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PART 1

Noise and Smoky Breath

 

A sacredness of love and death

Dwells in thy noise and smoky breath.

ALEXANDER SMITH

(from a poem about Glasgow)


Chapter 1

A lark sang high in the heavens above, a right bonny sound that caused Sarah to pause in her white claying of the front step to listen in appreciation. It was a June day, the year 1890, with a boiling sun belting down out of a cornflower-blue sky. Sarah closed her eyes, sighing with pleasure as the heat and sun beat against her face.

She gave a little smile when the lark sang again. They were joyous uplifting moments – those last few moments before her life would change forever.

Opening her eyes again, she blinked several times to readjust them to the strong light, and saw the flat cart appear round the corner, simultaneously being pushed and pulled by a handful of colliers from the pit. On top of the cart was a man lying stretched out.

It was too far for her to make out who the prostrate figure was, but somehow, instinctively, she knew it was Bob, her step-da. She continued kneeling there, quite motionless, as the cart trundled towards her, along the unpaved street with the open drain that ran down its middle, as open drains did in all the streets of Netherton.

Her mind was numb, frozen with shock. Vaguely she could hear her ma moving about inside the house. Oh Ma! she thought. Oh Ma! The nightmare all miners’ women dread had come true for them – the cart was coming to their house.

She could see now there were five colliers pushing and pulling the cart, Jack Bonner, wee Mo Ford, Davey Hardy, Davey’s brother Mal, and Tom Crayk. All of them Bob’s close pals.

Somehow she rose to her feet, the white claying forgotten, the step only half done. ‘Ma, you’d better come away out!’ a voice called. A voice she suddenly realised was her own.

‘What is it?’ Myrtle shouted back.

‘Come away out, Ma.’

There was something in Sarah’s tone that made Myrtle frown. Something that told her this was no ordinary request, that this was different.

Myrtle appeared in the doorway, wiping wet hands on her pinny. ‘Aye lass?’

‘It’s Bob, Ma.’

Myrtle’s gaze flicked up the street to fasten on to the cart moving in their direction. Uttering a strangled cry, her hand flew to her mouth, for the cart was now so close there could be no mistaking who it was bearing.

Neighbours had appeared at their windows and doors, each of them secretly relieved – though hiding it well – that it was Bob Sunter being carted and not their own husband or son.

Myrtle joined Sarah outside, her hand still at her mouth. She was gnawing it, without realising she was doing so.

The cart halted beside Myrtle and Sarah. ‘He’s not dead,’ Jack Bonner said quickly, doffing his cap. The other four did likewise.

Instantly Myrtle was by Bob’s side. His eyes were shut, his breathing extremely shallow.

‘There was no accident, no fall of stone or anything like that. He was chaffing to wee Mo here when he just fell over. We think it must have been a heart attack,’ Jack Bonner explained.

Myrtle could see that underneath the coal-dust covering his face, Bob was white as milk. ‘The doctor, we must get the doctor,’ she said.

There wasn’t a doctor at the pit where all the men of Netherton grafted, or even in Netherton itself. The nearest, Doctor Elson, was nearly a mile away on the Bearsden Road.

‘I’ll go,’ offered Mal Hardy.

‘The manager said we should bring him home first. He said that was the right thing to do,’ Tom Crayk said.

Aye, Sarah thought cynically. The pit manager would say that. He would be saving the pit the five-shillings fee that the doctor charged. ‘No, I’ll go,’ she told Mal Hardy, knowing she’d be far faster.

‘Hurry, then,’ Myrtle pleaded, anguish and despair contorting her features.

Sarah kicked off the clogs she was wearing, and took to her heels. As she flew down the street, her long auburny hair streamed out behind her.

‘We’ll get him inside and on to his bed,’ Jack Bonner said to Myrtle, and gave a nod to the others who replaced their caps and organised themselves to lift the stricken Bob.

As Bob was carried up over the step that Sarah had been white claying he gave a terrible groan which caused Myrtle to burst into tears when she heard it.

*

Sarah and Myrtle sat in the darkened house – they’d closed the curtains back and front, watching while Doctor Elson examined Bob. Jack Bonner and the others had left on Elson’s arrival, returning ‘down by’ – as the pit was often called – to finish their shift.

‘Can you hear me, Mr Sunter?’ Elson asked in a soft yet commanding voice. When he got no reply, even though Bob’s eyes were open and staring, he tried again. ‘Can you hear me, man?’ Again he received no reply.

Myrtle was holding a large linen hanky. She was continually wrapping it round her left hand, then unwrapping it again. Every ten seconds or so she took a particularly deep breath which she exhaled in a sort of gasping choke. She couldn’t believe this was happening.

Sarah was thinking of Gordy McCallum, the chap she’d been walking out with for the past year. Seventeen years old, the same age as herself, he too worked down the pit, and had done since he was twelve. What if one day he too was taken home on the cart, and it was her he was brought to? She shuddered at the thought. She was supposed to have been seeing Gordy later, but he wouldn’t be expecting her to turn up now, for he would have heard about Bob. The news would have gone round the pit – and then Netherton – like wildfire.

‘Could you give me a bit of help?’ Elson appealed, slipping Bob’s braces down. Between the three of them, they got Bob out of his working trousers – his boots had already been removed – then out of his collarless shirt. Bob’s skin gleamed palely in contrast to his clarty face and neck.

‘Is it a heart attack? Is that’s what happened, Doctor?’ Myrtle queried, the question she’d been bursting with since Elson’s arrival.

‘I’ll speak to you when I’m done,’ Elson evaded, wanting to be certain of his facts before he made his pronouncement. He glanced at Sarah. ‘I could use a cup of tea, lassie, if that’s possible.’

‘Aye, right,’ Sarah replied, and hurried over to the range – a vision of shining black, matt white, silver grey and burnished brass – where the kettle was steaming on the hob, as it nearly always was. She made a good cup of tea, thick and strong enough to stand a spoon up in, as the saying went. Bob had once confided to her, with one of those fly winks of his, that she made a better cup of tea than her ma, but not to let on mind or he’d be wearing the next potful Myrtle brewed rather than drinking it. Dear Bob, a real smasher, one of the best. He’d been like a real father to her, always treating her as if she was his own flesh and blood instead of someone he’d inherited through Myrtle.

It was a long examination, nearly an hour before Elson was completely satisfied. With a sigh he began packing away his instruments and the other bits and pieces he’d used. There was no doubt whatever in his mind about what was wrong with Bob. If only it had been a heart attack. But Bob hadn’t been that lucky.

Grim-faced, Elson went over to the sink, pumped some water into the enamel bowl, and slowly washed his hands. He was only too well aware of Myrtle and Sarah’s eyes boring into his back.

He dried his hands, then rolled down his shirtsleeves. Buttoning the cuffs, he rucked the sleeve material up round the silver armbands he wore. ‘It’s bad news, I’m afraid. Bad indeed.’

Myrtle wet her dry and bloodless lips, and waited. Sarah had gone all cold inside, cold as a burnie in winter. The same icy water might have been coursing through her veins. She’d never known herself this way before.

‘He’s had a massive stroke that’s left him paralysed down the entire right side of his body,’ Elson stated.

Myrtle jerked from head to toe like a fish that had just been gaffed. Her eyes widened while her mouth pursed into a silent o.

‘He’s also lost the power of speech,’ Elson added.

Myrtle tried to ask a question but couldn’t get the words out. ‘What does all this mean?’ Sarah asked for her.

Elson’s expression became stony. ‘It means he’ll be like he is now for the rest of his life,’ he replied.

‘He’ll never work again?’ Myrtle queried in a croaky whisper.

Elson shook his head. ‘He’ll never walk again, or talk. I can’t be specific about the extent of damage that’s been done to his brain, but it would appear to be substantial.’

‘He’ll live though!’ Myrtle burst out.

‘Oh aye.’ If you want to call it that, Elson thought to himself. ‘For no saying how long. Of course a lot of that depends on how well he’s looked after.’

‘My God!’ Myrtle whispered, her gaze returning to where Bob lay sleeping peacefully, thanks to the injection Elson had given him.

‘I eh ... I really am most dreadfully sorry,’ Elson said.

Sarah went to her ma and put her hands on Myrtle’s shoulders in a gesture of solace. ‘You’re certain, absolutely certain, that nothing can be done for him?’ she asked.

Elson shook his head. ‘I may only be a local doctor so to speak, but I have seen a fair amount of strokes in my time to know what I’m talking about. However, if you wish a specialist’s opinion, that’s up to you. It will cost you several guineas and I assure you that he’ll only tell you the same thing.’

‘Will there be any improvement?’ Sarah queried.

‘Fractionally perhaps, no more.’

Elson put on his jacket. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow if you want. My advice though is to save your money.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘Is there a son at home you can fall back on now?’

‘No,’ Myrtle replied softly.

‘Does that mean the two of you are on your own then?’

‘I have a lad, but there’s nothing official between us yet,’ replied Sarah.

‘I see.’

‘We have relatives mind, though no one here in Netherton. I’m sure they’ll help,’ added Myrtle.

‘I’m sure they will.’ Elson coughed discreetly. ‘I’ll be getting on my way then.’

‘Thank you for coming so quickly, Doctor,’ Myrtle said, rising.

Elson glanced at the mantelpiece clock, and hoped he wasn’t going to have to ask for his money. He hated doing that.

It was Sarah who twigged. ‘The doctor’s fee, Ma. Will I take it from what’s in the barrel?’

Myrtle realised she’d forgotten all about the doctor’s money, unforgivable considering how kind he’d been. ‘Aye, do that.’ The old biscuit barrel was where Bob’s wages were kept, replenished every Friday night when Bob handed over his pay packet to her. From now on there weren’t going to be any more pay packets from ‘down by’.

Sarah counted out the cash from the barrel, and handed over a halfcrown, florin and two silver thrupennies to Elson, who immediately pocketed the assorted coins. ‘So would you like me to come again tomorrow or not?’ he queried gently.

‘Yes, I would.’ Myrtle told him. ‘Even if there’s nothing you can do I would find it reassuring.’

Elson nodded, he could understand that. ‘Fine. I’ll call sometime during the morning.’

Sarah saw Elson out, shut the door behind him, and leant against it. She and her mother stared at one another, volumes passing between them in that silent stare. Then Myrtle turned and crossed to where Bob lay sleeping.

She thought of that morning when she’d seen him off, as she did every working morning, up the road to the pit. There had been the usual hug and kiss for her, before he stepped out of the door, and then he’d been away, whistling quietly to himself, to meet up with Jack Bonner and his other pals. Who would have thought then, who would have dreamt it! that before the day was out her lovely beautiful man would be reduced to what he now was.

A sob racked her, and then another bigger one. Crystal tears bubbled from her eyes to roll down her cheeks. Never walk or talk again, and awful damage done to his brain!

An animal sound escaped her lips as she sank to her knees. ‘Oh Bob, Bob, Bob,’ she whispered.

Sarah went to her mother, and dropped down beside her. The pair of them fell into one another’s embrace, clutching each other tightly like a couple of lost babes. Babes beside themselves with grief.

Sarah woke with the first blush of dawn, knowing as she did that there would be no more sleep for her that night. A terrible fear had taken hold of her, fear for Bob, fear for her ma, fear for herself. Now that Bob was unable to work, how were they going to make ends meet? And if the rent wasn’t paid, as it had to be every Saturday morning, then that would be it, they’d be out on the street, lock stock and barrel.

What were they going to do? What? The fear turned to panic, blind panic that threatened to engulf her.

Desperately she fought the panic, telling herself that Gordy was the answer. Gordy whom she loved, and who loved her. Gordy whose kisses were sweet as sugar toffee, in whose arms there had been times when she’d almost swooned with happiness.

Yes, Gordy was the answer.

When Sarah saw her ma in the morning she thought Myrtle had aged a dozen years overnight. There were black patches under her eyes, and lines deeply etched where none had been before. She looked haggard as hell.

‘It’s just beginning to actually sink in,’ were Myrtle’s opening words.

‘Did he sleep all night?’

‘Aye. That injection the doctor gave him really knocked him out. But he’s beginning to stir now.’

‘In a way it’s ...’ Sarah trailed off.

‘What?’

Sarah shook her head. She’d been going to say that in a way what had happened was actually worse than Bob being dead, but had decided her ma wouldn’t appreciate such sentiments. At least not yet. ‘I’ll rouse the fire up and put the kettle on,’ she said instead.

Myrtle pulled her dressing-gown – her ‘goonie’ as she called it – more tightly around her, then went over to the old biscuit barrel and counted what little cash was left.

‘How much?’ Sarah asked.

‘Seven and ten.’

Sarah bit her lip. After Elson had paid them a return visit that would leave them only two shillings and ten. How far could they go on that? Not very. ‘There is of course what Bob’s due for this week, three full days. The pit manager will have to give you that,’ she said.

Myrtle ran a hand through her hair. It had gone limp and straggly, and felt to her like a right bunch of rats’ tails. ‘Things aren’t quite as bad as they seem.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘I have a plank. A wee something put by against a rainy day.’ She gave a hollow laugh. ‘And if this isn’t a rainy day I don’t know what is.’

A plank, a secret hoard. It seemed quite uncharacteristic of Myrtle. Sarah was amazed. Maybe she didn’t know her ma as well as she thought. ‘How much is this plank?’ she queried.

‘Wait here.’ Myrtle left her daughter, disappearing out back to where the toilet and bins were. When she returned she was carrying a flat cocoa tin.

‘Where did you have that then?’ Sarah asked.

‘Behind a loose brick at the rear of the toilet.’ She explained further when she saw Sarah’s puzzled expression. ‘The loose brick is only half a brick, this tin fitted behind it.’

Myrtle opened the tin and emptied its contents out on to the table. It was all change with the exception of a solitary ten shilling note. Most of the change was comprised of tanners and single shillings.

‘How much is there?’ Sarah queried.

‘No idea. Haven’t counted it in goodness knows how long.’

Sarah placed the filled kettle on the hob, then joined Myrtle who was now sitting at the table totting up her plank. Sarah began helping her.

‘Eight pounds one and thrupence,’ Myrtle announced.

‘Not exactly a fortune, but an awful lot better than seven and ten.’

‘Aye,’ Myrtle agreed. ‘But what happens when this runs out?’

Sarah thought about Gordy again; the sooner she saw him the better. If he didn’t come round after tea she’d go to his house and suggest a walk and chaff in Bluebell Wood. That was their favourite place. But then again, it was the favourite place of all courting couples in Netherton.

Bob made a noise, and right away Myrtle was on her feet and hurrying to him.

She took him by the hand, and gave him a smile. ‘What is it, Bob? Do you want something?’

The eyes that looked into hers were vacuous, reminding Myrtle of that idiot boy Charlie Forbes who the children in Netherton referred to as Big Daftie, or ‘him that’s only elevenpence three farthings in the shilling’. She shuddered, unable to stop herself.

Bob opened his mouth, but only a gurgle emerged. That and the spittle which ran down the side of his chin. Using the hem of her dressing-gown, Myrtle wiped the spittle away.

‘Perhaps he’s trying to tell you he’s hungry?’ Sarah suggested.

‘Aye, that could well be it. For he won’t have had anything since yesterday’s dinnertime piece.’

‘I’ll cut the bread,’ Sarah said. Bread, butter and jam was their usual breakfast. Except in late autumn and winter when they also had porage.

‘I’ve just thought,’ Myrtle said, tears welling inside her again. ‘I’m going to have to hand-feed him from here on in. He’s incapable of doing it for himself.’

Sarah cut thick slices, the doorstops Bob had always been partial to. The jam was apple and ginger which she had made the previous year, and which they were now rapidly running out of. Apple and ginger was far and away Bob’s favourite.

‘Only tea for me, I couldn’t eat a thing,’ Myrtle said, coming over to Sarah and lifting the plate Sarah had placed Bob’s doorstops on.

Sarah saw the glint of tears in her mother’s eyes. ‘Me neither. I feel like I’ll never be hungry again,’ she replied.

Myrtle nodded. It was exactly the same with her.

Suddenly a foul stench filled the room, a smell that was unmistakeable. The two women swung their attention to Bob, the source of the stench.

She wasn’t only going to have to hand-feed him, there were other, more unpleasant duties she was going to have to cope with, Myrtle realised. She put the plate back on the table. ‘It wasn’t that he was hungry. That must have been what he was trying to tell me,’ she said. ‘I’ll clean him and the bed up and he can have his breakfast after.’

‘I’ll help,’ Sarah offered.

‘No, leave this to me.’

As her mother began attending to Bob, Sarah opened the windows to let some fresh air in.

Gordy came directly after his tea, as Sarah had hoped he would. His face was creased with concern and he’d combed his hair using water, which was something he normally only did on the sabbath when he went to the kirk.

‘Come in,’ said Sarah, ushering him into the kitchen.

His gaze flicked to Bob lying in the wall-bed, then back to Sarah. ‘I nearly came last night, but then decided you’d prefer to be left alone.’

‘Probably for the best. Ma and I were a bit emotional last night as I’m sure you can understand.’

‘Aye.’

Myrtle, who’d been out back, came into the room.

‘I’m awful sorry for what’s happened to Mr Sunter,’ Gordy said to Myrtle in a rush of words, with obvious sincerity.

‘You never know the minute till the minute after, do you?’ Myrtle replied, attempting a brave smile that came out so twisted it was more of a grimace than a smile.

‘No, I suppose you don’t.’ His eyes flicked again to where Bob lay. ‘A stroke, I heard?’

‘And a right bad one too,’ Sarah said softly.

There was a knock on the door which turned out to be another neighbour come to sympathise. Friends and neighbours had been in and out all day. ‘If you two are going out, away you go,’ Myrtle told them.

‘You’ll be all right, Ma?’

‘Aye, of course I will.’

The neighbour who’d chapped the door was Mrs Geddes, she and her hubby and three weans lived further down the street. She went into the house as Sarah and Gordy left it.

‘I thought we might go to Bluebell Wood,’ Sarah suggested.

‘That’s fine by me.’

‘We’ll get some privacy there.’

‘How are you yourself? It must have been a terrible shock.’

‘That’s putting it mildly.’

‘It’s being said that ...’ Gordy cleared his throat. ‘That Mr Sunter will never go “down by” again?’

‘He’ll never walk or talk again either, according to Doctor Elson. The stroke caused considerable damage to his brain.’

‘Jesus!’ Gordy swore softly, and kicked a small stone out of their path.

He took her hand and they walked in silence till they reached Bluebell Wood and the secluded spot – a little haven surrounded by bushes – where they did their courting.

Normally the first thing Gordy would have done, would have been to take Sarah into his arms and give her a long, lingering kiss. That didn’t seem appropriate on this occasion however, so he flopped to the ground and Sarah sat beside him.

‘So how are you and your ma going to manage?’ he asked.

‘That’s the question, isn’t it? I wish I knew the answer.’

He gave her a sideways glance. She was beautiful right enough, the prettiest lass in Netherton by a long chalk. Aye, and not only Netherton but as far as Temple itself. He’d counted it his lucky day when he’d got off with her.

‘Gordy?’

‘Aye?’

She slipped her feet out of her clogs and ran them up and down through the cool grass. A large butterfly flitted by, followed by another. The wood was renowned for its butterflies. ‘I do love you, you know.’

‘I know, Sarah. And I love you too. As God is my judge I do.’

She came close, and pressed herself to him, her full breasts flattening against his chest. With a sigh he laid a hand on her right thigh.

She looked down at the hand which was blue – streaked along its back with ingrained coal-dust. All the men of Netherton had similar blue streaks on the backs of their hands, along their arms, and on their bodies. Ingrained coal dust that would never come out, no matter how hard you scrubbed or how much soap you used. After a few years down the pit you were marked forever.

‘At seventeen we’re old enough to get married,’ she said.

The scent of her in his nostrils was driving him wild with desire. But then it always did. He pulled away from her, though most reluctantly. ‘I do intend to marry you some time, Sarah, but I can’t right now. It’s impossible.’

‘I know there are problems. But where there’s a will there’s a way,’ she argued.

‘Not in this instance.’ He fumbled for his makings, and proceeded to roll a cigarette with trembling hands. ‘Don’t you think I thought about this after I heard about Mr Sunter? But it’s just not on. Heaven knows I wish it could be, but it can’t.’

When he’d finished rolling his cigarette Sarah took his makings from him and proceeded to do one for herself. She tried not to let her acute disappointment show.

‘I have responsibilities, Sarah. My ma and the twins.’ He was the sole breadwinner in his house ever since his father had perished in a gas explosion ‘down by’ eighteen months previously.

He struck a match, lighting first her cigarette, then his. ‘It’ll be two years till the twins are old enough to graft. Till then I have to look after them.’ The twins were his younger brothers, now aged ten. There had been a big gap between him and them.

‘Surely we could work something out!’ she pleaded.

‘Tell me what and I’ll do it! For a start, if we got married where would we sleep? Our house is the same as yours, a bedroom and a kitchen. The twins and I are in the bedroom, Ma in the kitchen. I couldn’t ask her to share with the boys, they’re too big for that.’

‘What about our house?’

Gordy broke off a dock leaf and threw it from him. ‘That would mean me supporting two households which is quite out of the question on my wage.’

She could see now that she hadn’t thought this through at all; that she’d been grasping at straws.

‘I’m between the devil and the deep blue sea,’ he said wretchedly. ‘I can’t even get a bigger house to accommodate us all because I can’t bloody well afford that either.’

He was right, she had to acknowledge. If there was a way out of this then it didn’t involve him, or their marriage.

Gordy pulled deeply on his cigarette. ‘Everything will change once the twins start down the pit, then we will be able to afford that bigger house. But till then ...’ He broke off, and shrugged.

Tears misted Sarah’s eyes. She and Myrtle seemed to have been greeting non-stop since Bob was brought home on the flat cart. Was it really only yesterday? It felt longer, a lot longer.

Anger erupted in Gordy. ‘It’s just so unfair, so it is. For you, your ma, for Mr Sunter, and for me.’

‘Bob used to say that life was unfair. That was something you had to learn about it, and accept.’ She pictured Bob lying at home in the wall-bed. ‘That poor man. That poor poor man,’ she whispered.

‘Aye,’ Gordy agreed.

Sarah shook her head. ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do. What will become of us?’

‘You must have relatives, someone who’ll take you in?’

‘We have relatives all right, good folk too. But take us in? I don’t see how any of them can do that when they’re living hand to mouth just as everyone else is in Netherton.’

‘The pit owner might help?’ Gordy suggested.

She gave a bitter laugh. ‘Sure, and pigs might fly.’

It was a daft proposal, Gordy told himself. Dundonald help? Sarah was right, pigs would fly first, and to the moon and back at that.

‘Will you cuddle me, Gordy? I want to be cuddled,’ Sarah pleaded in a cracked whisper. She couldn’t restrain her tears any longer; they streamed down her face.

Gordy gathered her into his arms, torn apart to see her like this. But what could he do? Nothing, his hands were tied.

Oh but it was a rotten world at times. A rotten, rotten one.

The next evening when the day shift was over and the colliers were making their weary way home there was a knock on the front door. Sarah answered the knock to find Jack Bonner and Tom Crayk standing there.

‘Can we speak to your ma, hen?’ Jack Bonner asked.

‘Of course, come away in,’ Sarah replied, beckoning them into the kitchen.

The two men looked over at the wall-bed. ‘How is he today?’ Tom Crayk inquired.

‘The same.’

‘Aye, well then,’ Tom mumbled.

‘Go on over.’

The two men glanced at one another, then hesitantly crossed to where Bob lay.

‘How are you doing, you old bugger?’ Jack Bonner said, trying to inject a cheery note into his voice.

‘The lengths some folk will go to to get to stay in their bed,’ Tom cracked.

The vacuous expression that Sarah and Myrtle were getting to know so well was turned first of all on Jack, then Tom. Bob gave no sign of recognition whatever.

‘It’s us, Jack and Tom,’ Tom said.

Bob’s mouth fell open, and spittle ran from both corners down to his chin. Jack turned away, his face contorted in anguish.

‘Your ma?’ Jack Bonner husked.

‘She’s out in the toilet, shouldn’t be a minute,’ Sarah replied.

‘Do you think ... Do you think he hears anything?’ Tom asked.

‘We don’t honestly know. But I doubt it.’

‘He was such a ... such a man,’ Jack Bonner said.

‘Aye,’ Sarah agreed. She knew exactly what Jack meant by that.

Myrtle entered the room. ‘It’s yourself, Jack, and you, Tom,’ she said, having recognised their voices before coming into the kitchen.

‘How are you bearing up, lass?’ Jack Bonner asked softly.

‘As well as can be expected, I suppose,’ Myrtle answered.

Jack glanced again at Bob. The pair of them had been pals an awful long time, they’d been in the same class at school together. It broke Jack’s heart to see Bob in his present state. Like Sarah he felt it would have been better if Bob had died rather than be reduced to what he now was, a travesty of his former self.

‘We took a collection, passed the hat round,’ Jack said to Myrtle.

‘Not one man, not one, didn’t give or wasn’t pleased to do so,’ Tom Crayk added.

‘He was well liked, you understand.’ Then realising what he’d said, Jack hastily rephrased his statement. ‘Is well liked, Myrtle.’

‘Well liked and respected,’ Tom Crayk added.

Jack Bonner delved into a jacket pocket to produce fistful after fistful of coins which he piled on to the table. The end result was a formidable mound of cash.

‘I hope that will make things easier until you can get yourselves sorted out,’ Jack said.

‘It’s a big help. Sarah and I thank you both, and all who contributed. God bless you all.’

‘It’s little enough. If only ...’ He shrugged.

‘I understand, Jack. You’ve all got wives and bairns of your own, at least most of you have, and what you bring home at the end of the week hardly stretches from one Friday to the next.’

‘We’re always there if you need us, you appreciate that, don’t you?’ Jack said in a voice that was just a fraction above a whisper, and tight with emotion.

‘I do indeed,’ Myrtle replied. Then, impulsively, she went to Jack and hugged him tight. Doing the same to Tom Crayk after that.

‘We’d best get on,’ Jack Bonner said, not trusting himself to stay any longer in case he broke down.

‘Aye,’ Tom Crayk agreed.

Myrtle saw Jack and Tom to the door and shook them by the hand. ‘I’ll drop by in a couple of nights’ time to see how you’re doing,’ Jack promised.

‘I’ll look forward to that.’

Myrtle waved the two men away, then returned to Sarah who’d already started to count the money the two men had brought. The pair of them were in the middle of this when there was another knock at the door. It was the Reverend Havergal.

‘I’m sorry I haven’t been before but I’ve been laid up with my chest again,’ he apologised.

Myrtle nodded; it was well known that the minister was a martyr to his chest.

‘An awful business,’ Havergal commiserated. ‘And how is Mr Sunter?’

Myrtle repeated everything that Doctor Elson had told them while Havergal listened gravely. When Myrtle had finally finished he gave a deep sigh. ‘God certainly moves in mysterious ways, and it certainly can be most difficult for us poor benighted mortals to see any sense in some of the things he does. But sense there is, Myrtle, we have to believe that.’

He crossed over to where Bob lay to stare down at him, his eyes filled with compassion.

‘I think a wee prayer, don’t you?’

Myrtle sank on to her knees, and behind her Sarah did the same. Both women bowed their heads, and clasped their hands in front of them, as did the minister.

When the prayer was over – and a fine prayer it had been too – Myrtle and Sarah rose again to their feet, and Sarah said she’d make a pot of tea.

Havergal indicated the money on the table, roughly half of which was now stacked in piles. ‘Have you been to the bank to raid the safe?’ he joked.

Myrtle explained to him about the collection taken at the pit and Havergal reached into his pocket, extracted a half-crown, and placed that on the pile that remained to be counted. ‘The best I can do,’ he apologised.

‘Thank you, Minister. That’s right kind of you.’

‘I only wish I could provide something from the church, but I’m afraid there are no funds available for such a thing. We’re an impecunious parish and no mistake, though rich in many other ways.’

‘Please sit while you have your tea,’ Sarah instructed.

Havergal sat in one of the comfy chairs by the range. ‘So what now?’ he queried.

‘I wish we knew,’ Myrtle answered.

There were some Abernethys which Sarah placed on a plate, pleased they had a biscuit to offer the minister. Though goodness knows he must get heartily tired of biscuits and teabread which were forever being thrust at him whenever he visited a member of his large congregation.

‘What about relatives?’

‘There’s my sister, Jessica, and her husband Dandy – he’s a miner in Shotts. They’re good people, but with a clutch of young bairns of their own to support I can’t really ask of them, can I? A miner’s wage only stretches so far, as we all know only too well.’ Myrtle’s expression was grim, her big worry – in fact it terrified her – was that when their money ran out they would end up in the poorhouse. The very thought brought her out in a cold sweat.

‘Anyone else?’

‘Bob’s parents have passed away and he’s an only child. He does have cousins but they’re all more or less in the same position as Jessica and Dandy.’

‘It’s a problem then,’ Havergal mused, looking thoughtful.

Having filled the teapot, Sarah now put it aside to mask. ‘Do you take sugar, Minister? I can’t mind.’

‘Three spoonfuls if you can manage that. It’s a wicked sin to take so much, I know, but it’s one weakness I just can’t seem to overcome.’

‘We’ve no milk in I’m afraid. Everything’s a bit—’ She was about to say ‘arse for elbow’, then remembered it was a man of the cloth she was addressing. ‘Well let’s just say we’re not quite as organised as we normally are.’

‘Completely understandable in the circumstances. And I like black tea, anyway.’ The latter was a lie, he hated black tea, but you would never have guessed that from either his tone or expression.

‘And your own parents, Myrtle, have they also passed on?’

‘My da’s alive, and lives on his own not far from Jessica. He bides in a single-room house and hasn’t got two farthings to rub together, so he’s no use to us either.’

Sarah poured the tea, gave Havergal his, while handing him a sideplate.

‘Have you considered getting yourself a job?’ Havergal asked.

Sarah laughed. ‘In Netherton? What work is there for women here?’ Women working was a novel concept as far as she was concerned, it just wasn’t the done thing.

‘It wasn’t Netherton I was thinking of. What about going into service?’

‘Here, that is an idea!’ Myrtle exclaimed.

‘You mean being a maid in a posh house?’ Sarah queried, frowning.

‘What you would earn would more than pay the rent here. And at the same time you would be being kept, fed and watered at your employer’s expense.’

‘It is a thought,’ Sarah mused. To be truthful, she wasn’t at all keen on the notion of being somebody’s servant, there was a large streak of stubborn pride that ran all the way through her, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. And, God knew, they desperately needed some sort of regular income if they were to keep their heads above water.

‘How would she go about getting such a job?’ Myrtle inquired, seeing this as a definite way out of their predicament, a sudden light at the end of a pitch-black tunnel.

Havergal accepted an Abernethy from the plate Sarah offered him. ‘I do have many connections outside Netherton. I could make inquiries if you wanted me to.’

‘That would be awful good of you, Minister,’ Myrtle enthused.

‘I’ve no experience, mind,’ Sarah said.

‘I’ll make sure whoever I approach appreciates that – and your need for the job as well,’ Havergal answered.

It was going to mean leaving Netherton, Sarah thought with mixed emotions. Up until then Netherton and its environs had been her entire world. Leaving Netherton and Gordy!

As though reading her mind, Havergal said with a smile, ‘You will get days off, and be able to come back here and see everybody then.’

Sarah forced herself to match the minister’s smile, though inside she was filled with a nauseous, sinking feeling.

‘I’ve no option, have I?’

Havergal focused his attention on Myrtle. ‘And what about you, Myrtle, maybe we could arrange something for you?’

‘Oh I couldn’t be parted from Bob, he’s totally dependent on me, you understand,’ she replied quickly.

‘I’m not speaking of you being parted from him. But tell me, do you have a decent mangle?’

A mangle! What was the man driving at? ‘I do, Mr Havergal, a new one bought only last year when the old one gave up the ghost.’

Sarah was ahead of Myrtle; she’d twigged what the minister was about to propose. ‘You’re thinking of Ma taking in washing?’ she queried. ‘But there’s no one round here with the wherewithal to pay for that kind of luxury.’

‘Maybe not here, but they do in Bearsden which isn’t all that far away.’ He turned again to Myrtle. ‘If I could get something organised for you in the washing line, would you be interested?’

‘Too right and I would, Minister. I’d be interested in anything that brings in a shilling or two. Why if Sarah did get a job in service, and I had washing to take in, we’d be well home and dry. Our worries would be over.’

‘Then I’ll see what I can do for the pair of you.’

Myrtle’s eyes shone with gratitude and relief. ‘You’re a proper Christian right enough, Mr Havergal.’

‘Aye well,’ he replied drily, ‘there’s more to being a minister than just praying and sermonising, you know.’

The stench of defecation wafted through the room causing Myrtle’s face to drop in embarrassment. ‘I’m terribly sorry, Mr Havergal, it’s Bob he—’ She broke off.

Havergal laid his cup and plate on the floor, and rose to his feet. ‘Don’t fash yourself, woman, I understand. Bob doesn’t communicate at all then?’

‘No,’ Myrtle whispered.

He nodded.

‘I’ll be on my way so you can attend to him. You’ll both be hearing from me just as soon as I have any news.’

The two women accompanied him to the front door where he paused, then said to Myrtle, ‘It’s a hard boat you’ve been landed with to row, there’s no denying that. But do try to pray, I promise you you’ll find strength and comfort in it.’

‘I will, Minister.’

‘God bless you all.’

As soon as Havergal was gone, Myrtle hurried over to the wall-bed while Sarah set about opening the windows.

It looked as if from now on in she was going to have to do a wash every day, Myrtle thought as she started stripping the bedclothes off Bob.

The Craufurds lived in Park Circus, one of the swankiest streets in all Glasgow. The folk who stayed there – and the roads round about – were all swells, real toffee-noses who spoke as if they suffered permanently from constipation.

Sarah, hands clasped in her lap, was sitting in the kitchen waiting to be interviewed by Mrs Craufurd. Her feet were murdering her for, instead of her usual clogs, she had on a pair of lace-up shoes that had been borrowed from a neighbour. Myrtle owned a lovely pair of shoes, right smashers, but unfortunately her ma’s feet were far smaller than hers.

Her dress was her ‘Sunday go to kirk’ one, while her straw hat with made-up flowers was a present from Mrs Havergal, who had insisted she not only wear it for the interview, but keep it afterwards.

The cook, a Miss O’Donoghue, was preparing vegetables. Glancing over, she regarded Sarah with what could only be described as a glower. ‘What’s your name again?’ she demanded in a growl.

‘Sarah, Cook.’

‘Miss O’Donoghue to you, girl.’

‘Miss O’Donoghue,’ Sarah repeated, thinking she didn’t like the look of the cook at all. There was something brutish about the woman, the sort of person who probably enjoyed hurting others, and making their life a misery.

A female a few years older than Sarah bustled into the kitchen, gave Sarah the briefest of smiles, then said to Miss O’Donoghue,

‘The mistress has asked for tea and sandwiches to be served in an hour’s time, after she’s dealt with this lassie here. Apparently she’s expecting two of her friends to drop by then, Miss O’Donoghue.’

The cook swore, which shocked Sarah. It wasn’t that she wasn’t used to swearing – you couldn’t be brought up in a mining village and not be – but to hear a woman use the c-word and so venomously too. That was completely new to her.

‘It’s not my fault, I’m only delivering the message,’ the girl said.

The cook stuck her face into the girl’s. ‘Mind your lip you. I won’t take cheek from anyone.’

‘I wasn’t being cheeky, Miss O’Donoghue.’

‘If I say you were being cheeky, you were.’

The girl was suddenly very much on edge, giving Sarah the impression that she was scared. ‘I’m sorry, Miss O’Donoghue, if that’s how it came across, I certainly didn’t mean it to,’ she apologised.

The cook grunted. ‘Tea and sandwiches for three in an hour’s time, you say?’

‘Yes, Miss O’Donoghue.’

‘Did she say what sort of sandwiches?’

The girl shook her head. ‘No, just sandwiches.’

‘Right then, hoof it.’

What a thoroughly unpleasant piece of work, Sarah thought. A real bully.

The girl turned to Sarah. ‘The mistress will see you now. Please follow me.’

Sarah was instantly on her feet, smoothing down her dress and making sure everything was just so. She followed the girl out of the huge kitchen into a dingy hallway.

‘What’s Mrs Craufurd like?’ Sarah asked in a whisper.

‘She smiles a lot,’ the girl replied ambiguously.

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means just that. Now come on.’

The girl bustled off again, Sarah hurrying after her. On the ground floor – the kitchen was in the basement – they encountered the butler, a tall thin man with a face like a prune. He watched them go by, but didn’t speak.

The inside of the house was very elegant, Sarah thought, as they mounted a sweep of stairs, but somehow there was something missing. Something that should have been there. And then it dawned on her – there was no love. No feeling of love whatever.

They came to a cream-painted door at which the girl knocked. A voice answered from within, the words too low for Sarah to make out what they were.

The girl opened the door, and indicated for Sarah to enter. She herself didn’t go in, but closed the door behind Sarah.

Mrs Craufurd, the room’s only occupant, was lying on a chaise-longue, and was younger than Sarah had expected. For some reason she’d expected Mrs Craufurd to be in her late forties or early fifties. Sarah doubted she was much over thirty.

Underneath a crown of corn-coloured hair, Mrs Craufurd was smiling, but it wasn’t a smile that Sarah liked at all. The smile was an out-and-out lie.

Mrs Craufurd had a pale complexion, and light blue eyes. When Sarah got closer, she also noted that Mrs Craufurd had a scar traversing her nose, a scar her heavy make-up failed to hide.

She had hardly any breasts at all, and even at that distance and angle, Sarah couldn’t fail to appreciate that she had a very large bottom, one that was quite out of proportion to the rest of her.

‘Good afternoon, ma’am,’ Sarah said.

‘Good afternoon. Sarah, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

Mrs Craufurd crooked a finger. ‘Come and stand here where I can see you properly.’ She pointed to a spot about three feet in front of her.

Sarah walked slowly forward, feeling as if she might be en route to the gallows, and stopped at the indicated spot. Mrs Craufurd’s smile never wavered.

‘I have a letter here about you,’ Mrs Craufurd said, picking up a sheet of paper which lay beside her, and waving it at Sarah.

Sarah didn’t know if she was supposed to reply or not, and decided to say nothing. A spider, she thought suddenly, that’s what Mrs Craufurd made her think of, a smiling blonde spider.

‘Your poor father’s had a stroke, I believe?’

‘My step-father, ma’am. And yes, he has.’

Mrs Craufurd leant forward a little, her eyes glittering. ‘Paralysed down his entire right side?’

Sarah nodded.

‘Unable to speak?’

‘Yes.’

‘And eh ... damage to the brain?’

The spider was enjoying this conversation, Sarah thought. ‘Yes, that’s true.’

‘How awful!’

Sarah stared down at the floor.

‘Look at me when I talk to you, Sarah.’

She glanced up again to find the damned woman still smiling.

‘Sorry, ma’am.’

‘And now you need a job?’ When Sarah didn’t reply she went on. ‘Very badly need a job.’

Sarah couldn’t help squirming where she stood. She felt humiliated, though there was no real reason why she should have done. It was the spider’s tone that did it, and what lay behind the smile.

‘Very badly, ma’am,’ she confirmed.

‘And you’ve no previous experience of being in service?’

‘None, ma’am. Of course I am well used to working round our house. Cleaning, cooking, baking, sewing, stitching, knitting – I can do all those.’

Mrs Craufurd waved the letter again at Sarah. ‘I must say your Mr Havergal certainly sings your praises. It would appear he thinks very highly of you.’

Sarah blushed.

‘He tells me you know how to apply yourself, and that you’re thoroughly honest. Is that true?’

‘Yes, ma’am, on both counts.’

‘One thing I won’t stand for is thieving. Try it in this establishment and your feet won’t touch the ground till they land in a police cell.’

‘I am not a thief, ma’am,’ Sarah replied stiffly. ‘You have my word before God on that.’

‘Hmm!’ Mrs Craufurd mused, and tapped her teeth with the edge of the letter.

Sarah wondered what Mr Craufurd was like. He was a banker, she’d been told, and extremely wealthy.

‘I think I’ll start you as an assistant to Miss O’Donoghue, our cook ...’ Sarah’s heart sank to hear that. ‘Do well with her and there will be promotion for you. But as you haven’t been in service before, I believe it will be for the best if you begin at the foot of the ladder.’

Sarah swallowed hard. Working with Miss O’Donoghue! Her life in the kitchen was going to be sheer unadulterated hell, she’d bet a pound to a penny on that.

‘Can you start on the first of the month?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Good.’ Mrs Craufurd nodded approvingly. ‘Good.’

‘And er ... Not wishing to be forward, ma’am, but how much will I be paid?’

Mrs Craufurd named a sum that was most generous, considerably more than what Sarah had been expecting.

‘Is that suitable?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘I thought it might be,’ Mrs Craufurd said drily. Then, ‘There’s a bell pull by that Landseer on the wall, could you give it a tug please.’

Mrs Craufurd was still smiling when Sarah finally left the room.

‘Oh Gordy, what’s to be my bedroom is absolutely tiny, and worse than that it’s the most cheerless room I’ve ever been in. It looks directly on to a high wall and must never get any decent light at all,’ Sarah said miserably. She and Gordy were in Bluebell Wood; it was late evening of the same day she’d been to Park Circus.

He was distraught to hear her tale. ‘But if this Mrs Craufurd is as awful as you claim, why not just apply for another post in some other house?’

‘I can’t. Mr Havergal really put himself out for me with her, and I don’t feel I can land the job and then let him down by not taking it – don’t forget we’ve got to keep in his good books as he’s going to arrange taking in washing for Ma. And possibly even more important, the Craufurds pay more than other people – I suspect because they’ve had trouble keeping staff in the past – and I need that extra money. Every ha’penny is going to count in our house from here on in.’ She paused, then added, ‘I know it always did in the past, but even more so now.’

Gordy took a deep breath. ‘When do you start?’

‘The first of the month.’

‘And you say she smiles all the time?’

‘She made me think of a smiling blonde spider.’ Sarah shuddered. ‘She fair gave me the creeps. As for the cook Miss O’Donoghue whose assistant I’m to be, God help me there.’

Gordy angrily stubbed his cigarette out underfoot. ‘It’s a bleak prospect for you right enough. Bleak enough to make a cat weep.’

‘Aye, it is that,’ she agreed.

‘From what you say it’s going to be purgatory.’

‘I doubt there’ll be many laughs.’

‘If only the twins were older. If only ...’ He trailed off, grinding his right fist into his left palm.

At least she had to the end of the month, Sarah told herself. She did a quick mental calculation, that was eight days of freedom left to her.

‘You haven’t said yet, what time off do you get?’

She brightened at that. ‘The time off is excellent, like the money. One full day off every week, two full days on the last day of the month. Not a week will pass but I won’t be able to get back to Netherton.’

Gordy cheered up. ‘Well, that is good news,’ he enthused.

‘Aye, it is that.’

He stared deep into her eyes, thinking to himself how gorgeous she was. She was the stuff that male dreams are made of.

‘Kiss me,’ she whispered urgently.

Their lips met, and his tongue sank into her mouth. She squirmed in his embrace, not with humiliation as she had in front of the awful Mrs Craufurd, but with pleasure, the most wonderful feelings coursing around inside her.

Together, entwined, they sank into the lush grass.

It was the worst summer storm that Sarah had ever experienced, thunder crashing and booming in the night sky, a sky that every few seconds was being lit by streaks of lightning.

Myrtle jumped when a particularly loud peal of thunder cracked the heavens – it might have been some monstrous cannon being fired directly above them.

‘That’s set my ears ringing,’ she said to Sarah.

Rain rattled against the window-panes. In the quieter moments between thunder crashes the wind could be heard sighing and moaning as it swept through Netherton.

‘Not a night to be out in,’ commented Sarah to her ma, crossing to Bob to see how he was.

‘Aye, you can say that again,’ Myrtle agreed. Lightning didn’t bother her too much, but thunder did. She’d hated thunder, and been scared of it, since wee.

Sarah needn’t have worried about Bob; his vacuous gaze was directed at the ceiling. Was anything going on inside his head?, she wondered. Was he away in his own little dreamland? Was that what had happened to him? Or were there only vague passing shadows that meant nothing whatever to him?

‘Listen,’ said Myrtle, pausing in what she was doing.

There was the unmistakable sound of hooves which came to a halt outside their front door. A horse snorted loudly, then snorted again.

‘Must be Mr Havergal’s sulky,’ Myrtle said, hastily drying her hands.

‘I’ll let him in,’ Sarah declared, and hurried to the door. Now why had Mr Havergal, who owned the only gig in all Netherton, and a battered old item it was at that, come calling in the middle of such a storm? Whatever the reason, it had to be important.

She threw open the door, staggering a little as the rain lashed against her, to discover a man standing there. He was about six feet tall, wearing a dark cloak and top ‘lum’ hat. It wasn’t Mr Havergal, but a total stranger. Behind the man was a carriage and pair, the driver hunched against the wild elements.

The man stared at her, his eyes boring into her. They were hard eyes, fiercely intent, but not unkind.

‘We thought you were the minister,’ Sarah found herself saying. The man didn’t answer.

‘Who is it?’ Myrtle queried. She came to the door herself, and pulled the door further open. When she caught sight of the man’s face, her mouth fell wide open.

The biggest sheet of lightning so far lit up the sky. ‘Hello Myrtle,’ the stranger said.

Sarah suddenly realised that the man’s face was strangely familiar, though she was absolutely certain she’d never seen him before. She glanced at Myrtle. Why was her ma standing transfixed? It was as though Myrtle was seeing a ghost. ‘Ma?’

‘Aren’t you going to ask me in, Myrtle? It’s hardly the night to converse on the doorstep.’

He knew her ma’s name. So presumably they were acquainted with one another.

‘Well?’ the man prompted.

‘Have you come to cause trouble?’ Myrtle demanded in a dry, croaky voice.

‘That’s the last thing I have in mind, I assure you.’

‘You’d better come in then.’

The two women moved backwards to allow the man entrance. What was this all about, Sarah wondered. It was a right mystery.

The man removed his hat as he stepped into the kitchen, and as he did, his stern features relaxed into an easy smile.

Why did his face seem so familiar? If she had heard of the expression, Sarah would have called it déjà vu.

Inside the kitchen, the man looked round the room, missing nothing. The only time his gaze stopped moving was when it lit on the wall-bed, and Bob inside it. And that was only for the briefest of seconds.

‘I never ever thought to see you again,’ Myrtle said.

‘No?’

Myrtle shook her head.

‘Aren’t you going to introduce me to Sarah? She must be wondering who I am.’ He turned to Sarah, and said very softly, ‘You are Sarah, aren’t you?’

‘That’s correct.’ From his clothes he was a gentleman, no doubt about it. And a monied one at that. And how did he know her name?

Myrtle opened her mouth to speak, found she couldn’t, and swallowed instead. The stranger waited patiently.

‘Sarah, this is Jock Hawke, your father.’

Sarah felt she’d been poleaxed. Her senses swam, confusion filled her. ‘But he can’t be – my father’s dead!’ she blurted out.

‘So you told her I was dead,’ Jock said to Myrtle, steel in his voice.

‘It seemed the best thing.’

‘Did it indeed?’

Suddenly Myrtle was indignant. ‘You said you hadn’t come to cause trouble!’

He held up a pacifying hand. ‘And neither have I.’

‘You ... you really are my father? My real father?’ Sarah asked incredulously. No wonder Myrtle had looked as if it was a ghost she was seeing!

‘Yes, Sarah.’

And then it dawned on her why his face seemed so strangely familiar. It was an older, male version of her own. She was his spit.

‘Can I take off my cloak?’ Jock inquired. Myrtle nodded and he whipped it from his shoulders, draping it over a wooden chair.

‘Have you any whisky in? I could take a dram.’

‘I’m sorry, we don’t.’

‘Then you won’t be offended if I supply my own.’ He produced a leather-bound flask from an inside pocket. ‘You do have glasses though, I presume?’

‘I’ll get you one,’ Sarah told him. Her father wasn’t dead after all, but standing right here in front of her. For as long as she remembered she’d believed her father to be dead, dying young of consumption.

‘Will you have a gill?’ Jock asked Myrtle.

‘I don’t normally have a taste for strong liquor, but considering the shock of you appearing out of the blue like this, yes I will.’

There were a thousand questions Sarah wanted to ask, all of them dancing on the end of her tongue. So he knew her age – that meant he’d thought about her, remembered her. She was intrigued by him, how could she not be? Her father, alive, well and gey prosperous by the looks of things. She still couldn’t believe it.

‘And you, Sarah? At seventeen you’re old enough.’

‘A small one, thank you, with lots of water,’ she replied shyly.

As she reached for the glasses in the press she pinched her wrist to convince herself she wasn’t dreaming, or away with the fairies.

‘How eh ... how did you know where to find me?’ Myrtle queried.

‘I’ve known for a dozen years where you were. I made it my business to know,’ he answered, the steel back in his voice.

Myrtle nodded.

Sarah placed three glasses on the table, and Jock poured. He gave himself a very large one, a middling one for Myrtle, and a slightly wee-er one for Sarah. She pumped fresh water at the sink into a stone jar which she put beside the glasses. Jock said he’d have his neat, Myrtle added a little water to hers, Sarah lots.

Jock lifted his glass in a toast. ‘To fresh beginnings!’

Now what did that mean, Sarah wondered as she sipped her drink.

‘I suppose I have to ask the obvious. What brings you out on a night the Devil himself wouldn’t venture abroad in?’ Myrtle queried.

Jock chuckled, a deep rumbling sound at the back of his throat. ‘The Devil wouldn’t but Jock Hawke would?’

Myrtle glanced down into her drink.

‘Or maybe you think of the Devil and Jock Hawke as one and the same?’

Myrtle threw what remained of her drink down her throat, and didn’t reply.

‘I came tonight because I only learned about Sunter late this afternoon. I’ve been abroad on business, to Canada – the ship that brought me back docked at half-past three,’ Jock said softly.

Myrtle was puzzled. ‘So who told you about Bob?’

‘Charlie Dundonald. There was a letter from him waiting for me in my office.’

Puzzlement gave way to amazement. ‘Dundonald the pit owner?’

‘He’s a good friend of mine. We belong to the same club.’

‘And does he know that I was your wife?’

‘That you are my wife, Myrtle,’ Jock corrected her. ‘We were never divorced.’

This was another shock for Sarah. Myrtle and Bob not married! Another long-held belief had just gone down the plughole.

Myrtle, her thoughts in turmoil, brushed a stray wisp of hair from her forehead. ‘What you say is true of course, though it’s a long time since I’ve thought of you as my husband. We may not be wed in the eyes of the church, but as far as I’m concerned Bob Sunter is my man and husband, and that’s that.’

‘Fair enough. But as you admit, there’s nothing legal between the pair of you. No piece of paper.’

Myrtle went over to one of the comfy chairs by the range and sank into it. Her heart was hammering nineteen to the dozen.

‘There was a full account of what’s happened to Sunter from Charlie who got the details from a Doctor Elson. For what it’s worth, and I hope you’ll believe this, I’m truly sorry. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even my worst enemy.’

‘So why are you here now then if not to gloat?’

Jock turned to Sarah. ‘You’ve grown up into a fine-looking lass, girl.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You were only two when ... when Myrtle left me for Sunter over there. You don’t remember me at all, I take it?’

Sarah shook her head.

‘You used to be a chubby wee thing with a mass of curls. That’s how I’ve reminded you down all this long while.’ He took a gulp of his whisky, and coughed. Whether the latter was from the drink or emotion wasn’t clear.

‘So what’s to become of you all now that Sunter is unable to provide for you any more?’

‘That’s all taken care of already, thank you very much,’ Myrtle answered quickly.

Jock raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh?’

‘Yes, Sarah has landed herself a job.’

‘Indeed! And what sort of job is that?’

‘I’m going into domestic service in a real posh house. I’m to be assistant to the cook there,’ Sarah informed him.

Jock’s geniality vanished, and a thundercloud settled on his brow. ‘Domestic service, eh?’

‘It was the best we could think of. And it’s honest work,’ Sarah said simply.

‘And bloody hard work. Morning, noon and night with hardly any let-up.’

‘There’s good time off, and the Craufurds pay more than most families.’

Jock grunted, and looked thoughtful. ‘But that’s not going to be enough. You’re going to need more than an assistant cook’s wages to replace what Sunter was earning as a miner.’

‘The minister is being right helpful. It was him that got Sarah the job, and he’s going to arrange for me to take in washing. From that and what Sarah earns we should just get by,’ Myrtle said.

‘Take in washing?’ Jock whispered. Myrtle dropped her eyes, unable to hold his gaze. She could feel the back of her neck burning.

‘Taking in washing beats starving to death, or the poorhouse, any day,’ Sarah said hotly, defending her mother.

‘Skivvying,’ Jock stated.

‘Aye, skivvying, her and me,’ Sarah retorted fiercely.

Jock looked from one to the other, then went over to the wall-bed. Sarah joined him there.

He stared at Bob who vacuously stared back. Then suddenly mists seemed to clear from Bob’s eyes, and for a second or so there was recognition in them.

‘Ah ... ah ...’ Bob muttered, causing spittle to spill from his mouth and run down his chin. His body jerked several times as he appeared to be trying to haul himself on to an elbow.

‘Ma, come quickly!’ Sarah cried out.

Myrtle was instantly out of her chair and over to Bob, her face lined with worry. But it was already over, Bob lying flat on his back, his expression completely vacuous again.

‘Oh, my bonny, my bonny,’ Myrtle whispered, wiping the spittle from his chin with the rag that had been set by the bedside for that purpose.

‘That’s the first time he’s reacted to anyone,’ Sarah said to Jock.

Jock didn’t reply, instead he returned to the flask on the table and poured himself another hefty dram. Although he didn’t show it, the incident at the bed had shaken him.

After a short while, Myrtle went back to her chair, and Sarah came to stand by her side. ‘It’s obvious you’ve done well for yourself, but then I always knew you would,’ Myrtle said to Jock.

Slowly, with emphasis, each word equally weighted, Jock replied. ‘You asked why I’ve come here tonight. I’ve come to make you a proposition.’

He’s still in love with me, Myrtle thought, believing she’d guessed what the proposition was going to be. ‘A proposition?’

Jock ran a hand through his swept-back hair, the same auburny colour as Sarah’s. Then he extracted a pocketbook, laid down his glass, opened the pocketbook and took from it a thick sheaf of fivers. Myrtle gasped to see so many. It was a king’s ransom she was staring at.

‘A hundred pounds precisely,’ Jock stated, throwing the fivers on to the table.

‘That’s a ... an awful lot of money,’ Sarah said, wide-eyed.

‘To me it’s nothing at all, a mere bagatelle as the saying goes.’

‘You’ve made it that big then?’ Myrtle queried.

His eyes slitted with the pleasure of telling her. ‘Bigger, far bigger than you’ve any idea.’

Myrtle rose, went over to the table, and lifted up the sheaf of fivers. What she could do with a hundred pounds! ‘And what’s this for?’

‘You.’ He paused, then added softly, ‘If you want it.’

‘You’re giving me this for old time’s sake, is that it?’

‘Not quite.’

Myrtle gave a low laugh. ‘No, I didn’t think so. Not after what I did to you. So what do I have to do for it?’

‘How much was Sunter earning?’

Myrtle stated an average sum of what had been in Bob’s pay packet on a Friday night.

‘I’ll give you the hundred pounds, plus double per week of what Sunter was bringing in. Your money troubles will be over, and there will be no need for skivvying.’

Sarah was silently watching this by-play between her mother and father. She was fascinated. She’d already noted that Jock had tremendous charisma; he seemed to exude it.

Myrtle regarded Jock with a sideways look. ‘Again I ask, what do I have to do for all this?’

‘You? Nothing. But Sarah, yes.’

That threw Myrtle, she’d been certain it was herself he was after.

‘Me!’ Sarah exclaimed, as thrown as Myrtle.

Jock produced a cigar, clipped it, then crossed to the mantelpiece on which stood a brass container filled with spills. Choosing a green spill he lit it at the range, then lit his Havana.

‘You,’ he said finally to Sarah through a cloud of smoke.

Sarah shook her head. ‘I don’t understand.’

But Myrtle was beginning to. ‘You want to take her away with you, is that it?’

Jock stared at his daughter, the daughter who’d haunted him these past fifteen years. ‘I’m a very rich man, Sarah, you’d want for nothing. Instead of being the servant, you’d be the one who had the servants. Instead of being ordered about, you’d be the one doing the ordering.’

Sarah was flabbergasted, not knowing what to think.

To Myrtle, Jock said. ‘That’s my proposition then. A hundred pounds in cash, plus double Sunter’s wages every week which will arrive here every Friday without fail – you have my word on that. In return I want Sarah to come and live with me as my daughter.’

‘Where?’ Sarah asked.

‘Where what?’

‘Where do you live?’

‘I have a big house, it’s called Stiellsmuir, in Newton Mearns, which is on the southern outskirts of Glasgow,’ Jock answered.

‘No,’ said Myrtle, the words tumbling out of her mouth, ‘no you can’t have her. I won’t let you.’

‘You’d prefer to take in washing, and for her to be forever at someone’s beck and call?’

Myrtle was clearly agitated. ‘If that’s how it’s going to be then that’s how it’s going to be. But you’re not going to get your claws into her.’

Jock regarded Myrtle coldly. ‘Isn’t that somewhat selfish of you? Denying Sarah the good things in life, the very best that life has to offer?’

Myrtle stuck a thumb into her mouth, and began worrying its nail. Everything had been so simple until Bob had fallen down with his stroke. She’d literally have given her right arm to have him back as he’d been.

‘How do you feel about coming to live with me?’ Jock asked Sarah.

‘I don’t know. I don’t know you.’

‘You’ll have anything you want. Gowns, jewellery, a carriage of your own. And you’ll make new friends of course, friends of your new social standing. There will be teas and soirées and grand balls. It’ll be a fairy tale come true.’

Sarah had to admit, it was certainly a dazzling prospect. Too much really, coming as it did on top of the reappearance of her father, for her to take in all at once. A carriage of her own! Her mind boggled at that thought. And jewels! In her mind’s eye she pictured a cascade of falling, glittering gems. Stones, the colours of the rainbow.

‘I think you should go now, Jock,’ Myrtle said, rising.

‘Could it be that you’re jealous?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I was watching your face when I said it was Sarah I wanted. Did you think I’d come for you?’

Myrtle blushed. ‘No, I didn’t.’

Jock laughed, a cutting laugh that told Myrtle he rightly thought her a liar.

‘Mind you, you’re still a fine-looking woman, Myrtle, there’s no denying it. Though how long you’ll retain those looks with Sunter having to be danced attendance on, goodness only knows. The money I’m offering would make it all so much easier for you. Why, you could even afford to hire a lassie to help you out, take some of the burden off your shoulders.’

‘I already have Sarah.’

He blew a stream of blue smoke in her direction. ‘No you don’t. You’re forgetting, she’s going into service.’

Myrtle bit her lip, she had momentarily forgotten that.

Jock swung on Sarah. ‘It’s a decision you’ll have to make yourself. But not tonight, I don’t want to rush you. I want you to think this over.’

‘Goodnight, Jock and goodbye,’ Myrtle said emphatically.

Jock took another puff on his cigar, a long slow puff. ‘There is one more thing, a condition to Sarah coming to Stiellsmuir.’ He paused for effect, then said. ‘And that is, if she agrees to live with me she never returns here ever again.’

Sarah sucked in her breath, feeling like a fish who’s been contemplating a fat juicy worm and suddenly been made aware of the hook underneath.

‘To get back at me of course,’ Myrtle hissed at Jock.

‘You’ve had her all to yourself these past fifteen years. Now I want her all to myself. It’s as simple as that.’

‘Never see Ma again?’ Sarah murmured, dazed.

‘That’s the condition.’ Jock drained what remained of his whisky, placed the empty glass on the table, and the flask back in his pocket, then picked up the sheaf of fivers.

‘The day after tomorrow, at 9 am, my carriage will be outside your door. The driver will have this hundred pounds which he will hand over to you if Sarah is ready to go with him. If she chooses to remain here then he’ll hang on to the money.’ Having said that, Jock replaced the wad of fivers in his pocketbook, and that too disappeared into a pocket.

‘I do hope you’ll come, Sarah, with all my heart I do,’ he said. Then, throwing his cloak round his shoulders and replacing his hat on his head, he strode to the door. A fierce gust of wind swept round the room, causing the candles to flicker.

‘The day after tomorrow, 9 am,’ he said. He looked Sarah straight in the face, his eyes boring into hers the way they had when he’d first arrived, and then he was gone, the door clicking shut behind him.

A command rang out, a whip cracked, followed by the sound of the carriage and pair moving off into the night.

Myrtle sagged, and had to grab hold of a chair to steady herself.

‘Are you all right, Ma?’ Sarah asked anxiously.

‘A bit shaken – it’ll pass in a minute. I could use a cup of tea though.’

‘I’ll get that for you.’ Sarah’s thoughts were whirling as she set about making the tea. What had just taken place, the reappearance of her father from the dead, his offer, was just—well, was just fantastic!

Myrtle sat down again, and remained there in brooding silence while Sarah made the tea. ‘Thank you,’ she said quietly when Sarah handed her the cup. She sipped the contents, closing her eyes in appreciation. There was nothing in the world to beat a good cup of tea.

‘Ma?’

Myrtle looked up at her daughter.

‘Why did you lie to me all these years by telling me my father was dead?’

Myrtle sighed, and sipped more tea.

‘And that you and Bob were married?’

Myrtle’s gaze strayed to the wall-bed where Bob lay, then she brought her gaze back to Sarah.

‘I never dreamt in a million years ...’ She broke off, licking her lips, then sipped again. ‘It’s a smashing cup this, you make grand tea, Sarah.’

‘Ma, I think I should have some answers. I’m entitled to.’

Myrtle took a deep breath. ‘You musn’t go to Jock, I won’t let you.’

‘Do you have a reason? I mean a particular reason? Or is it just because of you and him and whatever happened between you in the past?’

‘Sarah, your father is ...’ Myrtle paused, wrestling with herself as how best to put this. ‘He can be rather odd.’

‘Odd? What does that mean?’

‘It’s why I left him. He can be odd, strange.’

Sarah shook her head. ‘I don’t understand what you’re trying to tell me, Ma.’

Myrtle’s thoughts were back in time, to that first day she’d clapped eyes on the new clerk at Poulson’s Pit, that fine upstanding young man with the sort of handsome face and slim build that was guaranteed to melt a lassie’s heart.

‘He was aye ambitious your da, determined to get ahead. He was an orphan you see, his own mother and father both dying of the consumption.’

Sarah was fascinated. Myrtle had never spoken of Jock before. Whenever she’d brought up the subject of her da in the past – and she had on innumerable occasions – Myrtle had always put her off with some vague excuse or other. She’d come to believe that Myrtle refused to talk about the supposedly dead Jock because of grief. That was clearly wrong.

‘Consumption was what you told me he died of.’

‘He might well have done too when he was small if he hadn’t been physically strong, with the constitution of a horse.’

‘So how old was he when his parents died?’

Myrtle had to think about that. ‘Nine, I seem to remember. The two of them went within weeks of each other.’

‘And what happened to him then?’

‘He went to bide with an aunt. But she was a bitch of hell according to him, her husband a brute who used to knock the living daylights out of Jock. Jock stayed with them only a few months and then struck out on his own.’

‘At nine!’ Sarah exclaimed, amazed.

‘He not only got by on his own, but continued his education. For the most part Jock Hawke is a self-taught man.’

‘And where did you meet him?’

‘Shotts, of course, where I was born and brought up, and where your aunt Jessica and granda still live. I was just your age when Jock came to work at Poulson’s Pit as a new clerk.’

‘He was never a miner then?’ For some reason she’d always thought he had been. Myrtle had never actually said, but that had been the inference.

‘Not your da. He wasn’t one to toil with his hands; he had a brain and knew how to use it. Poulson himself, not a man to be generous with compliments, said more than once that Jock was the smartest clerk who’d ever worked at the pit.’

It was all spilling out now, Sarah thought, the story she’d been dying to hear for as long as she could remember. And it wasn’t at all as she’d expected it to be. ‘So how did the pair of you meet?’

‘At that year’s gala. There was dancing, as there always was, and I was standing chaffing to Peggy McIlhone – who later got married to a chap who went to work in the Kent pits – when up he comes, bows to me ...’ Myrtle broke off to smile at the memory of that, ‘and asks me on to the floor.’

‘And that was the beginning of it? You started courting after that?’ Sarah queried eagerly.

‘He didn’t ask me out at the gala, but about a week afterwards. From there it sort of snowballed until finally we got engaged, then wed.’

Myrtle drank more of her tea. Those days seemed so long ago, an eternity away. And yet, in other ways, they might just have been the previous week.

‘Did you love him when you married him?’

‘Why do you ask that?’

‘You couldn’t have been married that long before you left him, and surely you don’t leave someone you love?’

‘He was a fair old catch was Jock Hawke,’ Myrtle replied slowly. ‘A lot of the lassies in Shotts would have given their eye teeth to get off with him, but it was me he favoured. He had prospects you see, he was going places in life.’

‘So you didn’t love him?’ Sarah prompted.

Myrtle’s lips curved into a wry smile. ‘At the time I thought I loved him, and you were certainly conceived in what I would call love. But whatever it was I felt for him drained away after we moved to Maryhill, and he started to turn funny.’

‘Why did you go to Maryhill?’

‘Jock got a better job with an import/export firm. There was nothing to hold him in Shotts, which as you know is a quarter of the way to Edinburgh, after that. And so we moved to Glasgow, which was convenient for his new office.’

Sarah was puzzled. ‘And that was when he started being funny? Odd and strange, you called it.’

‘Aye, I think it had something to do with his parents dying when he was so young and him having to bring himself up. But it was in Maryhill, just after we’d arrived there, that he had for the first time – or at least the first time I’d seen it – one of his “moods”.’

‘What kind of moods, Ma?’

‘He’d become withdrawn, and talk to himself. He’d get a peculiar look in his eyes which used to send ice-cold shivers racing up and down my spine.’

‘Are you saying he hit you?’

‘No, he was never violent. But you thought that at any moment he might be. That he might suddenly lash out and knock you right across the room.’

‘Having his parents dying on him when he was so young and then having to bring himself up must have left its mark on him. It couldn’t have done otherwise,’ Sarah agreed.

‘I only know he changed after we went to Maryhill, and the more he changed the more we grew apart.’

‘Do you mean the pair of you grew apart, or just you from him?’ Sarah asked shrewdly.

Myrtle finished her tea, and laid the cup on the floor. ‘Me from him. Jock was always besotted by me. Yes, I believe that’s the correct word and not too strong. Besotted, he worshipped the very ground I walked on.’

‘And you left him?’

Myrtle’s gaze went back to the wall-bed where Bob was snoring. He snored a great deal now, something he’d rarely done before his stroke. She couldn’t imagine how the two things were connected. ‘I re-met Bob whom I’d more or less grown up with.’

‘How did that come about?’ Sarah prompted.

‘Before she died your grandma used to get bad spells of being ill. During one of them, when Jessica was also laid up, I returned to Shotts from Maryhill to look after your grandma – granda was still grafting at the time – and it was then that I re-met Bob.’

Myrtle’s face lit up in a soft, warm, smile. ‘I was coming out of Curley’s grocery shop when I bumped into him. “It’s yourself then, Myrtle,” he said. “And it’s yourself, Bob Sunter,” I replied, thinking he’d changed somehow. Later I discovered he’d thought exactly the same about me, that I’d changed.

‘Anyway, we had a bit of a natter, and then off I went and in he went to Curley’s. Well next night, out for a breather, don’t I bump into him again and him off to the pub for a pint. There and then he asked me if I’d like to go with him, said it was better than just wandering the streets aimlessly, and I quite surprised myself by agreeing.’

‘And you a married woman? Wasn’t that scandalous? Didn’t folk talk?’ Sarah queried, knowing full well what village life was like – an eye behind every curtain, and you couldn’t do anything – well hardly ever unless it was terribly well planned and organised – without everyone finding out about it, and commenting on it.

‘It wasn’t seen as scandalous to begin with. As I say Bob and I had known each other all our lives. Everyone knew that and thought he was being kind the way a brother might. And that’s how it began, like brother and sister.’

‘And how did it become more than that?’

‘To be truthful Sarah, I don’t really know. He started taking me out regularly for a drink and a chat, all above board like, but then something began developing between us, and like Topsy that something just grew and grew till before long we were head over heels in love with one another.’

‘I presume by then it had clicked with the others in Shotts? They’d realised what was going on?’

‘Oh aye, by then it was obvious. When we were together we seemed to spark off each other. There was almost a physical bond between us. Then Grandma recovered, and I had a choice to make.’

‘And you chose Bob?’

Myrtle remembered only too well the astonishment, and profound hurt, on Jock’s face when she told him she was leaving him for another. There had been anger, ranting and raving, then he’d cried when she’d walked out the door. Wept like some big wean.

Myrtle went on. ‘Bob and I decided to leave Shotts and make a fresh start elsewhere, somewhere we weren’t known. He cast about and came up with the job here in Netherton. When we arrived we said we were Mr and Mrs Sunter, and who was to know any different? I considered passing you off as our child, but Bob wouldn’t have it. He said that wouldn’t be right for you, or Jock, and so we told folk that you were the child of a previous marriage on my part, and that your da had died young of consumption.’

Silence fell, the only sounds in the kitchen being Bob’s snoring and the steady tick-tock of the wag at the wa’ clock.

After a while Sarah asked, ‘Was Jock against you taking me with you? Did he want to keep me himself?’

‘He did indeed want to keep you, desperately so. But I argued with him, and he saw the sense in my argument. How could he look after a two-year-old? Impossible unless he employed someone, and he wasn’t yet earning enough to do that. At least I don’t think he was. But what really got through to him was how cruel it would be to take a bairn away from its ma, a ma who knew how to care for that bairn the way a bairn should be cared for. A ma who loved the bairn with all her heart and soul.’

‘So you took me and Jock was left with nothing,’ Sarah stated.

An expression of guilt crept over Myrtle’s face. ‘That’s how he saw it. But it was common sense for you to come with me, far better in both the short and long terms. And you can’t deny Bob did the right thing by you, that he always treated you as his own.’

‘That’s very true, I can’t deny it,’ Sarah agreed.

Myrtle let out a long sigh. ‘I was so relieved the day I left Jock, relieved that my life with him was over, and that I was going to Bob.’

‘And yet, as you admit, Jock worshipped the ground you walked on.’

‘But he scared me, Sarah.’

‘Nonetheless you were his wife, still are his wife as he pointed out. And agreed to be so in sickness and in health.’

Myrtle stared levelly at Sarah. ‘Are you criticising what I did?’

‘No, Ma, only trying to understand.’

Myrtle locked her fingers together and twisted them against each other. ‘I don’t regret what I did, nor one moment with Bob. He and I were meant for one another, I’m sure of it.’ Again she looked across at the wall-bed. ‘Even now I don’t regret it. Not one jot.’

Sarah was trying to sort out her thoughts; so much of this new information would have to be digested.

‘You’re not to go to him, Sarah, I forbid it. Even if the money would solve all our problems. Well, at least financially anyway.’

Being forbidden outright like this rankled with Sarah, put her back up a bit. She was seventeen after all, and a fairly mature seventeen at that. ‘Don’t you think I’m old enough, or capable of making up my own mind, Ma?’

‘I don’t trust him. As I told you, he can be odd, very odd indeed.’

‘Odd he may have been, but he never hurt you, did he?’ Sarah probed.

‘He never laid a finger on me. Except once when—’ Myrtle broke off, blushing furiously. ‘That’s something I can’t tell you about. It was eh ...’ She groped for a suitable way of putting it. ‘Fun, shall we call it.’

Sarah was intrigued. ‘Fun?’

Myrtle’s redness turned almost to scarlet. ‘Aye, well, you know. Things husbands and wives do to one another.’

The penny dropped. It was something they’d got up to in bed. ‘And he hurt you then?’

‘But only in fun, as an accident. He didn’t mean to. He wasn’t in one of his “moods”.’

All sorts of pictures were flashing through Sarah’s mind as she conjectured what her mother and father had been doing. One of those pictures made her want to burst out giggling, but she forced herself not to, knowing full well Myrtle would be mortified if she did.

Myrtle changed the subject.

Sarah awoke with a start to find herself covered in a cold sweat, this even though the night was extremely hot. The heat wave was continuing.

She reached up to touch her hair. It was soaking and her scalp itself was awash.

She remembered then, she’d been dreaming. She’d been working for Miss O’Donoghue who’d been giving her a right lambasting, and while Miss O’Donoghue had shrieked at her the awful Mrs Craufurd had been standing nearby, smiling as she watched what was happening.

Sarah shivered, and drew the bedclothes up to her chin. In another part of the dream she’d seen her mother mangling a veritable mountain of laundry, bent almost double at the task, her arm going round and round and round while piece after piece of laundry shot through the mangle to go flying out the other side. Behind her mother was a huge copper that hissed and spat as it boiled even more laundry that was to go on the mountain.

One hundred pounds, cash in hand, and double Bob’s wages every week, Sarah thought. How very much easier that would make what lay ahead for Myrtle. As for herself, if she agreed to go and live with Jock there would be no Miss O’Donoghue and Mrs Craufurd. She’d be completely spared the cook and blonde spider.

Instead it would be the life of Riley for her. A grand house to bide in, servants to do her bidding, gowns, jewels ... Oh, but it was tempting right enough.

But if she did accept, there were penalties to be paid: she would never see her ma again, or Bob, or Netherton, or Gordy. At least if she went to Park Circus she’d get home every week and Gordy’s arms would be waiting for her. Gordy’s arms and Bluebell Wood.

Then again there was something else to consider, Jock’s ‘moods’ as Ma called them. The moods that had scared her into leaving him. But did he still get these moods? He could well have grown out of them by now, it being fifteen years since Ma had packed her bags. He’d certainly seemed pleasant enough when he’d come to the house.

Hours later Sarah was still tossing and turning, agonising over the decision she was going to have to make.

Gordy was appalled. ‘Never see you again!’ he breathed, his face white and tight with shock.

They were in Bluebell Wood where Sarah had arranged to meet him, having left a note with Mrs McCallum earlier on that day. A note she’d written shortly after she’d made her decision.

‘I have my mother to think about, and Bob, my step-da. This way they’ll both be taken care of.’

‘But us, you and I!’ Gordy cried out in despair.

She took him by the hand. ‘This is an opportunity which I’d be downright stupid to let go by. I’ll have everything I want – everything.’ She shuddered. ‘The alternative is Park Circus and those two women there.’

‘But at least if you were at Park Circus I’d see you at weekends. Now ...’ He trailed off in anguish.

‘Do you think this isn’t hurting me as much as it is you? I do love you, you know.’

‘And yet you’ve chosen not to see me ever again. I find that a funny sort of love.’

‘You’re not thinking straight, Gordy. You’re thinking with your heart and not your head.’

‘And you are, I suppose!’

Tears bubbled into her eyes. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t cry, and now she was. ‘I’m doing the right thing, I just know I am.’

‘But what about us?’ he protested bitterly.

‘Gordy, when I suggested we get married you explained to me you had your responsibilities towards your ma and the twins. Well I also have responsibilities towards my ma, Bob, my step-da, and not least myself.’ Her voice was suddenly shrill and accusing. ‘Do you want me to have to go out skivvying, as my father put it, for those two dreadful females I’ve told you about? Well, do you? And if you do, what sort of love is that?’

He hung his head. ‘It’s just that ... that ...’ He groaned. ‘Never to see you again.’

Luckily, she’d had a hanky on her which she’d used to mop away her tears, and now blow her nose. She was as distraught as he, but doing her best not to show it. ‘I’ll never forget you, I want you to know that.’

He looked up to stare at her, drinking her in, searing her face as it was at that precise moment into his memory. ‘It’s like having a knife stuck in you, stuck in and waggled about,’ he husked.

‘Yes, isn’t it?’

‘We just weren’t to be, I suppose.’

She didn’t reply.

‘And I’ll never forget you, Sarah, never as long as I live.’

They continued staring at one another. Then abruptly, without uttering anything further, Gordy turned round and walked away out of their secluded spot, out of her life forever.

‘Oh Gordy!’ she whispered when he was gone. ‘Oh Gordy!’

She gave him a full five minutes’ start, then followed him back to Netherton.

The carriage and pair came to a halt outside their house at 9 am precisely. Sarah was waiting inside with the small bundle of personal things she intended taking with her.

Myrtle was beside herself at the prospect of losing her daughter. Her face clearly showed her distress.

‘It’s time then,’ Sarah said as there was a knock on the front door.

Myrtle put a clenched fist to her mouth, and began chewing one of her fingers. She just couldn’t believe this was actually taking place. In such a short while her entire world had come crashing in ruins round about her. First Bob, now Sarah.

Sarah opened the front door to discover the carriage driver standing there holding a large brown envelope.

The driver touched his hat. ‘Miss Hawke?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’ve to inquire whether you’re staying or coming with me, Miss Hawke?’

‘I’m coming with you.’

He again touched his hat in salute. ‘Very good, Miss Hawke, in which case this is for you.’ And with that he handed her the large brown envelope.

‘I’ll just be a moment,’ Sarah said, and half shut the door. Going to Myrtle, she gave her mother the envelope.

Myrtle tried to speak, but was too choked to do so. She threw her arms round Sarah and hugged her daughter as tightly as she could.

‘I’ll just say farewell to Bob,’ Sarah whispered, disentangling herself. Myrtle’s head bowed, and she was racked with sobs, her entire body shaking with them.

There was spittle on Bob’s chin which Sarah wiped away. He stared at her vacuously, his mouth slightly agape. ‘There’s no need to worry, Ma will be well looked after from here on in,’ she told him as if he could actually hear and comprehend what she was saying.

She pecked her step-da on the cheek, then forehead. ‘I’ll be praying for you,’ she said softly.

It was time to go, time to leave home, and Netherton. Taking a deep breath she turned away from Bob to give her ma a weak smile.

‘My baby, my wee baby,’ Myrtle wept.

Sarah picked up her bundle, knowing if she didn’t get out of there quickly she wouldn’t go at all.

‘Goodbye Ma, take care,’ she said, so filled with emotion she felt she must surely burst from it.

She rushed at Myrtle, kissed her on the lips, and then flew out of the front door. The door crashed shut behind her.

‘Can I take that for you, Miss Hawke?’ the driver inquired, indicating her bundle.

‘Please.’ She thrust it at him, then allowed him to help her into the carriage which smelt beautifully of polish and leather.

The driver climbed up on to his seat, and cracked his whip over the horses’ backs. With a jolt the carriage moved off.

They passed Curley’s grocery shop, and McHarg’s the newsagent. At that point Sarah had a perfect view of Dundonald’s Pit which dominated Netherton, and which was Netherton’s lifeblood. The big wheel, an integral part of her memories for as far back as she could remember, was slowly spinning in the direction which denoted that someone – the shift had gone down hours previously – was descending to the coalface.

She listened vaguely to the steady clip-clop of hooves as the houses and streets of Netherton slipped by.

And then they were out of Netherton, and that was that.
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