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or what he will be expected to research next,
but copes so well with the constant
         uncertainty.
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      Albert McCabe leaned on the rail as the paddle steamer Duchess of Fife sailed across Rothesay Bay and began to pass a stretch of graceful waterside houses built in the nineteenth century by wealthy
         industrialists. He glowered down at the water, seeing no beauty in the way the bow-wave foamed creamy lace along the steamer’s
         flanks, or in the approaching town, neat and clean beneath the June sun.
      

      
      As far as the Glasgow docker was concerned, water was meant for cargo ships to sail on and towns were places for folk to live,
         and there was no beauty in either. His idea of a grand sight was a foaming beer mug at the end of a hard day.
      

      
      He stood immobile at the rails, a great solid slab of a man, and his fellow-passengers, crowding excitedly to look at the
         splendid houses and their colourful gardens, the ruins of Rothesay Castle rising from a whirlpool of neat tenements, the long
         curving shoreline and the cool green slopes of the hills beyond the town took care not to jostle him. There was something
         about Albert McCabe that sent out a warning to anyone in his vicinity.
      

      
      In any case, none of them wanted trouble, for they were all on board the steamer with a single shared intention: to enjoy
         a day, a week, even mebbe, for the fortunate, an entire fortnight on this beautiful island in the Firth of Clyde. They had
         struggled through to the end of the second worldwide war suffered by the century and they had survived.
      

      
      War had touched the Island of Bute too. Its mark could be seen in Rothesay Bay itself, where sleek submarines nestled against
         a depot ship and another vast salvage ship lay at anchor. It could be seen in the Army vehicles parked along the embankment
         opposite the shops, and in the rolls of barbed wire that had only recently been drawn back from the beach. Even so there was
         something about the town and the island that held out the promise to war-weary travellers of peace and a welcome, and the
         chance to move on from the hardships and sufferings of the past six years.
      

      
      Now it was time to celebrate before returning to their normal lives. They were all in the mood for celebration and the small
         accordion band on board – now playing, inevitably, ‘Sweet Rothesay Bay’ – had done well when the collection box went round.
         Even those who looked as though they scarcely had two pennies to rub together had contributed.
      

      
      
      Fools, Albert had thought, waving the box away with a scowl. Why celebrate the ending of a war when peace made little difference
         to working folk like them? Ahead of them lay the same hard graft as before, day in and day out, and probably the same old
         worry about whether they’d be working come next week.
      

      
      For him the war’s end had only one benefit – getting his wife and weans back home in Glasgow where they belonged. He should
         never have allowed Nesta to go with the weans when they were bombed out of their own home, but she had begged to be allowed
         to stay with Sam, the youngest, who suffered badly from asthma. And once she got to Bute she had turned a deaf ear to his
         demands that she leave the children there and return to take up her duties as his wife.
      

      
      She’d had a grand war, Albert thought viciously, enjoying herself on a Clyde island while he managed as best he could in Glasgow,
         working in the docks and sleeping on a rickety sofa bed in his parents’ tiny flat. Well, she was about to get her comeuppance,
         that was for sure.
      

      
      A city man to his fingertips, he hated being out of the city. He had hated every minute of his journey, first by train and
         then by steamer. The minute he got his hands on Nesta and the weans, he’d have the lot of them off this lump of earth and
         back home.
      

      
      As the steamer slid gracefully alongside Rothesay Pier, where men waited onshore to catch the mooring ropes, McCabe strode to where the queue was forming; parents and children and elderly relatives all coping as best
         they could with bags, cases and boxes carrying all they might need for their stay away from home. Impatient to find his family
         and get off the island as soon as possible, he jostled his way to the head of the queue, ignoring those who protested at being
         pushed aside or, if they were particularly vocal, turned to stare coldly until their eyes slid away from his. He was in no
         mood for niceties.
      

      
      As soon as the gangplank was in place he was down it, striding along the length of the pier until he reached the road.

      
      ‘Westervoe Farm,’ he barked at a lad idling on the pier. ‘Name of Scott. Where is it?’

      
      ‘Westervoe? It’s round near Stravanan Bay. You’ll want that bus over there.’

      
      ‘I’ll walk.’

      
      ‘Suit yourself,’ the boy shrugged. ‘It’s miles.’

      
      Albert hesitated and then stamped over to the bus stop. More money wasted … Nesta was going to regret giving him all this
         bother once he got her back home, he promised himself.
      

      
      The bus, like the streets, was busy. After ordering the driver to let him know when he had reached his destination, Albert
         squeezed his bulk into a back seat and scowled at the floor as the vehicle jolted its way out of the main island town and
         into the countryside.
      

      
      
      When he finally reached his destination he alighted, staring distrustfully about as the bus rattled on its way. Then, following
         the direction indicated by the bus driver with a jerk of the thumb, McCabe started down a rutted lane leading to a huddle
         of buildings, walking with long strides, impatient to collect his wife and children and be on his way home.
      

      
      The lane opened into a central courtyard with buildings on all four sides. The place was shabby and run-down; even city-bred
         Albert could see that; some of the outhouses had an empty, neglected look and weeds grew in their guttering. At the far end
         of the yard two long trestle tables had been set out near an open door, with wooden seats and benches beside them. A plume
         of smoke rose into the blue sky from the chimney, indicating that that was the farmhouse. Hens clucking and scratching about
         the uneven paving stones scattered away from McCabe’s large hobnailed boots. It looked, he thought as he bore down on the
         place, as though the folk who lived there were preparing for a party. Well, he’d party them, he promised himself, pleasure
         stirring in the depths of his mind at the prospect of meting out some hefty, well-deserved punishment. They’d learn, Nesta
         and the youngsters, what he thought of being made to come all this way! And it would be their own fault; if they had only
         heeded the letter he’d sent, ordering them back home, there would not have been any need for unpleasantness.
      

      
      
      His huge calloused hands began to curl into fists in pleasant anticipation and then he halted as a familiar figure appeared
         in the doorway, bearing a tray so large that she had to turn slightly sideways to get through the door. The woman saw him,
         and was just narrowing her eyes against the sun to look more closely when McCabe roared, ‘Nesta! Come here!’
      

      
      She gave a high-pitched squeal, like a rabbit being nipped by a ferret, and dropped the tray with a crash. Then, instead of
         doing as she was told, she disappeared into the house, leaving broken plates and cups rolling about on the ground.
      

      
      Almost at once a girl popped out of the door, shading her eyes with both hands as she stared over at him. ‘Dad? Daddy!’ She
         came rushing towards him, her face split by a huge grin. ‘Dad, it’s me, Senga. Have ye come tae take us home?’
      

      
      ‘Where’s your mother?’

      
      ‘In the kitchen.’ His daughter nodded with her chin towards the open door. ‘That’s the farmhouse. We bide over there, see,
         in that wee cottage.’
      

      
      ‘Get yer things,’ Albert grunted, shouldering her out of the way and making for the door.

      
      It led straight into a low-beamed kitchen where most of the space was taken up by a huge table covered with dishes bearing
         bread and butter, scones, pancakes and oatcakes. A party right enough, he thought, and it was well seen that the folk who
         lived here knew nothing about the miseries of food rationing. A big man who worked hard and enjoyed his food as well as his drink, Albert McCabe had had a hungry war,
         even though his parents had gone without in a vain attempt to satisfy his appetite.
      

      
      He snatched up a scone and crammed it into his mouth, blinking to adjust his eyes to the darkness of the kitchen after being
         out in the June sun. It took a moment for him to discover his wife, backed against a big range by the far wall.
      

      
      ‘There ye are, Nesta!’

      
      ‘Albert?’ she quavered in reply.

      
      ‘Oh, so ye know me now, do ye? And don’t pretend ye didnae see me out there. What the hell d’ye mean by runnin’ away when
         I called ye?’ He grabbed the lapels of his jacket and jerked on them, a favourite gesture when he was working himself into
         a rage. ‘I’ve come tae take the lot of yez back where yez belong. Why did ye no’ come when I wrote for ye?’
      

      
      Nesta McCabe’s locked hands writhed nervously against each other. ‘Did you not get my letter, Albert? I wrote back to say
         that our Sam was doin’ awful well in the school and I didnae want to take him out till he was finished, with this bein’ his
         last year. His chest’s much better since he came here, Alb …’
      

      
      ‘Oh aye, I got your letter.’ He dragged it from his pocket and started tearing it into small pieces. ‘Here’s yer bloody letter,’
         he said through his teeth as he ripped at the paper. ‘And here’s what I think of yer damned cheek!’
      

      
      The letter was nothing but confetti now; he threw the pieces across the table at her and she flinched as they fluttered down
         onto the food. ‘Never mind our Sam’s schoolin’, he’s near old enough to go out and work anyway. I’ll not be defied, Nesta;
         I’m yer husband and ye have got no right tae go against my wishes. Have ye learned nothin’ in all the years we’ve been married,
         woman?’ His voice began to rise. ‘Workin’ all those years in the docks,’ he raved at her, ‘and havin’ tae bide alone because
         my wife was away enjoyin’ hersel’ …’
      

      
      ‘Your m-mother was there to look after you …’

      
      ‘A mother’s no’ the same as a wife, ye daft bitch! I got married tae get away from my mother, and if I’d wanted tae go back
         tae her I’d have done it long since. Now fetch the weans, for I’ve found us somewhere else tae live. You’re all going back
         where you belong, and the sooner the …’
      

      
      He broke off as a child wailed. Peering across the room, McCabe suddenly saw that there was a little boy clinging to Nesta’s
         skirt.
      

      
      ‘What’s this?’ he asked. Then, his voice suddenly heavy with suspicion, ‘Have you been …?’

      
      ‘Of course not! How could you think such a thing!’ Shock gave strength to Nesta’s voice as she bent and picked the little
         boy up. ‘He’s Jennet’s wee lad … Jennet that lives here on the farm. Hush now, Jamie, it’s all right. And I cannae just come
         back with you like that, Albert,’ she added, facing up to him, ‘for there’s folk comin’ in hungry from the potato howkin’
         at any minute, wantin’ their dinners.’
      

      
      ‘Well, they can just see tae their own bloody dinners. Get your things together … now!’

      
      Nesta’s mouth and chin quivered in the way that had irritated him right from the first days of their marriage. It always made
         the palms of his big hands itch and the only way to soothe them was to give her a good hard slap. ‘Wh-why don’t you sit down
         and have your dinner with us, Albert?’ she suggested. ‘I’m sure Mrs Scott wouldnae mind. Then you can meet her, and Jennet
         and her brother Angus. And afterwards we can talk about going home.’
      

      
      ‘There’s nothin’ tae talk about, ye stupid bitch!’ McCabe’s temper suddenly snapped. ‘You’re comin’ with me now, and the weans
         an’ all! An’ if you don’t shut that brat up, I’ll do it for ye!’ he added as the little boy began to scream with fear, clutching
         Nesta’s neck and burying his face in her hair.
      

      
      ‘Albert …!’

      
      ‘Right, that’s it. You’re needin’ tae learn yer manners!’ He began to make his way round the table towards his disobedient
         wife and then stopped as a man’s voice asked from the yard door, ‘What’s going on here?’
      

      
      Not so much a man, McCabe saw, as he swung round. More of a lad, and a cripple at that, with a crutch jammed beneath one armpit. He looped his thumbs into his belt and
         gave the newcomer a cold smile.
      

      
      ‘What’s goin’ on is that I’m here tae take my wife and my family back tae Glasgow with me, and the sooner we can get out of
         this place, the better pleased I’ll be. So ye can just step aside and let me tend tae my own business.’
      

      
      ‘Is that right, Nesta? Is this your husband?’

      
      ‘Of course I’m her man. D’ye think I’d want a poor-lookin’ creature like that if I had my choice?’

      
      ‘Nesta?’

      
      Her head, already shaking with fear, managed a deeper bob. ‘It’s my Albert, come from Glasgow,’ she said, her voice a mere
         thread floating through the room.
      

      
      ‘D’you want to go with him?’

      
      The effrontery of the question stunned Albert. ‘It’s got nothin’ tae do with want! She belongs back in her own house with
         her own man, and that’s all there is tae it!’
      

      
      The younger man limped further into the room. ‘Your wife’s not a parcel, Mr McCabe, she’s a person with a mind of her own.
         D’you want to go, Nesta?’ he asked again.
      

      
      By now she was too frightened to give a coherent answer. ‘I … Albert …’ she stuttered, and McCabe gave a jeering laugh.

      
      ‘Are ye quite sure that she’s no’ a parcel? She’s always seemed like one tae me,’ he sneered. Then, his voice hardening, ‘Of course she wants tae go home, it’s where she belongs!’
      

      
      ‘It’s where we all belong!’ Senga said from the door. She burst into the kitchen, lugging a cheap little cardboard suitcase.
         ‘C’mon, Daddy, we’ll get the next boat and the rest of them can come when …’
      

      
      ‘Shut up, you,’ her father said without taking his eyes from his wife. ‘Nesta, get yer things together or leave them behind
         – it’s your choice. Either way, ye’re comin’ home … today!’
      

      
      ‘You don’t need to bully her.’ The younger man had managed to ease himself round the table to take up his position in front
         of Nesta, without Albert realising what he was about.
      

      
      ‘Bully her?’ McCabe stared. ‘How can a man bully his own wife! It’s her duty tae do as she’s told. Now get out of my way.’

      
      ‘Angus, best do as he says,’ Nesta said anxiously, but the newcomer dug the end of his crutch into the floor and stayed where
         he was.
      

      
      ‘Not until I know what Nesta wants.’

      
      Albert’s docker’s fists curled into two tight knots. ‘Tae hell with what she wants, it’s what I want that matters. Now …’
         He took a step forward, his head thrust forward, ‘get out of my way, sonny boy, afore I make ye sorry ye were ever born!’
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      ‘Would you look at this place? They’ve not even set the tables yet.’ Celia Scott’s voice was sharp with irritation as the
         three women plodded into the yard.
      

      
      ‘They’ll be doing their best. Mollie and me can help get things right before the rest of them come in for their dinner,’ Jennet
         said swiftly. After a morning spent lifting potatoes by hand beneath the sun’s heat she was stiff and sore and certainly did
         not need one of her grandmother’s outbursts.
      

      
      ‘Of course we can, it’ll not take a minute,’ Mollie McCabe chimed in, massaging her back.

      
      Celia strode forward, as erect as ever although she was in her seventies and she, too, had been working in the potato field
         all morning. ‘Where’s Nesta, and that lassie Senga? The folk’ll be right behind us looking for their dinner and not a thing
         ready,’ she raged. Then, as she rounded the nearest table and saw hens and cats busily scavenging the contents of a fallen tray outside the open farm door, her voice rose. ‘Would you look at that mess? All that waste!’
      

      
      ‘Out of my way,’ a man’s deep voice shouted from inside the house just then, ‘afore I make ye sorry ye were ever born!’

      
      Mollie’s freckled face turned ashen beneath its grime as Gumrie, the farm dog, shot past Celia and made for the door, barking.
         ‘That’s my dad’s voice. Oh, Mrs Scott, my dad’s here! Where’s Mam? Mam …!’ She broke into a run, almost falling over Gumrie,
         and disappeared into the house.
      

      
      ‘Quiet!’ Celia ordered the dog. ‘For pity’s sake, Jennet, shut him into the byre while I go and see what’s going on.’ And
         she plunged after Mollie, the long mackintosh coat that she always wore for farm work billowing out behind her scrawny figure.
      

      
      Jennet grabbed Gumrie, named by her brother Angus after Field Marshal Montgomery, and almost threw him into the empty byre
         in her haste to reach the kitchen. There she found her grandmother confronting a large and burly man who looked, with his
         head lowered and thrust forward belligerently between broad shoulders, and his small eyes gleaming with malice, for all the
         world like one of the island’s bulls.
      

      
      Nesta McCabe was backed as far as she could get into a corner by the range, Jamie in her arms, while Angus, supported by his
         single crutch, stood between her and the newcomer. Mollie’s younger sister Senga watched from another corner, her eyes flickering between the adults
         while one hand, as usual, twisted at a lock of the auburn hair she had carefully been cultivating into a Veronica Lake dip
         over one eye. Steam curled from the big pots on the range and the room was fragrant with the smell of the stew Nesta had prepared
         for the folk coming in from the fields.
      

      
      ‘I asked, what’s going on here?’ Celia was saying as Jennet arrived.

      
      ‘And who are you when ye’re at home?’

      
      ‘I,’ Celia said frostily, ‘am Mrs Scott, and I am at home. Who are you?’
      

      
      ‘I’m her man, that’s who I am.’ McCabe flung an arm out to indicate the cowering Nesta.

      
      ‘Are you indeed? You’ll forgive me for not recognising you,’ Celia reverted to the ladylike voice she normally reserved for
         the Women’s Rural Institute meetings, ‘since in all the years your family have been billeted on this farm, you’ve not once
         visited them.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve been too busy workin’ tae come pussy-footin’ down here! There’s been a war on, missus.’

      
      ‘There has indeed, and it is still going on in the Far East. And we have all been playing our part in the war effort, Mr McCabe,
         but even so most of us were able to find the time to do the right thing by our blood kin.’ The words fell from Celia Scott’s
         thin lips like icicles from the eaves of a house.
      

      
      
      ‘Are you sayin’ that I should have spent my hard-earned money comin’ all the way tae this godforsaken place just tae see them
         enjoyin’ themselves?’ McCabe indicated the laden table with a sweep of one massive paw. ‘I’d enough tae do, but now I’ve got
         us a new place tae bide and I’ve come tae take my family back where they belong!’
      

      
      ‘Not at this moment, for we’re picking the early potatoes and I need all the workers I can get,’ Celia told him, her voice
         brisk and matter-of-fact. ‘You are very welcome to come and collect your family in a week’s time, provided you do so in a
         more civilised manner. Until then they’re busy helping to feed the country.’
      

      
      The man’s eyes bulged in a face scarlet with temper. ‘A week, is it? A week? Listen you to me, missus, they’re comin’ with
         me right now, whether you like it or not. Oh, I know about your kind usin’ evacuees like my wife and bairns for cheap labour.
         My lassie here wrote tae me about the way ye’ve forced them tae work tae suit yer own ends.’ He jerked his chin towards Senga,
         who thrust her artificially reddened lower lip out and stared at a point just behind Celia Scott’s right shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Albert, Mrs Scott never …’ Nesta began timidly.

      
      ‘Shut yer mouth, you!’ her husband ordered without bothering to turn in her direction. She did as she was told, trying at
         the same time to cringe her way through the wall at her back.
      

      
      ‘Cheap labour?’ Celia’s voice shot up half an octave. ‘I’ve been housing and feeding your wife and your children for years, man. Of course they’ve worked to earn their
         keep – everyone works on a farm. Where d’you think I was when you arrived? Out in the fields, that’s where, and me an old
         woman too! As for that precious daughter of yours …’ she delivered a withering scowl at Senga, ‘I’m surprised to hear that
         she could find enough words for a whole letter, let alone spell them. Her teachers at the school were always complaining about
         her lack of attention, and now that she’s working in one of the Rothesay shops I’ve had nothing but complaints from them too,
         about her laziness and her time-keeping.’
      

      
      ‘Daddy, are you going to let her talk about me like that?’ Senga bleated, taking a step forward and then retreating when her
         father snapped, ‘Hold yer tongue, you. Ye’ll work all right when I get ye back tae Glasgow, for there’s plenty needin’ done
         there. The new house is like a midden. Ye’re all goin’ tae work hard when I get yez back home.’ He rounded on the woman cowering
         behind Angus, pointing a huge forefinger at her. ‘For the last time of tellin’, get yer things together!’
      

      
      ‘Albert …’ Nesta was white to the lips and shaking like a leaf. ‘Did ye not see in my last letter that our Bert’s got a good
         job with Mr Blaikie on the next farm? He likes it here, Albert, and he wants to stay …’
      

      
      ‘Well, he can’t. I’ve got him a place on the docks alongside me.’

      
      
      ‘Just a wee while longer, just till Sam finishes the school? Please, Albert?’

      
      ‘He doesnae need schoolin’, he needs tae get work. That’ll knock this asthma nonsense out of him once and for all. Now keep
         yer tongue still and get yer things. That’s the last time of tellin’, Nesta,’ he added threateningly.
      

      
      Nesta flinched again – like an ill-treated dog, Jennet thought, appalled by the sight. Mollie’s mother was a good, kind, hard-working
         woman and it was terrible to see her so cowed and terrified.
      

      
      ‘Just a minute,’ Celia squawked, but the big man hunched his shoulders against her voice.

      
      ‘Where’s our Bert? And Sam?’

      
      ‘They’re both out working.’ Mollie spoke up for the first time, edging carefully round her father in an attempt to reach Nesta.
         Her face gleamed white in the dim room and Jennet realised that her bullying father cowed even Mollie, who was never afraid
         of anything. For the first time she glimpsed something of the life Mollie and the rest of her family had known before coming
         to the farm as evacuees.
      

      
      ‘I thought you said the lad was still at the school?’ McCabe snarled at his wife. ‘And now I’m told he’s out workin’? What
         are ye tellin’ lies for, eh?’ He took a slight step forward and Mollie moved swiftly into his line of vision, using the chance
         to step between her parents.
      

      
      
      ‘They’ve closed the schools, Dad, because the farmers need all the help they can get with liftin’ the potatoes. They do the
         same at harvest time.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, they do, do they? So much for all this precious schoolin’, then. And would ye just look at yersel’?’ her father said
         contemptuously. ‘Ye’re as filthy as a tink. Away and wash yer face and get some decent clothes on. I’d be ashamed tae be seen
         with ye in that state.’
      

      
      ‘It’s good clean earth,’ Celia informed him. ‘The lassie’s been lifting potatoes along with the rest of us.’

      
      ‘Well, she’s goin’ back tae a proper decent place where potatoes are bought in the shops, no’ howked out o’ the dirt. Senga,
         away and fetch yer brothers. Tell them we’re all on the next steamer out of this place.’
      

      
      ‘But Sam’s out in the far field and I don’t know where Bert is,’ Senga whined.

      
      ‘Then they’ll just have tae follow along on the next boat. And if they don’t,’ McCabe added menacingly, ‘they’ll be in trouble.
         Now then, sonny.’ He doubled his fists again and eyed Angus up and down. ‘I’m takin’ my wife and my lassies back where they
         belong, so ye can just get out my way afore ye get hurt.’
      

      
      ‘You’ve heard Nesta … She wants to stay here on Bute for another week.’

      
      ‘An’ you’ve heard me, unless ye’re deaf as well as lame.’ McCabe leaned forward, bawling the next words into Angus’s set face. ‘My fam’ly belongs in Glasgow, no’ on a wee scrap of an island in the Clyde. And they’re comin’
         back home tae Glasgow, with me, right now!’ A blunt, thick finger prodding at the air between them punctuated the final six
         words.
      

      
      ‘Come on, Mam, Glasgow’s a lot better than this dump,’ Senga said eagerly, emboldened by her father’s presence.

      
      ‘I want to stay here an’ all, Daddy.’ Mollie reached behind her for her mother’s free hand, and clutched it tightly. ‘You
         can’t make us go back.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I can’t, can I no’? I’m the head of this family,’ he roared at her, setting Jamie off on another bout of tears. ‘I’m
         Albert McCabe and I can make all of yez do anythin’ I want yez tae do, as you well know, my lassie. And I’ll no’ stand for
         my own flesh and blood defyin’ me! Now …’ Again, the big finger swung towards Nesta, ‘get movin’, ye daft bitch!’
      

      
      ‘Here, here …’ Celia, outraged, poked the man’s back with her own forefinger, shorter and thinner than his, but hard and sharp,
         as Jennet knew to her cost. ‘I’ll not tolerate such language in my house!’
      

      
      ‘Will ye no’, missus? In that case the sooner me and mine get out of yer house, the better pleased we’ll both be. Come on!’
         McCabe swung back to his wife, ‘Move!’
      

      
      ‘Albert …!’

      
      ‘Right, that’s it!’ He took a step forward, seizing Mollie by the shoulder and spinning her out of his way. With the other hand he reached for Nesta.
      

      
      ‘That’s enough!’ Angus clamped his free hand on the man’s arm and, to Jennet’s horror, McCabe swung round on her brother,
         pushing him back so that he lost his fragile balance and reeled against the table.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you dare touch my grandson,’ Celia screamed at the man. ‘Can you not see that he’s a cripple?’

      
      ‘I’m no’ goin’ tae hurt him, ye daft old woman. I just …’ McCabe began, turning his head to look at her and then he yelped
         as Angus, steadying himself against the table, lashed out with his crutch. The sturdy wooden support cracked down on McCabe’s
         wrist and, instinctively, he drew back his other fist as he spun round on the younger man. With a screech that would have
         done credit to a witch, Celia snatched up the long-handled floor brush from where it stood against the wall by the door and
         swung it back over her shoulder. Jennet saw it coming just in time and ducked as it cut through the air above her head, then
         whistled round in a wide swing that ended with the bristles scraping across Albert McCabe’s ear. He yelped and clapped a hand
         to his head.
      

      
      ‘Old, am I?’ This time Celia drew her elbow back and lunged forward with the brush instead of swinging it in the kitchen’s
         confined space. It landed on the back of the man’s neck. ‘Daft, am I?’
      

      
      
      As McCabe turned to face her, bellowing and more bull-like than ever, the wooden part of the brush head landed with a crack
         on the bridge of his nose.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you dare speak to me like that in my own house!’ Celia shouted, dancing round the man until she was behind him and
         driving him out through the open door with more swift blows on his ears, his shoulders, the back of his head, his thighs.
         A lifetime of doing a man’s work on the farm had given Celia Scott brawn, as well as the brains she had been born with. ‘Get
         out of here … out, I’m telling you! Get back to Glasgow and don’t ever set foot on my property again!’
      

      
      ‘You’ll be sorry!’ McCabe yelped, his arms thrown up to protect his head and the studs in his boots sparking off the flags.

      
      ‘Not as sorry as you’ll be, if you don’t get off my land. The men’ll be coming in from the fields any minute now for their
         dinner. If they find you still here they’ll teach you to bully women and cripples. I’ll set the dogs on you!’ Celia threatened
         while Gumrie, the sole representative of his kind on the Scott farm, yapped frantically from behind the byre door.
      

      
      ‘I’m comin’ with you, Daddy.’ Senga pushed past Celia and ran into the yard, clutching her case in her arms. ‘Wait for me!’

      
      ‘Senga, no! Stay here with the rest of us!’

      
      The girl scowled at her mother from the safety of McCabe’s side. ‘Stay in this dump? Youse lot can do what you want, but I’m for home with my daddy!’
      

      
      ‘And ye’d better not stop her, or I’ll have the polis on ye for keepin’ her against her will,’ her father added threateningly
         to Celia, who lowered the brush and gave a contemptuous laugh.
      

      
      ‘You think I’d want to keep that shiftless lassie a minute longer than I have to? You’re welcome to her. Go on, the pair of
         you!’
      

      
      She lifted the brush again and Albert McCabe spat on the flagstones, then turned and stalked towards the road with his daughter,
         weighed down by her bag, wobbling after him on her high heels. Celia followed, the brush held at the ready like a lance.
      

      
      ‘Jennet,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘Make yourself useful. See to your brother.’

      
      In the kitchen Mollie had lifted the fallen crutch and returned it to Angus.

      
      ‘Are you all right?’ Jennet asked.

      
      ‘Of course I’m all right!’

      
      He scowled at her, then at Mollie when the girl said, ‘He was great, wasn’t he?’

      
      ‘I wasn’t as great as my old grandmother.’

      
      ‘You were wonderful,’ Mollie insisted. ‘You refused to let him get near me and Ma, and I’ve seen him beat a man so hard you
         couldnae tell who it was for the blood all down his face …’
      

      
      ‘Stop fussing!’ Angus snapped at her, while Jennet gathered two-year-old Jamie into her arms, holding him tightly.
      

      
      ‘He’s all right,’ Nesta assured her nervously. ‘Just frightened by the noise.’

      
      ‘Right, that’s them away. Come on, now, the folk’ll be here any minute looking for their dinners!’ Celia bustled back into
         the kitchen, the fallen tray in one hand and the brush in the other. ‘Nesta, more bread to make up for what you dropped. Angus,
         you can mash the tea. Jennet, fetch the lemonade from the larder. These folks have been working hard in the field since early
         morning and they’ve got a long afternoon in front of them, too. They’ve every right to expect to see their dinner on the table
         when they get here.’
      

      
      ‘They will, Mrs Scott,’ Mollie panted, staggering out under the weight of a huge pot of steaming potatoes.

      
      ‘It wasn’t Nesta’s fault, Gran,’ Jennet protested, and earned herself a cold glare.

      
      ‘Was it not? Who else is married to that … that animal?’

      
      ‘Mrs Scott …’ Nesta began, and was waved to silence.

      
      ‘We’ll discuss the matter later. They’re here,’ Celia said as the first of the potato howkers, worn out from their back-breaking
         toil, came slowly round the corner of the old stable and into the yard.
      

      
      ‘These,’ Mollie murmured to Jennet, ‘will be the men your grandmother threatened my dad with?’

      
      
      Jennet looked at the people filling the small yard and hoped that her sudden broad grin looked to them like a welcoming smile.
         ‘It’s as well he didn’t stay long enough to see them,’ she agreed as the motley band, mainly women of all ages and school-children
         eager to earn some extra pocket money, sank gratefully onto the benches.
      

      
      Westervoe was a small farm and during the war years, while her brother Martin was in the Army, Jennet and her grandmother
         and Angus had run it on their own with help from Jem, a man in his late seventies, and from the McCabes.
      

      
      They had only planted one field of potatoes, and as those with larger farms on the Island of Bute had commandeered most of
         the able-bodied islanders, as well as all the Irish potato pickers, or howkers as they were known in that part of Scotland,
         who had come specially to harvest the early potatoes, the Scotts had had to make do with what they could get. Now some of
         the people sitting at the trestle tables looked exhausted.
      

      
      Celia, who never seemed to tire, bustled about organising everyone. ‘You go and fetch the teapot, Jennet. Mollie, you can
         hand the plates out when I’ve filled them. Mrs McCabe, have you not started pouring the lemonade yet? These folk are parched.’
      

      
      It was strange, Jennet thought as she went back into the house for the teapot, that in all the five years the McCabes had
         been billeted on Westervoe as homeless evacuees, the two older women had never reached first-name terms. But then, her grandmother was not the sort of
         woman to invite such liberties. She had been furious when Jennet fell into the way of calling Mollie’s mother Aunt Nesta,
         warning her that familiarity could only lead to trouble.
      

      
      In the kitchen thirteen-year-old Sam McCabe, too thirsty to wait for the lemonade jugs, was downing a cup of water from the
         tap. ‘I’ll carry that for you,’ he offered.
      

      
      ‘You should be sitting out there getting your dinner. You’ve earned it.’

      
      ‘I’m just goin’ and I might as well take the teapot with me.’ His face was glistening with sweat and filthy from all the times
         he had wiped a hand over it.
      

      
      ‘It’s hard work, isn’t it?’ Jennet asked sympathetically, and he grinned.

      
      ‘Aye, but it’s grand!’ he said. Then, the grin fading, ‘Is everything all right?’

      
      ‘Why shouldn’t it be?’ Best to let his mother and sister tell him in their own words what had happened.

      
      ‘My mam looks a bit … different. And where’s our Senga? Have they had another row?’

      
      ‘No, I don’t think so. Go on now and get your dinner,’ Jennet told him.

      
      Outside, the potato howkers were all eating as though they had not seen food for weeks. Everyone was there … except Angus, Jennet noticed. Deciding that she would not be missed for a few minutes, she slipped into the kitchen
         and then through the inner door at the back. This led to a short corridor with stairs going to the upper floor, a door to
         the rear of the house and two other doors, one to the parlour and the other to a room that had been the best parlour, but
         was now her brother’s bedroom.
      

      
      There was no reply when she tapped on the door, but when she opened it cautiously she saw him sitting on the edge of his bed,
         staring out at the small garden where Celia and Jennet grew fruit and vegetables for the family’s use.
      

      
      ‘You’d best come for your dinner before it’s all eaten.’

      
      ‘I’m not hungry.’

      
      ‘Don’t let that man bother you, Angus, he won’t come back.’

      
      ‘You think I’d let the likes of him trouble me?’ he asked. Then, his voice suddenly flat, ‘Did you hear what she said, Jen?
         “Women and cripples.” That’s all she sees when she looks at me now … a cripple.’ He banged a fist on his right leg, which
         had been badly crushed in a railway accident in 1939.
      

      
      ‘She didn’t mean it the way it came out. She spoke in the heat of the moment, without thinking.’

      
      ‘When folk speak without thinking they say what’s really on their minds. You know the thing that sticks most in my craw, Jen?
         I brought this on myself. If I’d got hurt or killed because of a tractor accident, like the one that killed poor Drew Blaikie at Gleniffer,
         there might have been some sense to it. But this happened because of my own stupidity!’
      

      
      ‘How could you have known that the train was going to run off the rails?’

      
      ‘I should never have been on that train, Jen. I should have been here when the accident happened, working on the farm. But,
         oh no … I was so desperate for a bit of adventure, so keen to get away from here for a wee while.’ He groaned, burying his
         face in his hands. ‘And look at me now, a cripple like Gran says, of no use to anyone.’
      

      
      ‘You’re not useless! Look at the way you defended Aunt Nesta and then gave the man a right good crack on the arm with your
         …’ She stopped suddenly, shying away from the word, and settled on, ‘… when he tried to pull her out of the house.’
      

      
      ‘And he would have beaten me to death for my cheek, if Grandmother hadnae gone after him with that floor brush. God, Jen,
         I wish I’d had a proper ending to it. I wish I’d died in that crash.’
      

      
      ‘No!’ Sick with horror at the very thought of a world without Angus, she dropped to crouch in front of him, grabbing his shoulders
         and shaking him. ‘Don’t you ever say that to me again, d’you hear? Never! If anything had happened to you, I’d not be able
         to bear it!’
      

      
      ‘You’d have got over it in time, the way folk always get over these things.’

      
      
      ‘I wouldn’t,’ Jennet said fiercely. She did not remember their mother, who had died when she was a baby, and she only dimly
         recalled their father as a kindly adult who had carried her about the farm, talking to her about the animals. As she grew
         older, Angus had become the most important person in her life.
      

      
      She straightened and looked down at him, trying to find the words that might bring him out of his depression. Once, he had
         been full of laughter and mischief, always looking for new challenges. When war broke out and Angus decided to enlist, though
         as a farmer he would have been exempt from call-up, he had persuaded his brother Martin and Struan Blaikie, the son of a neighbouring
         farmer, to do the same.
      

      
      Knowing that Celia Scott and Struan’s parents would have put a stop to their plan if they knew of it, the three of them invented
         a story about being invited to play in a football match on the mainland. After they had enlisted Struan and Martin came straight
         back to the island from Glasgow, while Angus, keen to make the most of his day away from Westervoe, travelled on to Saltcoats
         to visit a girl he was courting. Just outside Saltcoats station the train was derailed. Two people were killed and several
         injured, including Angus, who was trapped in the wreckage.
      

      
      Jennet, a schoolgirl at the time, still had nightmares about that first sight of him in a hospital bed, his face cut and bruised, both eyes blackened, one arm broken and a great mound under the blankets where they had placed a
         protective cradle over the crushed tangle of bone and flesh, nerve and sinew, which had been a strong, healthy limb only hours
         before. She had thought that he was dying.
      

      
      ‘Jennet!’ her grandmother shouted from the kitchen just then. ‘Where are you? We’re near ready to get back out to the field!’

      
      ‘Just coming!’ Jennet called back and then, to her brother, ‘Come outside with me and get some dinner.’

      
      He shook his head. ‘You go. You earned your food, and you’ve still got a hard afternoon’s work ahead of you. I can eat any
         time.’ His voice was heavy with self-loathing.
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      Potato picking by hand was one of the worst jobs Jennet knew of. The howkers spent most of their time bent double, shuffling
         along each row, their boots sinking into mud in wet weather, at the mercy of rain, sleet, sun and wind. Today the weather
         was fine, but even so it was one of those jobs that never seemed to have an end.
      

      
      Nervous in case Albert McCabe returned, Jennet had opted – against her grandmother’s wishes – to bring Jamie out to the field
         with her. Now he toddled along the furrows, squatting to pick out a potato here and there and offer it to the nearest howker
         with a sweet smile.
      

      
      ‘I wish I was his size,’ Mollie said longingly from beside her. ‘Then I’d not need to bend my back like a hairpin to get down
         to the ground.’ Then, after a pause, ‘I could kill my father, humiliatin’ my ma like that.’
      

      
      ‘It was brave of her to refuse to go back with him. I couldn’t have done that.’ The memory of Albert McCabe with his big tough body and his bullying voice, storming and
         threatening in the farm kitchen, made Jennet shiver.
      

      
      ‘If you knew him, you’d understand her tryin’ tae say no tae him. One of the first things I can remember is him hittin’ her.
         I mind when I went tae the school at first, I was surprised because the teacher didnae have a bruise on her face or her arms.
         It was the same for the rest of us; he just lashes out when he’s got a drink in him.’
      

      
      ‘If she did go back, would you go with her?’

      
      ‘And leave you? Of course not. We’re blood sisters, aren’t we? Well, skin sisters,’ Mollie said. ‘It still makes us special,
         even if we didnae have the courage tae keep goin’ with the blunt knife.’
      

      
      They had known that they were special when they discovered, the day after Mollie and her family had come to Westervoe, that
         they had been born on the same day. Gashing their wrists and mingling their blood had been Mollie’s suggestion; Jennet could
         still see her, trying in vain to tuck wisps of fiery red hair behind her ears, explaining that as blood sisters they would
         be pledged to befriend each other till death and beyond, a pledge that could never be broken. To Jennet, who had never had
         a real friend in her life, it sounded wonderful.
      

      
      Unfortunately, the penknife Mollie produced – specially stolen for the occasion from her brother Bert and carefully sterilised beforehand in a fire made from bits of dry stick – was blunt, and Jennet had been unable to
         make the cut on her wrist deep enough. Mollie had jeered, but when her turn came she fared no better. Instead, they bound
         their wrists together with grasses and pronounced themselves skin sisters. ‘One for both and both for one,’ Jennet had proclaimed
         while Mollie, not to be outdone, added grimly, ‘Let no man put us under.’
      

      
      Now, popping another potato into the sack tied about her waist, Mollie declared just as grimly, ‘You needn’t think you’re
         going to be rid of me that easy, Jennet Scott. I’m stayin’ on here, and so’s my ma and the rest of them. Senga’s a right fool
         – we’re better shot of her. Right, that’s another load in.’
      

      
      ‘Me too.’ They straightened, holding onto each other for support.

      
      ‘I feel as if my leg muscles have been cut in two with a rusty saw,’ Mollie moaned as they hobbled, weighed down by the sacks
         of potatoes, to the end of the row, where they emptied them into a large box. When the box was full it would be heaved onto
         the horse-drawn cart and taken to the farmyard. Westervoe had its own tractor, but it was old and temperamental, and the Scotts
         much preferred to stick to the traditional methods and use Nero, the horse, whenever possible.
      

      
      ‘The terrible thing is,’ Mollie moaned on as they returned to the row and coaxed their aching backs to bend again, ‘I know that I’ll feel twice as bad tomorrow mornin’ when I try tae get out of my bed.’
      

      
      ‘But you know it’ll get better eventually,’ Jennet consoled her.

      
      ‘Thank you, Pollyanna,’ Mollie growled.

      
      Although they had their own living accommodation in the cottage adjacent to the farmhouse, the McCabe family ate in the farm
         kitchen, which was only fair since Nesta did most of the cooking.
      

      
      Jennet had thought that her grandmother might mention Albert McCabe’s visit during the evening meal, but Celia remained silent,
         her eyes fixed on her plate.
      

      
      ‘If she’s got something to say I wish she’d come out with it,’ Mollie said that evening as the two girls shut the hens into
         the small portable hen coops known as arks.
      

      
      ‘They’ll need to be moved to the other end of the field soon.’ Jennet closed an ark door and straightened her painful back,
         glancing about the field where the hens spent their days pecking and scratching for delicacies not provided in their daily
         food ration. The arks were on long carrying poles, so that they could be moved around to give the hens fresh ground. ‘What
         can Grandmother say? What happened today’s over and done with and we’ll just have to hope that your father doesn’t come back.’
      

      
      
      Mollie shook her head. ‘There’s something about this silence of hers that minds me of a teacher I had back in Glasgow. She
         could say more with her mouth shut than most tongue-waggers could say in a month.’
      

      
      ‘No, in there, you daft creature!’ Jennet managed to stop a hen that, halfway up the ramp leading into its ark, had suddenly
         decided to make a dash for freedom. Most arks had netting runs attached, but some runs, like the arks themselves, had fallen
         into disrepair and so the hens roamed free, which made things difficult at night. ‘D’you want the foxes to get you?’ she scolded,
         scooping the bird up and easing it in through the door. ‘I don’t know which is worse in the summer, getting Jamie to go to
         his bed or getting the hens to go to theirs.’
      

      
      ‘I wish we could turn things round.’ Mollie shut the door of the ark and straightened slowly and carefully before moving on.
         ‘Wouldn’t it be grand if the hens had to put us to bed? I’d go like a shot.’
      

      
      ‘Me too, though I’d not want to be milked by the cows in the morning,’ Jennet said, and they both shrieked with laughter.

      
      Darkness was falling by the time all the hens had been shut in safely and the girls were free to make their way back to the
         farmhouse arm in arm … holding each other up, as Mollie put it.
      

      
      ‘Imagine living in a city tenement when you could be here instead.’ She lifted her freckled face to the sky, where the first
         stars were beginning to come through. ‘Even if Ma did give in, I’d want to stay on this island. Our da can’t make me and Bert go back – we’re too
         old for that – and Sam will be fourteen come the summer.’ Then, scratching with her free hand at her scalp, ‘The midges are
         out. Come on quick, before they eat us alive.’
      

      
      They separated in the yard, Mollie going to join her family in the cottage while Jennet went to the farmhouse. Sometimes she
         spent the evening in the cottage, but she knew that tonight, when Aunt Nesta would have to tell Bert and Sam about their father’s
         arrival, the McCabe family were best left on their own.
      

      
      Celia Scott was reading the weekly newspaper with the aid of a large old magnifying glass that had belonged to her mother.
         She had been using the glass for months now, but she refused to admit that there was anything wrong with her eyes, claiming
         that the newsprint was to blame. ‘It’s this war … nothing’s right any more,’ she kept saying. Now she looked up at her granddaughter.
         ‘You’re sure all the hens are in?’
      

      
      ‘Every last one of them.’ Jennet sank into a chair, wearied to the bone. ‘Some of the arks are in a terrible state.’

      
      ‘We’ll mend them in the autumn after the harvest, when we’ve got more time.’

      
      ‘There’s a good half-dozen past mending. I don’t know how they’ll be moved again without falling apart.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll just have to mend them,’ Celia retorted sharply. ‘I’m not made of money; I can’t afford to buy new all the time. Make
         a cup of tea.’
      

      
      Jennet, who had been thinking of going to her bed, struggled to her feet to obey. When the tea was poured she put a cup in
         front of her grandmother, who said, ‘I’ve told Mrs McCabe that she and her family will have to go.’
      

      
      ‘Gran!’

      
      ‘I’ll not put up with another scene like this morning’s. We’ve more than done our Christian duty by them, and nobody can fault
         us on that score. We took them in when they had nowhere else to go and now we can do no more.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the sense in taking them as evacuees, then putting them out?’

      
      ‘Don’t be cheeky, Jennet Scott,’ Celia said, as she had said all Jennet’s life, every time she tried to argue. ‘When they
         came here their home had been bombed, but now the war’s over and you heard that dreadful man say he’d found somewhere else
         for them to stay … and so it’s time for them to go back to Glasgow.’
      

      
      ‘You can’t send Aunt Nesta back to that man. He hits her, Mollie told me. He hits them all! You saw what he was like, Gran.
         What happened wasn’t their fault!’
      

      
      ‘Mind your own business, young woman … and your tongue as well. I took them in because I’d no other choice. Just the same way I took you back when you came running home
         with a fatherless bairn in your belly,’ Celia reminded her coldly. ‘I’ve got a duty towards you, since you’re my own blood
         kin, but not to them. Your brother Martin’ll be coming home any day now to take over the place and he’ll not want strangers
         here. When he marries and has a family of his own, you, me and Angus’ll have to find somewhere else to live too.’
      

      
      ‘Angus’s the oldest,’ Jennet said sharply. ‘He shouldn’t have to leave the farm if he doesn’t want to.’

      
      ‘And how could he run the place, the way he is?’

      
      ‘He could manage, with help. Mebbe Martin will be willing to work for him.’

      
      ‘Play second fiddle when he’s the one who’ll be doing most of the work? No, no, we’re relying on Martin to take over the place
         now. If he chooses to let Angus stay, then that’s his concern.’
      

      
      ‘Aunt Nesta and Mollie aren’t strangers – you can’t treat them as if they are.’ Jennet dragged the conversation back on course.
         Her grandmother frowned.
      

      
      ‘Did I not say when you started addressing that woman as Aunt that it would cause trouble? It was just the same when you put
         names to the pigs and made pets of them. Then when they were slaughtered you broke your heart, year after year, over and over
         again. And now you’re encouraging that bairn of yours to do the same.’ She reached up to her straggly grey hair and pushed a hairpin back where it belonged. ‘You’re far
         too kind-hearted, I keep telling you so. Thanks to you, the McCabes probably think they’ve got a claim on us, but the sooner
         they’re gone, the better pleased I’ll be.’
      

      
      ‘And how are we to keep the farm running without their help?’

      
      ‘We’ll manage till Martin comes back. I’ve told Mrs McCabe that they can stay for a few more weeks; that should give them
         ample time to make other arrangements if they’re so determined not to go back to Glasgow,’ Celia swept on, folding her newspaper
         neatly. ‘Time for us to get to our beds, so drink that tea and rinse the cups out.’
      

      
      ‘I knew that we couldnae stay here for ever,’ Nesta McCabe was saying in the adjoining cottage, ‘but even so, I kept thinkin’
         … hopin’ …’
      

      
      ‘I wish I’d been here when Da came and spoiled everything.’ Bert, just turned seventeen, doubled his fists on the table. ‘I’d
         have had a thing or two to say to him.’
      

      
      ‘He’d just have taken his belt to you, son.’

      
      ‘It’s been a while since he last belted me and I’ve been putting in some hard work since then. I’d be a match for him now.’
         It was not an idle boast. Bert was not tall, but he was broad-shouldered and muscular and not afraid of manual labour. Andra
         Blaikie, the farmer who had taken him on as a full-time labourer when he left school, had been heard to say that even though Bert was city-born, he put in as
         good a day’s work as any of his other employees.
      

      
      ‘I’m glad you were out of the way, for it would just have caused more trouble if the two of you had started fighting. But
         I’m worried about our Senga,’ Nesta said, ‘back in Glasgow with her daddy, and me not there to stand between them if he takes
         too much to drink.’ Her roughened hands fretted with the handkerchief she held and she sniffed constantly to hold back the
         tears.
      

      
      ‘Senga can look after herself. Listen, Mam, if you don’t want to go back to Glasgow and the life he made you lead there, you
         don’t have to.’
      

      
      ‘What else is there for us to do? Where would we live? How would we eat?’ Nesta cast an irritated look at the budgie, bouncing
         about his small cage by the window and chirping happily. ‘Sam, will you cover that bird up? I’m not in the mood for his noise
         tonight.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll do it.’ Mollie talked softly to the little bird before covering him, and he sidled along his perch to listen, his head
         cocked to one side. When he first arrived on Bute, huddled morosely in a battered cage, Cheepy had looked sad and moth-eaten,
         having lost most of his feathers in the explosion that destroyed the McCabes’ Glasgow tenement home. Now, in a smart cage
         that Sam had found in a pawnshop in Rothesay, his feathers all restored, he was a handsome and happy bird.
      

      
      As Mollie draped a bit of old curtain over the cage, a light tap was heard at the door. ‘Come on in, Jennet,’ she called.

      
      ‘Are you sure?’ Jennet ventured in, eyeing them nervously. ‘My grandmother’s just told me. I thought you might not want to
         see me tonight.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be daft.’ Mollie bundled her friend into the kitchen.

      
      ‘I’m truly sorry,’ Jennet said miserably as Sam offered her his stool. ‘I’ve tried to get Grandmother to change her mind,
         but she won’t.’
      

      
      ‘Ach, we’ll be all right. It’s not your fault,’ Mollie told her robustly. Raised on the Glasgow streets, where she had learned
         at an early age that shy and retiring kids went to the wall, she had worked hard to instil some of her own confidence and
         bounce into Jennet when they first met. It angered her to see how easily Mrs Scott could crush and humble the girl. There
         were some folk, she reckoned, who could use their tongues instead of their fists and deliver bruises unseen by human eyes,
         but just as sore as any physical evidence.
      

      
      Mam was right; lessons learned early in life stuck like glue. Her own home life had been far from perfect, thanks to her father’s
         temper and his drinking binges, but she reckoned that even that was better than being raised by Jennet’s old witch of a granny.
      

      
      ‘It’s all right, lassie.’ Nesta’s tears were banished and she spoke with quiet dignity. ‘Your granny’s right, we should have found somewhere else to stay before now and I’m grateful
         for all she’s done for us since we first came here.’
      

      
      ‘I’m staying on, no matter what,’ Bert said defiantly. ‘Mr Blaikie’ll likely let me sleep in one of the bothies the Irish
         potato howkers use when they’re on the island, and I’ll be well fed as long as I work for him. But what about you and Mollie
         and young Sam here?’
      

      
      ‘I can work alongside you when I leave the school,’ Sam piped up hopefully, and his brother reached out to tug gently on his
         snub nose.
      

      
      ‘You’re the cleverest of us all and you might be able to make something of yourself. There’ll be no farmwork for you, if we
         can find something else that uses your brain instead of your muscles.’
      

      
      ‘There’s mebbe work to be found in one of the boarding houses in Rothesay,’ Jennet suggested; then, brightening, ‘My aunt
         and uncle might be needing more help this summer with their boarding house. Now that the war’s over there’ll be hundreds of
         trippers coming here in the summer.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right!’ Mollie sat upright. ‘Me and Mam could clean and cook and help with the holiday folk.’

      
      ‘And I can clean boots and run messages,’ Sam piped up, determined to do his bit.

      
      ‘And help Uncle George with the boat-hiring,’ Jennet suggested.

      
      
      ‘I could do that no bother,’ he said eagerly. Then, glaring at Bert, ‘That surely takes brains, stopping folk from getting
         drowned.’
      

      
      ‘D’ye think they’d want a whole family landed on them?’ Nesta was doubtful.

      
      ‘There would only be the three of you. The best way to find out is to ask. I’ll go and see them tomorrow. You’d not mind sharing
         a room if you had to?’
      

      
      Mollie beamed at her friend. ‘We’d not mind sharing a bed, if it meant us being able to stay on the island. I knew you’d come
         up with the answer, Jennet Scott. Have I not always said that you’d more brains than me?’
      

      
      ‘And more beauty too,’ Bert said, and got a clip on the ear from his sister for his cheek.

      
      ‘Don’t get too excited,’ Jennet warned with the wisdom of one who had never been able to take anything for granted. ‘My aunt
         and uncle might not be able to help you.’
      

      
      ‘Ach, they will,’ Mollie said confidently. ‘You’ll talk them into it, I know.’ Then she yawned and stretched, wincing. ‘I
         don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m ready for my bed. I’m goin’ to sleep like a log tonight.’
      

      
      Jennet was so worried about the McCabes’ future that she went to bed convinced that she would be unable to sleep a wink that
         night, but no sooner had she turned out the lamp and put her head on the pillow than she was roused by Jamie bouncing about in his cot and talking to his toys.
      

      
      ‘Mummy!’ he said gleefully when she lifted her head and blinked at him in the dawn light.

      
      ‘Wha …?’ She reached for the old clock by the bed, then as she heard her grandmother’s booted feet on the stairs she pushed
         it away and leaped onto the cold linoleum, gritting her teeth against the waves of pain radiating from her back muscles.
      

      
      By the time she had splashed water from the jug she had filled the night before into a bowl, stripped off her night-gown and
         washed the remains of sleep away with cold water and harsh soap, her back had loosened up slightly. She ran the flannel over
         the little boy, who squealed and squirmed as the chill water came in contact with his sleep-warmed skin, then towelled him
         briskly to warm him up, before dressing him and combing his silky hair.
      

      
      When she had been forced to return pregnant and disgraced from Glasgow, where she had gone to take up a nursing career, her
         grandmother had done everything possible to force her to reveal the name of Jamie’s father, but Jennet had held her tongue,
         even when the words spilling from her grandmother’s vicious tongue sent her running from the house to weep her heart out in
         one of the barns, huddled against a bale of hay. Gumrie, she remembered, had followed her in and lain beside her, his cold nose pressed comfortingly against her neck.
      

      
      Angus had found her there and said, ‘Listen, Jennet, you’re the only one who knows who the lad is and nobody else needs to
         know, not even Grandmother. But I’m certain sure that this bairn you’re carrying’ll bring its own joy to you. And whatever
         happens, I’m here to look out for the two of you.’
      

      
      Angus had been right … Jamie was a cheerful, lovable and loving little boy who had brought a new and much-needed pleasure
         into their grey lives. Celia was over-harsh with him, but at the same time Jennet feared that her grandmother was trying to
         take control of him, as she had done of his mother and uncles. Hers was a tyranny that had overshadowed their childhood and
         sent Angus on the desperate break for freedom that had ended in a smashed railway carriage. Sometimes it seemed to Jennet
         that every day was a continuation of the silent struggle between herself and her grandmother over Jamie.
      

      
      Now she took a moment to cuddle him as she carried him from the room, revelling in the fresh clean baby smell of him, the
         softness of his hair and skin against her face. Jamie, who had had his second birthday three months earlier, was now old enough
         to rebel against being fussed over.
      

      
      ‘Not kiss face,’ he reproved her, then, ‘Down!’

      
      He had been going up and down the steep narrow staircase for months now, at first on hands and knees and then on his feet, step by step. Even so, Jennet was nervous about
         it, so she slowly backed down ahead of him, ready to catch him if he should lose his footing. But he clung to the banister
         above his brown curly head, his round face a mask of concentration as he clambered down, until he reached the bottom and toddled
         into the outer kitchen, where he submitted impatiently to having his outdoor clothes pulled on.
      

      
      Celia and Mollie, with Gumrie’s help, were already bringing the small herd of cows along from their field when Jennet and
         Jamie arrived. The toddler skipped fearlessly among the huge animals, slapping a leg here, pulling at a tail there, roaring
         ‘Ho!’ and ‘Get up will ye!’ in imitation of the adults. The cows, as used to him as he was to them, paid him no heed as they
         ambled along the lane and into the yard, a familiar route that they took twice a day.
      

      
      In the yard they milled about for a moment, forming their usual line before going on into the byre. Each cow knew her regular
         stall and objected if another animal tried to take it. They always entered in the right order, eager for the handfuls of hay
         that Angus and Sam were putting into their individual racks.
      

      
      By the time the milking was done, the herd returned to the field and the milk cooled, Jem, the old farmhand who had come out
         of retirement to help after Angus’s accident, had arrived, just in time to help the women and Sam manhandle the milk churns out to the head
         of the lane, where they would be collected by lorry and taken to the ferry. Then the byre had to be cleaned and made ready
         for the afternoon’s milking before they were free to get their breakfast.
      

   

OEBPS/images/9781405530309.jpg
STAYING ON

Evelyn Hood






