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‘Alley balley balley balley bee

sitting on your mammy’s knee,

greeting for a wee bawbee

tae buy some coulther’s candy ...’

Glasgow street song (Trad.)



SUSAN

Susan’s eyes were wide with fear and apprehension as she stepped through the door into Miss Buchan’s school. She was flanked on either side by her parents.

‘Captain and Mrs Gibb, how nice to see you again,’ Miss Buchan said, stepping forward to shake their hands. ‘And how are you today, Susan?’

Susan stared at Miss Buchan, not attempting to reply.

‘Are you looking forward to your stay with us? We’re certainly looking forward to having you here.’

Susan’s gaze left Miss Buchan to travel round the wood-panelled entrance hall. She might have been a small animal plucked rudely from its nest.

‘Answer Miss Buchan,’ Jean, her mother, prompted.

But still Susan said nothing.

‘Quite understandable in the circumstances,’ Miss Buchan smiled. ‘She’ll soon come round though. She does know why she’s here, doesn’t she?’

‘Oh yes,’ Jean replied. ‘It’s all been explained to her quite thoroughly. Hasn’t it, my angel?’

Susan moved closer to Jean, reaching out to clutch her mother’s coat.

‘Would you like to help her settle into the dormitory or do you think it best to leave right away?’ Miss Buchan asked.

Jean looked at her husband Keith for an answer.

Keith was hating this, feeling guilty as hell. Ever since learning the regiment was to be posted abroad, and deciding to leave Susan behind, he’d been trying to convince himself he’d have arrived at the same decision if she’d been a boy.

‘I think we should leave right away,’ he said.

Trembling, Jean reached down to kiss Susan on the cheek. ‘Mummy and Daddy will write to you every week and Miss Buchan or one of her staff will read the letters to you. Now be a good girl and do as you’re told and we’ll see you again when we come home on leave.’

Keith opened his wallet and extracted a fiver which he pressed into Susan’s hand. ‘Pocket money,’ he said, ‘which I think Miss Buchan better look after in the meantime.’

‘I’ll see she gets it as she needs it,’ Miss Buchan said, taking the fiver from Susan.

‘Well, that’s it then, I think,’ Keith said. Swinging Susan into his arms he pecked her on the cheek. Having deposited her back on the ground again he cleared his throat.

‘Jenny!’ Miss Buchan called out to a hovering girl. ‘You take Susan’s case up to dormitory C. Bed fourteen will be hers.’

‘Yes, Miss Buchan,’ Jenny said obediently. Lifting Susan’s small case she walked with it towards the staircase at the rear of the entrance hall.

‘Charming girl,’ Miss Buchan said. ‘Parents died tragically so now we look after her.’

Jean clucked sympathy.

‘’Bye ’bye, angel,’ Jean said, her eyes brimming over with tears.

Susan stared up at her mother, a profound betrayal written clearly across her face.

Keith reached down and shook his daughter’s hand. This was even more difficult than he’d anticipated. Taking Jean by the arm he turned her round and marched her to the door. Miss Buchan put her hand on Susan’s shoulder in case she tried to bolt after her parents. But she didn’t. Jean had one last look over her shoulder at the door. Then it closed behind her and Susan was cut off from sight.

‘You and I are going to get on just fine,’ Miss Buchan said. ‘You have my word on that. Now, how about a nice cup of tea and a cake? And while we’re having it you can tell me all about yourself. What you like and dislike, that sort of thing.’

As though in a trance, Susan followed Miss Buchan to her study, where she was told to sit on a chair in front of a cheery fire.

With the cake there were scones, pancakes and crumpets. But Susan ate nothing, mumbling she wasn’t hungry.

Miss Buchan did her best to draw and distract Susan, to no avail. Susan sat staring into the fire as though seeing strange sights in its depths.

That night Miss Buchan personally saw to Susan getting ready for bed.

When all the girls in the dormitory were ready, Miss Buchan led them in prayers, shortly after which the lights were turned out. Susan lay in the darkness listening to the breathing all around her. After a while she pulled the blankets over her head and there, securely muffled in her womb-like cocoon, she broke down and quietly cried her eyes out.

It was a day she’d remember for the rest of her life.

The first holidays to come up were the Christmas ones. The girls, with the exception of seven, either went home or to friends and relatives whom they’d spend the break with.

Susan was one of the seven.

Miss Buchan did her best by those with nowhere else to go. She bought them individual presents and there was a goose and crackers. After Christmas dinner they all sat round in a circle drinking lemonade and singing carols. Then they played charades and blind man’s bluff.

By far and away the youngest of the seven, Susan received extra special attention from Miss Buchan. Several of the older girls made a fuss of her and generally mothered her.

Susan said little, as was her wont, her large doe eyes drinking everything in.

Before coming to the school she’d been a happy, vivacious, extroverted child. Now she was withdrawn and painfully shy, forever trying to blend into the background as though she didn’t want anyone to notice she was there. Naturally, neither Miss Buchan nor any of the staff knew there’d been such a big change in her as they hadn’t known what she was like beforehand.

When the small party had subsided somewhat Miss Buchan took Susan to one side.

‘Would you like me to read the letter that came with your Christmas card now?’ she asked.

Susan’s eyes lit up. The letter readings were the highlight of her week, Jean having kept her word and written regularly. Susan sat with her hands cupping her chin as she avidly listened to her mother’s words.

Mummy and Daddy were missing her. Daddy was frightfully busy while there never seemed enough hours in the day for all the things Mummy had to do. The letter ended with the promise, as it always did, that Mummy and Daddy would see her during the summer when they’d be returning home on leave.

When she fell asleep that night Susan dreamed the same dream she’d been having regularly since arriving at the school. Mummy and Daddy were arriving home – home being the house they’d all lived in before Mummy and Daddy went abroad – and Mummy was saying they were never ever going to leave their daughter again and when Mummy and Daddy went overseas at the end of Daddy’s leave they’d be taking their darling Susan with them.

Miss Buchan laid the letter down and sighed. There were times she hated running a school and this was one of them.

She passed a hand wearily over her face. Well, she thought, she may as well get this over and done with. That was always the easiest way in the long run, she’d learned. She opened the door to her study and hailed a passing girl.

‘Find Susan Gibb and bring her to me right away,’ she said.

‘Yes, Miss Buchan,’ the girl replied and scuttled off.

She settled herself back behind her desk again and folded her hands in front of her. She was still in that position when there was a timid knock on the door.

‘Come in!’ she called out.

Susan entered, closing the door behind her as she’d been taught to do.

‘You wanted to see me, Miss Buchan?’

‘Sit down, child. There’s another letter from your parents which is addressed to me as well as yourself.’

‘Has Daddy been hurt?’ Susan asked quickly.

‘No. Nothing like that.’

Miss Buchan spread the letter in front of her and smoothed it with her hand.

Susan sat expectant, waiting.

Slowly Miss Buchan said, ‘Due to circumstances beyond their control your parents won’t be coming home to Scotland this summer, after all.’

To Susan it was the end of the world. Since entering the school her entire life had become geared to the forthcoming summer and the reappearance of her parents from abroad.

Miss Buchan lifted up two white fivers which she showed Susan. ‘The Captain has sent this as pocket money. I, of course, shall be looking after it for you. Would you like some now?’

Susan shook her head.

Miss Buchan came round from behind her desk to kneel beside Susan. ‘I’m awfully sorry,’ she said. ‘We all know how much you were looking forward to their coming back.’

Biting back tears, Susan came to her feet. ‘May I go now, Miss, please?’ she asked.

‘Wouldn’t you like me to read the letter to you?’

Susan shook her head. At the door she paused. ‘Did they say when they’ll be coming home?’ she asked.

‘No, they didn’t.’

Susan closed the door quietly behind her.

Miss Buchan stood at her study window gazing out into the garden. She was watching Susan who was standing by a tree apart from the other girls.

What a sad and lonely little creature, Miss Buchan thought. There were times when she wanted to take Susan in her arms and hug her, but of course she couldn’t do that. That would have been showing favouritism, which she strictly disciplined herself against.

She watched Susan pick up the wild hedgehog that often came to that part of the garden and which Susan had made friends with. The girl stroked the hedgehog and whispered endearments to it, talking to it as though it was a person rather than an animal.

So much love to give, Miss Buchan thought. So much love.

‘I saw Blackie yesterday,’ Susan said to the hedgehog, whom she had christened Spike. ‘He came and sat in the tree and sang to me. He told me his wife has had three little blackbirds and when they’re old enough he’s going to bring them over and show them to us. Isn’t that marvellous?’

Spike’s little brown eyes gazed up at Susan. She was the only girl in the school whom he uncurled for.

Susan gently stroked his snout. If Spike had been a cat he would have purred.

‘When are you going to meet a nice lady hedgehog and have a family, Spike? I think it’s high time, don’t you? And when you have your family will you bring them to show to me just like Blackie has promised to do? We could sit round in a circle and have a pretend tea party, which I think would be ever so much fun. Perhaps squirrel would come if we asked him nicely. You like squirrel, don’t you? Yes, of course you do, even if he is a bit crotchety at times.’

The squirrel referred to was an old red one who often came to the tree in the garden. All the other girls were scared of the squirrel because of its sharp teeth, but not Susan, who on a number of occasions had actually hand-fed the rodent.

The idea that Blackie had a family, far less that he was going to bring them to show to her, was pure fiction on her part. When it came to animals Susan had an extremely vivid imagination.

One of the teachers, called Miss Cairncross, came out of the school and rang the handbell to announce the resumption of classes.

‘I’ll have to go now, Spike,’ Susan said. ‘I’d much rather stay and talk to you but I’m afraid I have to go and do my lessons. Will you be here tomorrow? Well I’ll be here looking for you hoping you’ve been able to make it. Goodbye now and make sure you look after yourself.’

She stroked the hedgehog’s snout one last time before very carefully setting him back on the ground.

‘’Bye Spike. Be a good boy now!’ Actually she didn’t know for certain that Spike was a male. She just assumed he was.

She retreated a few steps before turning and breaking into a run. She felt happy as she always did when she’d been with her friends the animals.

‘Yes, Susan?’ Miss Buchan asked. Susan was in her study having requested an interview.

‘Please, Miss. The money my Daddy sent me.’

‘Yes?’

‘Could I use some of it to buy a pet with? A dog or a cat? I’d look after it all by myself so it would be no trouble to anyone else.’ Susan looked expectantly at Miss Buchan, her face radiant with hope.

Miss Buchan knew her reply was going to hurt Susan but for the moment she couldn’t see how she could do otherwise.

‘I’m afraid a personal pet is out of the question,’ she said.

Susan’s face dropped.

Her heart went out to the little girl. She continued softly, ‘You see if I allow one personal pet in the school then lots of the girls might want one. And then where would we be? We’d be a menagerie instead of a school. If I could make an exception I would, Susan, but you must understand there can never be exceptions. It just isn’t fair on the others.’

Susan’s lower lip trembled.

‘I appreciate only too well what a pet would mean to you but you must see my position. I’m sorry Susan.’

Susan nodded, not trusting herself to speak. The animals in the garden were all very well but her time with them was extremely limited. Depending on when she could get into the garden and when they would put in an appearance. Sometimes a whole week could go by without her seeing Spike or Blackie or squirrel.

A pet of her own would have been totally different, however. She would have been able to be with it every evening and all weekend when there were no lessons.

After Susan had gone Miss Buchan twiddled her pencil, which she finally threw on to the desk in front of her.

‘Damn!’

She was a woman who rarely swore.

Miss Buchan marched into the assembly room with a box under her arm and the assembly room fell silent.

She placed the box on the table at the end of the room and then turned to face the girls.

‘A mouse was seen last week and another yesterday!’ she said.

Some of the girls gasped while others giggled.

‘I will not have mice in my school!’ Miss Buchan said sternly. ‘They are unhygienic. What are they, girls?’

‘Unhygienic!’ the girls chorused in unison.

‘What does that mean, Agnes McDonald?’

‘Unclean, Miss.’

‘Quite correct. Unclean. And I will have nothing in my school which is that. So ... we have a problem: mice. What’s the solution to the problem?’

Several hands shot in the air.

‘Mary Geddes?’

‘Traps, Miss. Baited with cheese.’

‘Very good, Mary. But I think we might do even better than that.’

Her gaze swept over the room. ‘Helen Moyes?’

‘A cat, Miss.’

‘The solution I favour myself, Helen. A good mouser.’

Turning to the table she lifted the top off the box and reached inside.

‘Oh!’ the girls said, when they saw the kitten Miss Buchan held.

‘Now Mr Samson, the janitor, says he hasn’t time to look after a cat, which leaves it up to us. I myself would undertake the task of maintaining this kitten but unfortunately I spend so much time looking after you girls I have absolutely none left over for the training of an animal. This being the case I’m hoping one of you will volunteer to look after and train our little friend here. Someone who is good with animals and knows how to handle them. Now, any volunteers?’

Several dozen hands were lifted.

‘Hmm ...’ said Miss Buchan, pretending to consider each eager face in turn.

Finally she gestured at Susan. ‘Stand up, Susan Gibb.’

Susan stood, a tiny figure almost lost amongst some of the taller girls.

‘Do you think you’d be able to train this kitten, Susan?’

‘Oh yes, Miss!’

‘You’d have to spend a great deal of time with him you understand?’

Susan’s eyes shone. ‘Yes, Miss.’

‘And he’s to be a working cat. Not a pet.’

‘Yes, Miss.’

Miss Buchan pursed her lips and furrowed her brow as though deep in cogitation. Finally she said, ‘Members of the staff have noticed how good you are with the animals out in the garden, Susan, so I think you might well be the right person to look after the school cat.’

There was a pause and then she went on, ‘Well, come along girl, don’t just stand there gawping. Come and collect the beast.’

Later, when she was back in the privacy of her study, Miss Buchan smiled. She hummed gaily as she set about marking some papers.

*

That night, Susan installed Tiddles, as she’d decided to call the kitten, in a cardboard box by the side of her bed.

‘Goodnight, Tiddles,’ she said, kissing the kitten on the head. ‘Sleep tight and don’t let the bugs bite.’

‘He’d better not have bugs,’ the girl in the next bed said. Several other girls tittered. Susan patted Tiddles, soothing him to lie still. The kitten mewed contentedly.

Susan slipped into bed feeling the happiest she’d been since her parents had gone abroad. She wasn’t alone any more. She had something to care for which would care for her in return. Something to help fill the huge aching hole her parents’ departure had created in her.

Keith and Jean Gibb did manage to take leave in Scotland the second summer after they’d enrolled Susan as a boarder in Miss Buchan’s School for Young Ladies.

As they were home for four weeks, and rather than stay in a hotel, Keith rented a house, which came complete with servants.

Susan hated the house on sight, thinking it dark and gloomy. A cheerless, friendless place with echoing corridors and high vaulted ceilings which often as not were hidden in shadow.

However, that didn’t really matter. All that did was that her Mummy and Daddy were home and the three of them were together again.

She was so excited that for the first few days she hardly stopped talking and followed Jean nearly everywhere she went. To begin with, Jean found this charming but after a little while it began to grate on her nerves. It seemed to her she could hardly turn round without falling over Susan, who was continually under her feet.

Keith too became irritated with Susan. Her constant questions seemed to go on without end.

‘What was it like there, Daddy? Why did you do this, Daddy? Why did you do that? How does this work, Daddy? How does that ...?’

‘For God’s sake, stop bothering me!’ he exclaimed angrily one night as she’d innocently asked him yet another question while he was in the middle of knotting his black tie.

Tears sprang into Susan’s eyes as she backed away a little from him.

‘Can’t you see I’m busy?’ he said irritably.

‘Sorry, Daddy.’

‘And don’t snivel. I can’t stand children who snivel!’

‘Sorry, Daddy.’

‘And do stop saying sorry Daddy.’

‘Sor ... yes, Daddy.’ Head bowed, she left the room.

With a sigh of exasperation Keith left his tie. His concentration was broken, he’d never do it now. He’d get Jean to knot it for him when she came through. She always made a better job of it than he did, anyway.

A little later, when Jean appeared, he told her what had happened.

Jean pulled a face. ‘I think we’ve just become unused to having a child around,’ she said. ‘One of the drawbacks of having her at boarding school.’

‘And another thing,’ Keith went on, ‘she’s forever wanting to be picked up and cuddled. It’s positively unnatural.’

‘It’s no such thing! If anything, it’s the contrary. She hasn’t seen us for two years, after all!’

‘Well, I still don’t like it,’ he grumbled. ‘It doesn’t feel right.’

‘Stop being such an army stuffed shirt! It’s a little girl of six we’re talking about, not some hulking lad of sixteen or seventeen.’

‘I am not a stuffed shirt!’ he exclaimed.

‘You are sometimes. And pompous with it.’

Keith spluttered with indignation, his deep tan turning pink in places.

Jean laughed and kissed him which mollified him somewhat. ‘You don’t mind me cuddling you,’ she teased.

‘That’s different. You’re a woman. My wife.’

‘And she’s your daughter.’

He looked thoughtful and his eyes took on a faraway look as he poured them both sherries.

‘I’m sorry she wasn’t the boy you really wanted,’ Jean said softly. ‘But if a boy wasn’t to be, then he wasn’t to be.’

‘I know that,’ Keith replied, staring into the deep brown of his drink.

‘Let’s just be thankful we’ve been blessed with a child at all.’

‘If only she wouldn’t ask so many questions and keep pestering me all the time.’

‘I’ll speak to her about it,’ Jean said.

Jean knew then she was right. They had become totally unused to having a child around. Not only that, they’d become set and selfish in their ways.

‘What!’ exclaimed Gerald, Keith’s older brother. ‘You mean the child’s been in Glasgow all this time without us knowing about it? What were you thinking of, man?’

Keith knew fine well what he’d been thinking of. Drat Susan for coming out with the fact she’d been spending all her holidays at school.

‘I don’t see why you should be inconvenienced. After all,’ and Keith relished saying this bit, ‘you’re both getting on a bit now. Hardly up to active young children, I wouldn’t have thought.’

‘We might be old but we’re hardly decrepit yet,’ Emmaline, Gerald’s wife, retorted.

Keith put the hint of a knowing smile on his face calculated to convey to his sister-in-law that he thought otherwise. He knew it would infuriate her. Like many once beautiful people he knew, Emmaline hated the thought of the ravages of time.

Susan sat very still, aware she’d somehow angered her father – although for the life of her she couldn’t think how.

‘Next Christmas Susan must come and stay with us,’ Emmaline said firmly. ‘And I won’t hear otherwise.’

‘That’s not fair on you,’ Keith said.

‘Nonsense!’ Gerald replied. ‘We’d love to have her. Would do us both the world of good to have someone young around the house again. She’d be the one doing us a favour, I can tell you.’

‘Would you like to come and stay with us at Christmas, Susan?’ Emmaline asked.

Susan hung her head and nodded.

‘Imagine her spending Christmas at school! How ridiculous!’ Gerald said.

Keith remembered then the stories he’d heard from the dead Michael and James about what a good father Gerald had been. Both his boys had positively doted on him. His own guilt at being irritable and snappy with Susan rose up in him. And this guilt he somehow transformed in his mind into being Gerald’s fault. He glowered at his brother, all the old feelings of inadequacy and being second best coming crowding back.

Everything Gerald touched or was connected with turned to gold. Women, business, conversation. Whereas he ... ‘We’ll sort something out before Jean and I go back abroad,’ he said, thinking, like hell he would! They hadn’t found out the name of Susan’s school yet and that’s the way he’d try and keep it.

‘What beautiful pearls those are,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘They caught my eye the moment I saw them.’

‘They were a present from Gerald,’ Emmaline replied smugly.

The topic of Susan and Christmas was gradually forgotten.

Susan was playing with Tiddles in the garden when one of the girls came rushing up to say she was wanted right away in Miss Buchan’s study.

‘Come in!’ Miss Buchan’s voice called out when she knocked on the door.

For a moment she failed to recognise the figure sitting across from Miss Buchan. Then the penny dropped.

‘Mummy!’ she squealed and rushed into her mother’s arms. It was only the second time her mother had been home during the five years she’d been at school.

‘My, how tall you’ve grown!’ Jean said, a catch in her voice. ‘Here, let me have a look at you.’

She held Susan at arm’s length and shook her head wonderingly. ‘I wouldn’t have known you. You’re a young lady now, not a child any more.’

‘Is Daddy with you?’ Susan asked excitedly.

‘He’s had to stay on in London for a few days. Army work. I’ve come on ahead as we felt one of us should be at Aunt Emmaline’s funeral. She died unexpectedly a few days ago.’

‘Oh!’ said Susan, not knowing what else to say. She’d thought of her Aunt Em and Uncle Gerald several times in the intervening years, having been expecting them to contact her as they’d promised they would, but they never had.

‘How long are you and Daddy home for this time?’ she asked.

A worried frown settled on Jean’s deeply tanned face, a face that had begun to wither from too much exposure to tropical sun.

‘Times being what they are, Daddy thinks it best I stay on in Glasgow for a while, at least until we see what’s what.’

‘Very sensible in the circumstances,’ Miss Buchan said.

Jean turned to Miss Buchan. ‘That man Hitler, you understand. The Army are extremely worried about him and what he might do.’

‘I think we all are,’ Miss Buchan said.

‘So,’ Jean said turning her attention back to Susan. ‘That means I’ll be renting a house for six months at least. Now what do you want to do? You can either live with me and attend here during the day or else remain on as a boarder, coming home at weekends. The choice is up to you.’

Susan thought that an odd question to ask. How could there be any doubt but that she’d want to live with her mother? Anything other would have been unthinkable. Didn’t her mother understand that?

‘I’ll stay with you, Mummy,’ she said excitedly. ‘Starting tonight if you like.’

Jean laughed. ‘Hey, hold on a minute! Let me find a house to rent first.’

Susan suddenly thought of Tiddles and her face fell. Officially Tiddles was the school cat which would mean she’d have to leave him behind.

‘What’s wrong?’ Jean asked.

In a rush of words Susan explained about the cat.

‘Hmm!’ said Miss Buchan.

‘I’m sure we can buy you another cat,’ Jean said, thinking that would resolve the problem. But it didn’t.

‘It wouldn’t be the same, Mummy. Tiddles is Tiddles.’

‘I think I have the solution,’ Miss Buchan said. ‘Tiddles hasn’t been a great success as a mouser despite your valiant efforts to teach him, Susan. So I think it best I retire him and we’ll buy another school cat.’

Susan beamed. ‘Oh thank you, Miss Buchan!’

‘We’ll gave to find a good home for him of course. Any suggestions?’

Susan whirled on Jean. ‘Please Mummy?’

‘You bring Tiddles with you when you come home.’

Susan’s day was complete.

‘I’m sorry about Em,’ Keith said to Gerald. ‘I did my best to make the funeral but it was just impossible.’

Gerald nodded. He looked gaunt and haggard and there were dark circles under his eyes. He’d taken the loss of his wife badly.

‘At least it was quick,’ he said. ‘That was a blessing.’

Keith tried to look sympathetic. In reality Emmaline’s death meant nothing at all to him.

Gerald poured two very large whiskies. He’d been drinking heavily since his wife’s death. As he and Keith drank his eyes misted over in introspection. He was thinking about his two sons, Michael and James, who’d been killed at Ypres. He’d been thinking a lot about them lately.

‘Is there going to be another war?’ he asked abruptly.

‘Some people in the Army think so but I personally don’t believe it’ll come about. It would be insanity on Herr Hitler’s part.’

‘There are a lot of people say he is insane.’

Keith snorted. ‘About as insane as you or I. Cunning is the word I’d use. And devious.’

‘And yet you’re insisting Jean stays home for a while?’

‘There’s no harm being on the safe side. Just in case I’m wrong.’

‘You were always the cautious one,’ Gerald said smiling. ‘Even as a little boy.’

They drank for a little while in silence and then Gerald said, ‘You know what Em’s death means, don’t you?’

‘No?’

‘When I go everything will come to you. My half of the brewery, our house, my entire estate. All yours, Keith.’

Keith couldn’t meet his brother’s steady gaze. ‘Let’s hope it’s a long time before it comes to that,’ he said.

‘What’ll you do with the brewery? Sell?’

Keith pondered that. It wasn’t something he’d given a lot of thought to. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied eventually.

‘It’s not as easy to run as you once thought. I hope you realise that.’

Keith bridled. ‘Are you saying I couldn’t do it?’

‘I’m saying no such thing. All I’m doing is warning you that if you do decide to take over my seat, do so with your eyes wide open.’

Keith made up his mind there and then. When the time came he would take over the brewery and what’s more he’d make an even better job of running it than Gerald had!

Gerald smiled inwardly. He could see from the expression on Keith’s face that he’d succeeded. He’d grown very fond of the brewery over the years. It was only right and proper it stay on in the family for as long as that was possible.

Three months later Hitler invaded Poland.

Susan hated the house her parents had rented. If anything, it was even gloomier than the previous one.

She clutched Tiddles to her as she stared in dismay at what was to be her bedroom. It was small and pokey and there was a funny smell in the air which she later identified as damp.

‘Oh, Tiddles!’ she said, clutching the cat to her. ‘This place is horrid.’

Tiddles mewed his agreement.

The one bright spot was the garden, which was an overgrown jungle perfect for keeping pets in. She wondered if her parents would allow her to keep rabbits and a tortoise. That thought cheered her a little.

At the beginning of the war, Keith was seconded from his regiment and posted on to the General Staff in London. He was promoted to the rank of Major and given a desk. He was back in admin again. Nothing more than a bloody glorified filing clerk, was how he described himself.

He and Jean debated whether or not she should join him in London. But for various reasons, including the fact he steadily maintained it would be a short conflict, it was decided best for her to remain in Glasgow with Susan.

He came up to Scotland when he could and occasionally she journeyed down to spend the weekend with him. When Jean went south Susan was looked after by the old housekeeper Jean had employed, a Mrs Sinclair.

It was during one of her infrequent visits to London that Jean brought Keith the news of Gerald’s death from cancer.

Keith’s eyes gleamed when he heard this. If it hadn’t been for the war he would have resigned his commission instantly and gone straight back to Glasgow to take over the brewery. But as things were, that would have to wait.

Susan lay on her bed with Tiddles curled up beside her. Her eyes were wide as she read an American film magazine Mrs Sinclair the housekeeper had managed to get hold of for her. The magazine was pre-war and concerned mainly with the films of Clark Gable, whom she adored.

Susan loved films and went as often as she was able – which was frequently – as much as three or four times a week. She went on her own and sometimes with Mrs Sinclair who was as nearly as big a film fan as she was. She would have liked to go with her mother but Jean was always busy with either socialising or voluntary war work. It was a rare week when Jean spent an evening at home.

The truth was, Susan was exceptionally lonely outside school hours. She had one or two friends locally whom she visited and played with and occasionally even stayed the night with. Those nights were treasured in her memory and she often wistfully wished there were more of them. There could have been, as her friends’ Mummies liked her and said she could stay as often as she liked but Jean had objected, saying she mustn’t make a pest of herself.

The best times of all were when Daddy came up from London and they were all together again. But sadly these times were few and far between, becoming even fewer as the war dragged on and on.

Then there were her friends in the garden, whom she adored and lavished a great deal of time on. There was Soppy, the long-eared rabbit, who had a bad leg and an adorable expression. And the frogs she’d reared from tadpoles, who lived in the culvert at the very end of the garden. And Caw-caw the rook, who had fierce glinting eyes and a vicious way of stabbing with his beak.

Susan sighed and laid down her magazine. Lying back she closed her eyes. Someday, she told herself, her Prince Charming would come along. He’d look just like Clark Gable and be ever so romantic. He would open doors for her and always see that she walked on the inside of the pavement. He would gaze long and steadily into her eyes and his kisses would burn like fire. His name would be Clark or Tyrone, and he would be the most handsome, dashing man there had ever been. He would be madly in love with her and as a result never leave her side. And when he came along she’d never ever be lonely again.

At twelve years of age she was in the throes of puberty.

Keith smiled jubilantly to himself as his car swept through the front gates of Black Lion Brewery. With the war over and his commission resigned he was now ready to take over where Gerald had left off.

He’d arranged for a board to look after the brewery in the interim and his first job now would be to get rid of them. Their usefulness was over. He no longer needed them.

He parked his car and then sat to savour the moment. He’d been looking forward to this ever since Gerald had died. At long, long last he was now coming into his own.

He thought grimly of his Army career and especially the last war years. He’d never really got on in the Army. In his estimation, events had conspired against him. To begin with, he’d lost out by being kept in India during the first war, and then during the second he’d been anchored to a desk.

Still, if nothing else, he’d learned a great deal about admin and running things, which would stand him in good stead now.

A member of staff materialised to open his car door for him.

‘Good morning, Mr Gibb,’ the man said. ‘And a pleasant one it is too.’

Keith got out of the car and straightened himself to his full height. Turning to the man he said in a cold, steely voice, ‘Major Gibb.’ He intended starting as he meant to go on.

Keith sucked on his pipe contentedly. He’d had a hard day at work but only because everything at the brewery was going so well.

He glanced across to where Susan sat reading one of the trashy magazines she forever seemed to have her nose buried in. At seventeen she was a fully developed young woman who would soon be leaving school and going to college. She wanted to be a vet, which pleased him fine. There were a lot worse professions for a young woman to take up than that.

Not that he expected her to be a vet for long. Surely some eligible young man would come along and snap her up? And what sort of young man would that be? he wondered.

He remembered then he’d seen a notice displayed at the Conservative club the other night, saying there was to be a dance this coming weekend. It might be an idea for him to encourage her to attend not only that dance but other functions the Conservative club held for its young folk. For there he could be more or less assured she would meet the right sort of young man from the correct sort of background.

His heart warmed to the idea of her marrying someone rich and influential, and, what was more important, one day having a son who would inherit from both sides of the family.

A son! His grandson! A wee lad who could restore his family to the wealth and position they’d once enjoyed and which his father had gambled away and lost by bad speculation.

If he could live to see that, he’d die a happy man.

‘Would you like to dance?’

Susan turned round to face a young man a little older than herself. He was good-looking but not excessively so.

‘Thank you,’ she replied.

They walked on to the dance floor and he put his arms round her. The dance was a waltz.

‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ he said.

‘I’ve been a few times.’

‘It’s nice to see a new face. Especially a pretty one.’

She liked that as she did all flattery.

‘Isn’t it exciting?’ she said.

‘What?’

‘Princess Elizabeth getting married.’

‘Oh that!’

The dance was being held in honour of the occasion.

‘I think he’s ever so attractive. Real yummy.’

The young man laughed. ‘I’m sure he’d love to hear himself described as yummy.’

‘You say that as though you know him.’

‘I do. Sort of. We’ve met on a number of occasions.’

Susan’s eyes opened wide. ‘Really?’

‘I play in London from time to time and as he’s very keen on sport he sometimes comes to watch. When he isn’t at sea, that is.’

‘What do you play?’

‘Squash. Have you ever seen a game?’

She shook her head.

‘Very fast. Very exciting. And definitely not for girls.’

‘When are you playing again?’

‘Next week at a little club I go to called the Hillhead and Kelvinbridge Sports Club. Know it?’

She shook her head again.

On a sudden impulse he said, ‘Would you like to come and watch the game? I could pick you up in my car and we could have a coffee or a drink afterwards?’

She laughed at the suddenness of his proposal. ‘I don’t even know your name!’ she said.

‘It’s Nigel. What’s yours?’

‘Susan.’

‘All right Susan. Is it a date?’

‘Which night is it?’

‘Friday.’

She was free Friday night and didn’t think her parents would object. ‘You’ll pick me up?’ she said.

They made the arrangements after which they danced together for the rest of the night.

‘Have a nice time then!’ Keith said, he and Jean having escorted Susan and Nigel to the door, which he now shut behind the young couple.

‘Nigel McBeth!’ he said delightedly to Jean. ‘Son of Geoffrey McBeth, head of McBeth shipping line. Which only happens to be one of the largest shipping lines in the country. Why, the man must be a millionaire many times over.’ He paused to chuckle before adding, ‘I’ll say this for Susan. When she picks them she certainly picks them.’

‘Very nice boy, I thought,’ Jean said, nodding her approval.

‘I wonder if he’s an only child?’ Keith mused.

He escorted Jean back to the room where they’d been entertaining Nigel while Susan got ready and poured them both drinks. He couldn’t remember when he’d been so excited.

‘We’ll have to do everything to encourage the pair of them,’ he said.

‘Isn’t it a bit early for that?’

‘Perhaps. But a little encouragement certainly won’t do any harm.’

‘Give it a week or two and I could invite him for tea,’ Jean said.

‘Or better still, his parents as well!’

Jean looked thoughtful. ‘We must be careful not to appear too pushy. That would do far more harm than good.’

‘Hmm!’ replied Keith.

‘Anyway,’ Jean said practically. ‘This might be so much conjecture on our part. It’s their first time out together, after all. They might well discover they don’t like one another or don’t particularly get on.’

Keith made up his mind to have a word with Susan the next day. She must be made to see what an advantageous match this would be. If she and Nigel did start going out regularly she must do everything in her power to develop and deepen the relationship. And if everything went well and they did decide to get married perhaps he could persuade them to add Susan’s family name to that of Nigel’s.

McBeth-Gibb, he thought. Yes, it had a ring to it.

A smile crept over his face. If they agreed to the joining of the names it would go a long way to help make up for the disappointment of Susan’s being born a girl and, despite every effort on his and Jean’s part, an only child to boot.

Combined with McBeth, the Gibb name would go on bigger and more glorious than ever. And that would be a far greater achievement than anything Gerald had managed.

He prayed to God in His Heaven everything went well tonight. A good start would be most important.

*

Susan and Nigel had been going out for six months when he decided to show her over his father’s private yacht, which was at that time lying anchored in the Gare Loch.

They motored down on a sunny Saturday morning with the intention of picnicking aboard before travelling back sometime round about late afternoon or early evening.

Susan loved the run to the coast insisting the car windows be wide open so she could drink in the fresh tangy air that became progressively saltier the closer they got to the sea.

The yacht was a sixty-footer, painted sparkling white from stern to bow and flying the McBeth shipping pennant.

‘She’s beautiful,’ Susan said as they clambered aboard.

‘Shall we take her out?’

‘Could we?’

Nigel smiled, ‘Of course. There’s a resident crew of three and that’s what they’re paid for.’

He left her standing by the wheel while he went below to issue orders.

Within five minutes they were under way.

‘Want to steer?’ Nigel asked as they rounded Kilcreggan Point heading for the Clyde.

‘I wouldn’t know how.’

‘I’ll show you.’

He stood behind her, his hands over hers as she took the wheel.

‘It’s awful heavy and it keeps trying to drag to the left,’ she said, a frown of concentration on her face.

He eased the yacht back on course. ‘You must control it. Not it you,’ he said.

Flying spume lashed her face, making her feel tremendously exhilarated. Her feet tingled to the reverberations of the engine, while overhead gulls screamed and squawked having mistaken them for a fishing vessel.

‘I could get to like this,’ she said.

‘Our whole family love boats and ships,’ Nigel said. ‘Always have, which is no doubt how we originally got into the business.’

Susan already knew he had an unmarried sister and that there had been an older brother killed at sea during the war, drowned in the south Atlantic after his ship had been torpedoed. But she didn’t know anything about the rest of his family.

‘Lots of aunts, uncles and cousins,’ Nigel replied when she asked him. ‘Some of them in the family business, others doing all sorts of things. I’ve even got an uncle who has a factory which makes lamps and lampshades. Does quite well out of it, too.’

‘I envy you your large family circle,’ she replied wistfully. ‘I had two cousins an awful lot older than me but they were killed in the first war. Daddy had a married brother but I never saw them much. They asked me to go to their place for Christmas once when I was quite young but somehow that never materialised. Uncle Gerald and his wife, Aunt Em, are both dead now, as are all Mummy’s family.’

‘It’s a shame you never had a brother or sister.’

‘Daddy desperately wanted a boy. I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me for being a girl.’

‘That’s an exaggeration surely?’

Susan shook her head.

‘Poor Susan,’ he said, and kissed her neck.

She shivered, suddenly aware of their closeness.

‘Shall we go below and have that picnic you brought?’ he asked in a voice that had gone thick and husky.

‘I am a bit peckish.’

‘Then lunch it is.’

He called out to one of the crew to take over the wheel and after issuing the man instructions took her down to the yacht’s main cabin.

Lunch was cold chicken, tomatoes, salad and apples. There was also château-bottled red wine. Nigel ate, tasting nothing. His eyes were riveted to Susan’s, as hers, although a lot more coyly, were to his.

Susan enjoyed the wine. It relaxed her and put warmth in her stomach. When the meal was finished she languidly started to pack away what was left and in doing so turned her back on Nigel.

She stiffened a little as his arms encircled her and his hands cupped her breasts. She closed her eyes as he caressed her. He turned her to him and brought his mouth to hers. As he kissed her he dropped a hand to rub the front of her dress where her crotch was. Susan sighed and pressed herself against him. It was such a nice feeling.

He had to stoop a little in order to get his hand under her dress. When he rubbed the front of her knickers he could feel crinkly hair underneath.

‘Oh Nigel,’ she said, moaning.

His hand wriggled inside her knickers to find her. It was the first time she’d allowed him to get this far.

‘What about the crew?’ she whispered.

‘They won’t bother us.’

‘Draw the curtains anyway.’

Reluctantly he withdrew his hand to comply with her wishes.

When the portholes were covered he turned back to her and she came into his arms.

‘I want to make love to you, Susan,’ he jerked out.

‘No,’ she replied.

‘Please?’

‘What if I got pregnant?’

‘I have contraceptives with me.’

She smiled. ‘So this was what you had in mind all the time?’

‘I won’t think any less of you if that’s what’s bothering you. I ... I ...’ He trailed off.

‘Go on,’ she whispered.

He laid his head on her shoulder. His breath hot and rasping in her ear.

‘I love you,’ he said in a tiny voice.

Susan closed her eyes. It was the first time anyone had ever said that to her – and that included her parents. Not even as a little girl had they ever said they loved her.

‘Do you really?’

‘Yes.’

‘You’re not just saying it because you’re after that, are you?’

‘No,’ he said in an anguished tone of voice.

‘Oh my darling,’ she replied. She wasn’t sure whether she loved him or not, but she certainly liked him an awful lot.

His hands fumbled with the buttons at the back of her dress. Susan knew if she was going to stop him going further this was the moment. Then she thought of what her father was always saying to her, which was that she should do everything in her power to consolidate her relationship with Nigel. Well, what could be more consolidating than letting him make love to her?

‘Here let me,’ she said, and reaching behind her deftly undid the buttons. Her dress slid to the floor and she stepped out of it. Picking it up she threw it across a table. Smiling, she then unhooked her bra.

Nigel tore off his clothes, which he left lying in an untidy heap. When he was naked he went to her and held her in his arms.

‘I’m a virgin,’ she whispered.

He reached down to fondle her, praying to himself that everything would go all right and that he’d be able to get it up and in.

Susan wasn’t the first girl he’d been to bed with. Far from it. But unfortunately his first time he’d been so nervous he’d had trouble getting an erection, much to the girl’s chagrin. And what he had managed hadn’t been enough for him to get into her.

The girl hadn’t said much after he’d given up but the look in her eyes had wounded him deeply, filling him with humiliation. The incident had scored itself deep into his psyche and now every time he went to bed with a girl for the first time he was more than half-convinced history would repeat itself. And so much did he worry about it, it often did.

Not that there was anything wrong with him physically. There wasn’t. And after he’d managed it once he relaxed and usually had no trouble from there on in, albeit the fear was always there lurking just under the surface.

Because of this his lovemaking was invariably a hurried affair. For once he got it up he was in a hurry to get on with it in case his erection died on him and he couldn’t get it up again.

They lay on the bunk side by side. ‘Be gentle,’ she whispered.

He stroked her flank and nuzzled her bosom, excitement mounting in him with the realisation he was getting hard.

‘Hold me,’ he said and guided her hand to him.

He spread her legs and worked frantically to make her wet. Come on, come on, he muttered under his breath.

Panic flared in him as he felt what erection he had begin to sag a little. Swiftly he crawled on top of her. If he could just get it in he’d be all right, he told himself.

Susan grimaced as he succeeded in entering her. She was still dry and what he was doing was sore. But because of her inexperience she thought the pain was due to her virginity.

He thrust and thrust. He wasn’t going to fail after all. He was going to manage it with her first time. Uttering a groan he climaxed and then with a sigh laid himself gently on top of her.

Despite the initial discomfort Susan had enjoyed it, although she did wish it had gone on a bit longer. Gathering him to her she pressed his chest against hers. ‘That was lovely,’ she said.

‘I’m not very good to start with but I get better as I go along,’ he said.

‘Then we must practise very hard.’

He laughed. ‘Well I’m all for that.’

‘You used the contraceptive, didn’t you?’

His face was suddenly stricken. ‘Christ I forgot!’

‘Nigel!’

‘In the heat of the moment it slipped my mind.’

‘Well if I’m pregnant you’ll just have to marry me.’

‘I think I might marry you anyway,’ he replied softly.

‘Be careful what you say. I might hold you to it.’

‘And I might want you to.’

They stared long and hard at one another. Then he bent down and kissed her.

Susan closed her eyes, happiness and sheer pleasure welling inside her.

A little later Nigel looked up as the boat started to turn to port. That meant they’d crossed the Sound of Bute and Sannox was in sight.

‘We’re on our way back,’ he said. But he was talking to deaf ears. Susan had fallen asleep.

‘Do you mind if we’re excused, Father? Susan and I would like to go through and play some records.’

Geoffrey McBeth glanced across at his wife Fiona who smiled and nodded.

‘Jean? Keith?’

‘We don’t mind at all,’ Keith replied. ‘Let the youngsters enjoy themselves. I can quite understand their preferring to play records than listen to the boring talk of old fuddy-duddies like ourselves.’

‘Run along then,’ Geoffrey McBeth said, giving a rather royal wave of his hand, ‘but please keep the music down to a mild roar.’

‘You won’t hear a thing in here,’ Nigel retorted.

Geoffrey raised an imperious eyebrow. ‘I’d better not.’

Nigel held the door open for Susan and, laughing, they escaped the room.

Keith positively beamed after them. This was the second visit the Gibbs had paid to the McBeth household. The McBeths had been twice to them as well, and the foursome were rapidly becoming good friends, having discovered they had a great deal in common.

‘If you don’t mind my saying so, they make a lovely couple,’ Keith said.

‘They certainly seem to be very fond of one another,’ Fiona replied.

Jean smiled and Geoffrey looked thoughtful.

‘We’ve all taken to Susan,’ Geoffrey said after a while.

Keith nodded.

‘Very intelligent and sensitive young lady,’ Fiona added.

Keith nodded again. The message was coming over loud and clear. The McBeths approved. Should Nigel and Susan decide they wanted to get married the McBeths wouldn’t stand in their way.

‘We enjoy having Nigel around,’ Jean said. ‘In fact we’ve almost come to think of him as our own son.’

‘Always wanted a boy in the family. But unfortunately we weren’t blessed,’ Keith said.

‘Well, who knows what time may bring?’ Geoffrey replied.

‘God can work in mysterious ways,’ added Fiona, who liked to think of herself as a religious person and indeed regularly went to church, if that’s anything to go by.

‘He’ll be working for you when he leaves university, I presume?’ Keith asked.

‘That’s his intention, I’m happy to say,’ Geoffrey replied.

Keith puffed with satisfaction on his cigar, that being very much the answer he’d wanted to hear.

‘And Susan’s going to be a vet?’ Fiona said.

‘She’s always been fond of animals. Ever since a tiny thing. Can’t think where she gets it from as it doesn’t run in either of our families,’ Jean said.

‘Admirable quality that,’ Geoffrey remarked.

‘She’ll make a marvellous mother and I do know where she gets that from,’ Keith said, winking at Jean.

Everyone laughed.

‘Have you ever been round a brewery?’ Keith asked suddenly.

Geoffrey shook his head.

‘Then perhaps you’d like to? Might interest you, if you can stand the pong.’

‘I think I’d rather like that,’ Geoffrey replied.

‘Good we’ll arrange it.’

There was a slight pause and then Geoffrey said, ‘I’m taking a small party out on my yacht a fortnight this weekend. A run up to Oban and back with hopefully a spot of fishing on the way.’

‘Sounds marvellous,’ Keith said.

‘Then we’ll be glad to have you aboard.’

‘Jean and I will look forward to it,’ Keith replied.

‘Let me get you another drink,’ Geoffrey said, rising.

Seeing Fiona’s attention was elsewhere, Keith flashed Jean a triumphant glance. Things couldn’t be going better.

‘Hell and damnation!’ Hector swore. ‘Nige is going to let us down. I just know it.’

‘He is rather late,’ Hector’s girlfriend Mary said.

‘I’m sure he’ll be along,’ Susan said. ‘Something must’ve happened. Can’t we extend our time on the court?’

‘’Fraid not,’ Hector replied. ‘I’ve already inquired and it’s booked.’

‘Is there anyone else around who could fill in for Nige?’ Mary asked.

‘No one we know,’ Hector said. Then, clicking his fingers, ‘Wait a minute, I did see someone in the changing room. Haven’t a clue who he is but he might fancy a game.’

‘No harm in asking him, whoever he is,’ Mary said, reluctant to abandon the game, having been looking forward to it.

‘Susan?’

‘Why not?’

‘All right, I won’t be a minute.’

Hector loped off in the direction of the male changing room.

‘I can’t think what’s happened to Nigel,’ Susan said, worrying a fingernail.

Mary practised a few swings with her racquet.

‘Well, we’re in luck,’ Hector said on reappearing. ‘This chap’s going to help us out.’

‘Jolly good!’ enthused Mary.

The chap gave them all a friendly smile.

‘Kirk, meet Susan and Mary,’ Hector said.

‘Hello.’

‘Shall we get on with it then?’ Mary said.

Susan matched Kirk’s smile. ‘You’ll be partnering me – if that’s okay?’

‘Fine by me,’ he replied.

They walked on to the court.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
EMMA

BLAIR

Street Song






OEBPS/images/pub.png
piatkus





