; he had died almost four years ago. After three years of widowhood, Kirsty had married Todd, who had been journeyman to her father then to Matt. The marriage had met with approval from Kirsty’s children, who liked Todd and appreciated his gentle, placid nature, so different from Matt’s sudden bursts of temper.


On her return to Paisley, Kirsty had renewed her friendship with a former school friend, Jean Chisholm, who ran a second-hand clothes shop. After helping Jean with the shop, Kirsty had used her skills with a needle to introduce clothes alterations into the business. Some time after that, Rose Hamilton, the youngest daughter of a wealthy local family and an independent soul with no wish to emulate her sisters and her friends by following the usual path to marriage and a household of her own, had come in as a partner, buying the empty premises next door and expanding the original shop to include dressmaking for those who could afford it.


When Caitlin left school, her talent as a seamstress and her flair for design had helped to develop the dressmaking side of the business. She loved her work, and she and Rose shared plans, hopes and dreams of future expansion, which was why Bryce’s plans for their future made her uneasy. He was a good worker, and no doubt, with Todd still in the area to keep an eye on him, he would run the workshop efficiently. He deserved the chance to better himself, but Caitlin had no desire to marry him, or anyone else, yet, although as Bryce had pointed out, they were both of marriageable age, he twenty-one and she nineteen.


Finding, after a short while, that the seam she was working on had begun to waver before her tired eyes, she put the work aside and turned off the gas lamps before going upstairs. As she passed the master bedroom, she heard her mother and Todd talking in low voices, no doubt discussing Alex’s offer.


The moon, still high in a sky free of clouds, washed her small room with its silvery-blue light. Brushing her hair by the window, looking down into Espedair Street, empty at this hour of pedestrians and traffic, Caitlin remembered the way the light had haloed Murdo Guthrie’s head and shoulders as he’d stepped from the pend into the street, and she wondered if that same ethereal effect could be achieved with materials. A very dark blue cloth, perhaps, overlaid with silver lace, if she could find some among the collection of clothing in the back shop. The bulk of Jean’s stock consisted of cast-offs from the women who lived in Paisley’s big houses, and the best of materials was to be found among them.


She put the brush aside and slipped into bed. While her mother and stepfather talked on in the adjoining room, she fell asleep in the space of a minute.
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Young Mrs Harper had set her heart on a costume with a long jacket in horizontally striped material, just like the drawing she had come across in her new fashion magazine. The model in the sketch was tall and slender, while Mrs Harper was small and of the type described in Caitlin’s circles as ‘a sonsy, well-set-up lassie’.


Caitlin, who in childhood had suffered nightmares after coming across a drawing of a hapless native trapped in the coils of a large snake, was keenly aware that that was just what Mrs Harper would look like in the stripes she craved. She had scoured the fashion magazines Rose brought to the shop, finally coming across the ideal outfit on the morning after Alex’s visit.


Rose and Kirsty both approved of the choice, a smart high-waisted jacket with narrow, vertical embroidered panels running up the sleeves, bodice and collar.


‘Much more slimming than the one she wants,’ Rose said. ‘What colour?’


‘Something light – ivory,’ Kirsty said, and Caitlin nodded.


‘That’s what I thought, too, with blues and reds in the embroidery. But it means having the embroidery done specially.’


‘Isa Harper can afford it. I just wish,’ Rose said for the hundredth time, ‘that we could employ our own hand-embroiderers instead of having to farm the work out. That way everything could be done on our own premises instead of having to leave good materials in the embroideress’s house. With all those children she has, I always worry in case the cloth gets torn or something’s spilled on it.’


They were all in the small fitting room. Jean Chisholm, enjoying a cup of tea in peace before returning to her usual place behind the shop counter, sniffed loudly. ‘If things had been left the way they were, nob’dy would have to traipse expensive material through the town,’ she pointed out, and Rose smiled sweetly at her.


‘If it had been left the way it was, Jean, you’d still be running your wee second-hand clothes shop and you’d not have me as your partner. Just think of the pleasure you’d have missed.’


Jean sniffed again, though the glimmer of a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she went through the curtained archway leading to the sewing room and the shop. Suspicious of Rose when she first suggested a partnership, she had grown to like the younger woman, but they still enjoyed the occasional tilt at each other.


‘You know that we need more room, Kirsty, now that you and Caitlin have opened up the dressmaking side of things,’ Rose persisted as the curtains fell back into place behind Jean’s narrow back.


‘It’s you that’s done most of the opening up, showing your new clothes off to your friends,’ Kirsty said, and Rose preened herself.


‘If you’d spent all your life feeling more like a giraffe than a person, you’d want to show off a bit too.’


Too tall, too thin and angular, Rose had until quite recently driven her socialite mother to despair with her inability to dress stylishly. When Caitlin had started working in the shop the situation had changed, for she had a natural affinity for colours, shapes and materials. The first person to recognise Rose’s potential for elegance, she had designed and made several garments for her. They had aroused such interest and envy among Rose’s friends, and so many of them had begun to make use of Caitlin’s services, that Rose now referred to herself as Caitlin’s sandwich-board woman.


Today Caitlin and Kirsty wore the shop uniform that Kirsty herself had introduced – a white blouse with a black bow at the throat and a black skirt. Rose’s outfit was similar but topped by one of Caitlin’s designs, a long, loose silk waistcoat made up of diamond shapes in all the colours of the rainbow. It was Rose’s favourite garment and one she wore frequently.


Rose’s insistence on going into commerce instead of making her parents happy by marrying well had made her something of a curiosity among the women of her own social class. Friends and acquaintances such as Mrs Harper tended to visit the shop, ostensibly to call on Rose while passing, but in actual fact to view the place she had chosen to become involved with and to spend most of her time in.


After looking round the shop with disdain and deeming it ‘quaint’, most of them swept back out to their waiting carriages, nose in the air, then enquired of Rose at some social function within the next two weeks if she could arrange for ‘that little woman’ who had made her gown, blouse or costume to make something for them. When that happened, Kirsty or, more and more frequently, Caitlin would call at their houses, armed with pattern books and samples of material.


A few hours after she, her mother and Rose had agreed on the perfect outfit for Mrs Harper, Caitlin, pink with triumph, hurried back to the shop from the large and elegant house opposite Brodie Park where the woman lived with her husband.


‘Hello, Aggie,’ she said affectionately to the dressmaker’s dummy that always stood outside the shop, dressed in a different outfit every day, as she hurried past the shop door, choosing instead to use the door leading directly to the sewing room, Jean’s original shop.


As usual, Teenie Stapleton was crouched over her sewing machine like a champion jockey riding a thoroughbred to victory on the race course. Her feet were rocking the treadle so hard that they were a mere blur of motion, and her turbaned head was bent so close to the material whizzing beneath the needle that she seemed in permanent danger of stitching her nose as well. Teenie was extremely short-sighted and, despite the wire-framed spectacles Rose had insisted on getting for her, she always worked with her face almost on the table so that from behind, her body seemed to be headless. Her sewing machine, Kirsty’s machine on the table set against hers, and every surface in the room were hidden beneath heaped clothing and pieces of material. She paid Caitlin no heed at all.


After dropping her bag of samples and patterns on the floor, Caitlin stretched her back then took off her coat and hung it up neatly. Finally, she cleared a space on Teenie’s table and rapped her knuckles sharply on the wood. ‘Teenie!’


The machine roared to a standstill and Teenie lifted her head, her magnified grey eyes huge in her small face. ‘It’s yoursel’, lassie.’


‘Is Rose in the fitting room?’


‘Aye, with your mother and a customer,’ Teenie said, and went back to her work.


The customer was buttoning her blouse while Kirsty carefully folded a woollen coat and Rose made notes in a large exercise book. ‘Next Thursday afternoon?’ she said as Caitlin went in.


The woman’s face fell. ‘We’re visitin’ my man’s old auntie on the Wednesday night, hen, an’ she’s that particular. He likes me tae look my best when we see her. Could ye no’…?’


‘I’ll make certain that the coat’s ready for you on Wednesday afternoon,’ Kirsty promised, and the woman beamed.


‘I’d be grateful, pet.’ She reached out and stroked the coat gently. ‘This’ll fairly make her sit up and take notice,’ she said, with a giggle of anticipation. ‘I’ll pay half now and the rest when I get it.’


‘Miss Chisholm in the shop’ll attend to that. I’ll take you through.’


‘Poor woman,’ Rose said, when Kirsty had escorted the woman out. ‘I hope the new coat stuns her auntie into silence for the entire visit. I’ve got an aunt just like that – she treats all her relatives like servants and her servants like slaves. She’s the only person I’ve ever seen Mama grovelling before.’ She made a final note in the book and slammed it shut with one of her usual quick movements. If Jean Chisholm, who was of a nervous disposition, had been in the room, she would have jumped at the noise, but Caitlin, used to Rose’s ways, was unruffled.


‘Mrs Harper’s agreed to the costume we chose, with the embroidery and the velvet hat.’ Caitlin, who had gone home to change into her visiting clothes before going to Brodie Park, took a long smock from a hook on the wall and began to put it on.


‘Well done! I’ve heard that her husband’s taking her off on a cruise next summer. If she likes the new costume well enough she might come to you for her holiday wardrobe.’


‘How can we cope with an entire wardrobe when we’ve scarcely got room for the work we’re already doing?’ Caitlin gestured at the small room where they stood; like the sewing room, it was gradually being taken over by clothes that were half made, being altered or waiting their turn to go on display in the main shop.


‘We’ll just have to make room. If only the butcher next door would move out, we could rent his premises.’


‘There are three generations working in that shop,’ Kirsty said from the doorway. ‘I don’t see them closing down.’


‘Then we must think of another way of expanding. We need a proper storeroom for materials instead of having to go out and buy what we need bit by––’


Kirsty cut her short. ‘Rose, I’ve heard more than I want to about expansions in the past few hours. Caitlin, I need a hand with some sewing.’


‘I’ll come as soon as I’ve written Mrs Harper’s details into the workbook. She’s agreed…’ Caitlin began eagerly, but her mother had already gone.


‘I’ll see to the workbook.’ Rose took it from her. ‘What’s amiss with Kirsty today? She’s jumping about the place like a hen on a hot griddle, and it’s not like her to be so sharp.’


‘She’s fretting about Alex’s plan to buy the old mill. Did she not tell you?’ Caitlin asked when Rose looked puzzled.


‘She did not.’


Caitlin’s heart sank. ‘She must have wanted to keep it to herself. Mebbe you’d best say nothing,’ she said hurriedly, but it was too late. Rose had already forged past her and into the sewing room. ‘Kirsty, what’s that carrot-haired son of yours up to now?’ she was saying when Caitlin scurried in behind her.


Rose pounced as soon as Alex arrived at the shop that afternoon, looking every inch the businessman in a grey pinstripe suit with a watch chain across his flat, waistcoated midriff. ‘What’s this I hear about you buying property in Paisley? I didn’t know that there was a mill for sale.’


‘It’s only just come onto the market. It’s been lying empty for a while, and I’ve had my eye on it, waiting for the owner’s decision to sell.’


‘Have you put in a definite offer?’


‘Mebbe,’ he said calmly, then turned to Kirsty. ‘I’ve hired a cab. I thought I’d call for you first, then for Todd.’


‘I’ll come with you.’ Rose reached for her coat. ‘I’d like to have a look at the place.’


‘You’ll do nothing of the sort. I want Mam and Todd to see it without being influenced by your opinion,’ Alex told her, and swept his mother from the sewing room, leaving Rose almost apoplectic with rage.


‘The impertinence of the man! Who does he think he is?’


Teenie, used by now to Rose’s outbursts, continued to thunder away on her machine, while Caitlin said apologetically from where she sat at her mother’s sewing machine, ‘You know Alex – he hates talking about his business ploys until they’re settled.’


Rose sniffed loudly and stamped into the fitting room, her brown curly hair escaping from its restraining pins as it always did when she was upset or angry. Caitlin shook her head at the material flashing beneath her needle. Like Jean, Alex had been suspicious of Rose when they first met, and she had taken a dislike to him. They were both ambitious, stubborn and proud, both determined to fight for whatever they wanted against the odds. In Rose’s case the enemy was her overpowering mother, who had done all she could to push the youngest of her three daughters into marriage as soon as she had completed her education, and in Alex’s case it had been his stepfather, Matt Lennox, determined to dominate his family and see his own son prosper rather than Alex.


They had both won their personal battles, and in the process they had developed a cautious respect for each other. Over the years, respect had mellowed until, despite the fact that they still argued and disagreed frequently, both Teenie and Jean Chisholm had talked of them being almost like brother and sister.


Caitlin didn’t agree. It seemed to her that if her half-brother and her friend would only desist from their arguing and fault finding, they might find themselves becoming even closer than siblings. In her view, it was bound to happen eventually.


Kirsty didn’t return to the shop that afternoon, and when Caitlin arrived home midway through the evening she found Mary alone in the kitchen, busy with her school books.


‘They’re in by.’ She jerked her head in the direction of the front parlour. ‘Your dinner’s being kept hot; I’ll clear a space and put it out for you.’


‘Have they said anything about the mill?’ Caitlin asked as she ate at one side of the big kitchen table while Mary scribbled busily at the other.


‘Not a word, but they still think of me as a wee lassie,’ said Mary, who, as her mother often said, had made the move from child to elderly woman during her first year at school. The classroom had opened up a new world for her; she had learned to read almost at once, and lived now for books and school. The creative skills shared by Kirsty, Caitlin and Alex had passed Mary by; her interest lay in facts and figures. She was a fine housekeeper, well able to cook and clean, but in her case housework was approached with an almost mathematical precision as she first estimated the time necessary for each task, then set out to complete it faster.


During the family’s first years in Paisley, Mary had been a timid child with a tendency to cling to her mother and sister. No little surprise, Caitlin thought as she looked at her sister’s bent head, considering the troubles that had beset them. Fergus, the baby of the family, had died under the hooves of a carthorse in the pend; Alex had been driven from the family home and business by his stepfather’s harshness; Ewan, Matt’s son by an earlier marriage, had run off with Todd Paget’s betrothed; and finally Matt had died.


It had seemed to Caitlin in those dark days that the move to Paisley had brought her family nothing but worry and misery, but time had improved their lives. The shop had prospered, and Alex had settled down well with his father in Glasgow. Todd’s serenity, the very opposite of Matt Lennox’s tensions and tempers, had enriched the entire household, and under his influence Mary’s timidity had melted away.


The younger girl had gone off to bed when Kirsty and Todd finally came through to the kitchen, both looking as though they bore the cares of the world on their shoulders.


‘You didn’t like the mill,’ Caitlin guessed.


‘There’s nothing wrong with it,’ Todd said. ‘It’s just … a big step for both of us to take. That wee workshop at the end of the yard’d be lost in the mill.’


‘You could do with some extra space.’


‘Aye, but…’ He looked apologetically at the two women, then burst out, ‘I’m no’ an ambitious man – nothin’ like Alex. I’m no’ sure that I could run a big place.’


‘Of course you could,’ Kirsty’s voice was firm. ‘Once you got into the way of things it’d be no bother to you at all. And you’d have more men under you and less to do yourself.’


‘Aye.’ Todd, who was allowed to smoke in the parlour but never did because he was afraid of spoiling his wife’s good furniture and curtains, reached automatically for his pipe, tobacco pouch and matches. ‘I’ll just go out by for a wee smoke.’


‘Stay in here; it’s cold out tonight.’


He shook his head. ‘I’ll be out of the wind, for I’ve a mind tae go down tae the workshop.’


‘Then put these on.’ Kirsty lifted his scarf and jacket from the nail on the back door. ‘I don’t want you catching a chill.’


‘I’m no’ a babby,’ Todd protested, but did as he was told, winking at his stepdaughter. Matt Lennox had suffered badly from rheumatism brought on by his move to the damp climate that had made Paisley’s textile industry so successful, and as a result Kirsty tended to fuss over her family’s wellbeing, especially in cold, damp weather.


‘Would you be willing to make the move, Mam?’ Caitlin asked when they were alone. Kirsty, making the tea that was a cure for all ills in Scotland, sighed.


‘To tell the truth, I didn’t want to come back to this house when I heard that my father had left it to me, for as a lassie I knew such unhappiness here after my mother died. But Matt was eager to come to Paisley, and it’s a woman’s place to do whatever her man wants. Then for a while I blamed the house for the bad things that happened when we settled here, but now I’m not so sure that I want to leave.’ She poured hot water from the kettle into the teapot then looked round the kitchen, her eyes misty with memories. ‘The house is contented again, more like the way it was during my mother’s time. It has a good feeling to it.’


‘It’s the people that make a house, not the other way round,’ Caitlin said gently.


‘Aye, I suppose it is. Your poor father was never really happy here, for all the hopes he’d had of the move. And if the head of the house isn’t settled, nobody else is.’


‘Todd isn’t happy with the thought of a move.’


‘All Todd’s ever wanted was to earn a living and to know that those around him were contented. The thing is, Caitlin, if we decide to stay here, what are we going to say to Alex? He’s set his heart on buying that mill and opening it as a wee factory.’


‘It’s early days yet. You and Todd should take time to think about it before you decide.’


‘Aye, I suppose you’re right. I just wish Alex hadn’t found that mill, then we’d not have this worry.’


Todd returned a few minutes later. ‘Murdo’s still workin’ away in the old store – I saw a chink of light through the shutters when I came back up the lane.’


‘Poor man, he must be tired. Ask him would he not come in for a drink of hot tea.’


‘It’s no use, Kirsty, you know he’ll never sit with us. I’ll take a mug out tae him and mebbe keep him company for a wee while if he’s in the mood for a bit of a crack.’


Todd was still out when Caitlin went up to her room, and there was no sound of the loom’s steady clack beneath her feet. Undressing, she wondered whether the two men were talking or just sitting in as companionable a silence as anyone could enjoy in Murdo Guthrie’s brooding company.


Alex had found Murdo sweeping floors in Angus MacDowall’s store, and on discovering that the Highlander was a hand-loom weaver and therefore a rare find in 1913, he had brought him to Paisley. Kirsty’s mother and grandfather had been weavers, and her grandfather’s loom, found lying in pieces in a corner of the storeroom by the pend when the family first came to Paisley, had been carefully restored. It was Kirsty’s dearest hope that one day it would work again, and it was as much for her sake as his own that Alex had turned the store into a weaving shop and commissioned Murdo to make material to upholster some of the furniture now made by MacDowall and Son.


Kirsty, overjoyed to hear the thump and clack of her grandfather’s loom again, had immediately offered the freedom of her kitchen to the weaver, hoping that he would become part of the family. But Murdo, a silent and withdrawn man, chose to keep himself to himself, and not even Kirsty’s kindness could reach him. He tolerated Todd’s company on occasion, but nobody else’s. Kirsty fretted about his wellbeing, while Bryce mistrusted him because of his secrecy and his soft, lilting accent, so unlike the harder, flat tones of the Lowlander. As for Caitlin, she wasn’t quite sure whether she felt sorry for the man in his loneliness or feared his dark presence.


For the past few years Caitlin had been attending evening classes at Paisley’s Technical College and Art School in George Street, studying drawing and design. Shortly after Murdo’s arrival in Paisley he, too, began taking evening classes; she had seen him at the school but had never had the courage to approach him. Nor had she told anyone else that she had seen him there, feeling that she had no right to gossip about him.


Sometimes she heard snatches of music from the store below. Todd had told her that he had seen an old mouth organ lying on a shelf in the store, but Murdo had merely shrugged when asked about it. Whenever she heard the music, sometimes melancholy, sometimes surprisingly lively, Caitlin longed to go to the store where she could listen properly. But, knowing that if she as much as put a hand on the door latch the music would stop and the instrument would be slipped out of sight, she kept her distance and continued to puzzle over the enigma that was Murdo Guthrie.
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A sudden pounding on the door knocker made Kirsty jump just as she was moving the heavy soup pot onto the range. Soup splashed over the rim and sizzled dry on the hot metal, leaving a stain.


‘For any favour!’ she muttered irritably, bustling into the hall to throw the door open. ‘You didn’t have to knock the door down,’ she snapped. ‘A wee tap would’ve brought me just as quick.’


The burly bearded man standing on the pavement was in no mood to apologise. ‘I’ve other deliveries tae make, missus, and this wind’s been cuttin’ through me all day.’


Kirsty eyed the horse and cart at the gutter. From between the cart’s wooden bars, a child stared sullenly back at her, and she saw that its small fingers, locked around two of the spars, were dark blue with cold.


‘If you’re making a delivery, you’ll have to take it through the pend to the workshop yard.’ She began to close the door, with some thought of hurrying upstairs in search of a pair of woollen gloves that she could give to the child before it was driven away, but the man put out a hand with a grubby handkerchief wrapped about the knuckles to stop her.


‘There was nothin’ said about any workshop.’ He brought his other hand close to his eyes and scowled at a piece of paper almost lost in its grip. ‘Would Mr Lennox be at home?’


Kirsty stared. ‘Mr Lennox has been dead these four years nearly.’


‘Are you the widow then?’


‘I’m … Yes, I’m his widow.’


‘Then you’ll do,’ he said shortly, turning his back on her and stomping across the pavement. ‘It’s on the cart,’ he said over his shoulder, ‘and ye’ll have tae fetch it down for yersel’, for I’m havin’ nothin’ more tae dae wi’ it.’


‘What is it?’ She followed him across the flagstones.


‘This.’ He jerked his head, and Kirsty, studying the boxes and trunks and brown-paper parcels scattered over the wooden planks, took a moment to realise that he meant the child.


‘What’re you…?’


‘No sense in askin’ me, missus. All I know is that I was paid tae bring it tae Mr Lennox at this address. And a time of it I’ve had an’ all,’ he added, glaring through the bars as though studying an animal in a zoo. The child glared back at him. ‘Kickin’ an’ screamin’ and carryin’ on, an’ every time I stopped it was off an’ away an’ had tae be fetched back. I’d’ve left it tae run, but there’s still a shillin’ tae pay.’


Looking closely, Kirsty saw to her horror that one of the child’s wrists had been lashed to the bars. ‘You’ve never tied the poor wee soul to the cart!’


‘I had tae, it was the only way tae keep it from runnin’ off.’


‘Untie him … her,’ Kirsty still had no idea whether the dirty little scrap of humanity was male or female, ‘at once!’


‘I’ll have my shillin’ first,’ the carter demanded.


‘You will not.’


‘I will!’


‘You’ll untie that child or I’ll fetch a policeman.’


He flourished the hand with the handkerchief under her nose. ‘You dae that, missus. No doubt he’ll cart it straight tae the jail for bitin’ decent hard-workin’ folk. An’,’ he added in the child’s direction, ‘he’ll put it intae a black cell wi’ nothin’ tae eat but hard bread.’


‘For goodness’ sake!’ Kirsty didn’t know what to do for the best. If she went off to fetch Todd the man might drive away, and heaven knew what might happen to the poor child then. ‘I’ll fetch your shilling if you’ll untie that rope,’ she compromised.


‘But––’


‘Untie that rope or there’ll be no shilling!’ she almost shouted at him. He hesitated, eyes swinging back and forth between her and the little face pressed between the bars, then finally gave a reluctant nod. Kirsty hurried into the house, convinced that she was throwing her hard-earned money away but at a loss to know what else to do.


When she returned, the child had been freed and was standing on the pavement. One end of the rope was still tied about its wrist, and the carter grasped the other end at arm’s length. The shabby skirt hanging to the child’s ankles proclaimed that this was a girl.


When Kirsty held the money out the man snatched at it, at the same time pushing the rope’s end into Kirsty’s hand. ‘Here ye are – an’ ye’re welcome tae it, missus.’ He plucked a brown-paper parcel from the cart and handed it to Kirsty, together with the paper he had been holding, then he scrambled onto the cart and stirred the horse into action, leaving Kirsty and her delivery on the pavement.


‘What’s your name, pet?’


The child tucked her mouth into a thin firm line to indicate that she had no intention of answering. She was filthy, from the top of the shapeless felt hat jammed over her head to eyebrow level to the toes of her scuffed shoes. Two women passing by stared openly at her, then at Kirsty, who was still holding the rope. One seemed about to remonstrate, but the other caught her by the wrist and almost dragged her away. ‘Don’t get drawn into anything, Nancy,’ her voice floated back. ‘It’s none of our business…’


Kirsty dropped the end of the rope as though it had caught fire, and took the child’s hand instead. It was like touching a block of ice. ‘Poor wee lamb, you’re frozen. Come in and get warm.’


The small fingers in hers stiffened, and for a moment she thought that the child was going to resist. Filthy though she was, Kirsty nerved herself to pick her up and carry her indoors if need be. Then the child began to shuffle reluctantly, one foot at a time, across the pavement and into the house.


In the hallway, Kirsty knelt to unfasten the rope from the little girl’s tiny wrist, exclaiming at the red marks on her soft skin. The poor little thing must have been trying to free herself by pulling at her bonds.


‘Does it hurt?’ Her lips were gripped between her teeth, but from where Kirsty knelt, on a level with the child’s face, she saw the child’s eyes for the first time, wide and clear blue and tilted up at the outer corners. She only got a glimpse before they were hidden beneath long-lashed lids.


In the kitchen the child immediately ducked out of sight beneath the table. Lifting one side of the chenille cloth that covered the table when it wasn’t in use, Kirsty tried to coax her out but with no success.


‘Just stay there, then, until you feel ready to come and speak to me,’ she said helplessly and turned her attention to the paper she had been given. It was an envelope, addressed in a hurried scrawl to Mr Matthew Lennox, Cabinet-maker, Espedair Street, Paisley.


Opening it, Kirsty took one look at the signature then caught at the edge of the table for support. She read the few words on the single sheet of paper, read them again, then said in a voice only just above a whisper, ‘I’ll just … Stay where you are, pet, I’ll be back in a minute,’ and blundered towards the back door.


In the workshop, Todd’s smile at the sight of her disappeared as he took in her expression. ‘Kirsty? Has somethin’ happened?’


‘I need to talk to you – outside,’ she added, acutely aware of the sudden interest being shown by Bryce and the apprentice. He came at once, joining her in the yard and closing the door against inquisitive ears.


‘It’s not Mary … or Caitlin?’


‘No, no, it’s nothing to do with them. Read this.’ She thrust the letter at him.


‘Not out here, it’s too cold, and you’re shiverin’. We’ll go intae the house.’


‘Not the house – not until you’ve read the letter,’ she insisted, then, as he opened his mouth to argue, ‘The wash house’ll do.’


‘For any favour, woman, what’s wrong with the kitchen where it’s warm?’ he protested, but she would say no more, and he had no choice but to follow her along the lane and into the stone wash house that had been built on at the back of the house. Once the door had been closed against possible eavesdroppers, Kirsty, comforted by the familiar smells of soapy water, bleach and starch, sat down on the little chair mainly used to hold piles of clothes and handed the letter to her husband.


As she had done, he glanced at the signature first. His brown head, the hair just as thick as when she had first met him, though now it was well scattered with grey, came up swiftly. ‘Ewan?’ He stared at her. ‘Ewan … after all these years?’


Kirsty’s heart fluttered uncomfortably in her throat. ‘Read the letter, Todd,’ she ordered huskily, ‘and read it aloud, for I’m not sure that I’ve made sense of it yet.’


‘“Dear Father,…”’ he began, and looked at her again, perplexed.


‘He’ll have no idea of Matt’s death since we didn’t know where he was to tell him. Read it, Todd!’


‘“Dear Father, you’ll be surprised to hear from me again, and maybe not much pleased, but I have nobody else to turn to. This is Rowena Lennox, born in wedlock on 28 July in the year 1909. Me and Beth wed each other, so at least your grandchild is not a bastard. As cir … circum…”’ Todd, never a scholar, stumbled slightly over the word but finally managed it, ‘“cir – cum – stances have turned out, we are not together now, and I must go away for a while. I hope that you and Mam will care for the child in my absence and trust that you will not hold my sins against her, for none of them were of her making. I will write when I am more able. Your dutiful son, Ewan Lennox.”’


Todd read the letter again, this time to himself while Kirsty watched his lips form each word, then he looked up.


‘Ewan and Beth – they had a child.’


‘They did, and she’s in our kitchen right now, under the table. A carter brought her to the door. He’d tied her to his cart.’


‘Why did you put her under the table?’ Todd asked, thoroughly confused.


‘I didn’t, she went there of her own will!’ Kirsty didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. In the space of an hour, her ordinary, contented life had been turned upside down. ‘She’s … She’ll not say a word. The carter says she bit him. What are we going to do, Todd?’


He shook his head slowly, still bemused, then went to peer out of the small window overlooking the yard and workshop. Realising that, like her, he needed a moment to collect his thoughts, Kirsty bit back the words that flooded forth and waited, hands tightly clasped in her lap, until her husband turned back to her.


‘I suppose the first thing is tae try tae get the bairn out from beneath the table,’ he said, ‘then try tae find out what’s been happenin’, and where Ewan might be.’


Mary came home from school while they were both trying to coax Rowena from beneath the table. Todd had attempted to pull her out but had given up the idea when she lunged at his outstretched hand like a dog, sinking small but sharp teeth into his knuckles.


Not one to be easily ruffled, Mary listened to the tale of how Ewan’s daughter had arrived at the door tied to a cart then lifted a corner of the tablecloth and peered underneath. ‘She’ll be hungry,’ she said when she straightened up. ‘She’ll come out when the dinner’s ready.’


Rowena did indeed crawl out when the aromatic broth was ladled into bowls, but only for long enough to take her bowl and the hunk of bread Mary offered her before disappearing beneath the table again. Normally the cloth was taken off and the plates put on the scrubbed boards, but today Kirsty decided to leave it where it was for once rather than deprive the child of her protection.


‘Best to pretend she’s not here,’ Caitlin suggested when she arrived home. ‘She’ll be feeling strange in a place she’s never seen with folk she’s never met.’


It wasn’t easy to behave normally while at the same time straining their ears to catch every movement from below. They ate in silence, darting glances at each other then looking away whenever their eyes met. ‘It’s a fancy sort of name, Rowena,’ Mary finally ventured in a loud whisper.


‘It’s a name Beth always liked.’ Todd, who normally had a large appetite, had been stirring his broth around his plate. ‘She got me tae take her tae the theatre at Smithhills once tae see a play. I mind that one of the lassies in it was cried Rowena.’


Kirsty put down her spoon, her own appetite suddenly gone, and got up to dish out meat and potatoes. When everyone else had been served she put a plateful on the floor, and a small and very dirty hand darted out and pulled it beneath the cloth. After a moment the empty soup bowl was pushed out against her feet. That night Rowena had the heartiest appetite in the house.


She came out when the meal was finished and stood against the inner door, surveying them all with clear blue eyes that seemed able to pierce through skin and flesh and bone and look right into their minds and souls. They had agreed, in whispers and nods and winks, to behave as though she wasn’t there until she got used to them, so the two girls busied themselves with washing and drying the dishes at the sink while Kirsty swept the hearth and Todd settled in his chair with his pipe and newspaper.


When the dishes were done, Mary took it upon herself to pour milk into a mug and hand it to Rowena. The girl hesitated, then took it and drank deeply and noisily. When she eventually took her face from the mug Kirsty’s heart melted at the sight of the milky moustache decorating the little face. She longed to lift the child and give her a hug, and longed even more to put her into a bath and clean her up, but she knew that she must bide her time.


‘So,’ Todd said comfortably when the mug had been emptied and the little girl had sidled over to put it by the sink, always keeping the table between herself and the others, ‘you’re Rowena, are you?’


She nodded, her chin wagging up and down.


‘And ye’ve come tae stay with yer grandma?’


Mary giggled, her eyes flying to her mother’s face. Kirsty, settling into her own chair opposite Todd, felt her jaw drop.


Rowena nodded again, then said in a surprisingly strong voice, ‘Till my daddy comes for me.’


‘And when’ll that be, then?’


‘When he can.’


‘What about yer mammy, pet?’


Rowena stared at him, her eyes suddenly darkening. For a moment Kirsty thought that she was going to burst into tears, then her chin jutted out. ‘She went away. It’s just me and my daddy, and he’s coming for me when he can.’


‘While ye’re waitin’ for him ye might as well sit by the fire,’ Todd suggested casually, then began to study his newspaper again, with great interest. Rowena fidgeted in a corner for a while, then, as Kirsty and Caitlin got on with their sewing and Mary spread her school books on the table, she sidled over to sit on the hearth rug. Soon the heat of the fire made her eyelids droop.


‘You’ll be ready for your bed?’ Kirsty ventured. The little girl hesitated, her eyes darting round the room as though in search of escape, before nodding.
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