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PART 1

The Day Before Yesterday


Chapter 1

‘Will you marry me?’

The suddenness of the question, coming as it did right out of the blue, brought a lump to Cathy’s throat, and made her heart swell within her.

Bobby glanced away, his face now filled with the flush of embarrassment. ‘I do love you you know,’ he added in a low, husky voice.

It was the first time he’d told her that, though she’d known it for some while. But then Glasgow men rarely confessed to strong emotions, believing any such utterances to be signs of weakness, to be avoided at all costs.

Cathy sucked in a deep breath. How she loved and adored Bobby McCracken, so much so it almost hurt. She would have walked over broken glass for the bugger.

‘I was beginning to think you’d never ask,’ she replied.

‘You knew I would then?’ he queried gruffly.

How silly men could be, she thought. ‘Of course I did. What I didn’t know was when. And now you have, you’ve succeeded in catching me completely off-guard. Since picking me up at home you haven’t given the slightest indication that today was the day you were going to pop the question.’

His face brightened to hear that and, unconsciously, he puffed out his chest. ‘Aye well, there you are then.’

She didn’t quite know what he meant by that, but he was clearly chuffed he had caught her by surprise.

She looked up at the sky, bright beyond the grey pall of chimney smoke that hung lowering over the city, and made a mental note of the date, Sunday the 6th of July, 1913, the day Bobby McCracken had finally proposed to her. Her heart swelled again while her stomach seemed to dissolve into a mass of gooey, squidgy jelly.

While Cathy was looking at the sky Bobby was looking at her, drinking her in. He remembered the night they’d met and how he’d been bowled over by her. She was a bit thin with hardly a brilliant figure it was true, but there was something about her, her personality if you like, that was just right for him, that clicked. Her best feature was her eyes, a hazelnut colour that he found totally beguiling. If she would have let him he would have sat for hours gazing into them, quite content to do that and that alone.

‘Well?’ he prompted. ‘What’s your answer?’

‘Yes, of course. What else did you imagine it would be?’

His expression became sheepish. ‘I didn’t know. I mean, I wasn’t sure.’

‘You’re a daftie!’ she chided gently, and reaching out took his hand in hers: a hand that was hard and calloused from his work as a coalman delivering bags of coal round the streets of Partick where they both lived. He worked from the same horse and cart as his father, who was also a coalman.

Cathy’s eyes flicked to the left, then the right. Turning her head she glanced behind her. ‘Why don’t you kiss me?’ she said to Bobby.

The sheepish expression changed to one of alarm. ‘What! Where folk can see?’

‘We’re all alone. Look for yourself.’

He did, and she was right. There were bound to be other people in Thornwood Park but wherever they were, there weren’t any at that moment round about them.

She pulled him to her till his face was only inches away. ‘It’s not every day a lassie gets engaged,’ she smiled.

The scent of her was strong in his nostrils now, and had the same effect on him as it always had. It was as if his strength drained right out of him.

‘Oh, Cathy!’ he croaked.

She waited with eyes closed, refusing to kiss him, insisting he kiss her. His lips pressed against hers, hesitantly to begin with, then with force and passion. His tongue crept into her mouth to twine round hers. With a grunt at the back of his throat he pulled her tightly to him.

They continued kissing, the seconds turning into a minute, the minute into two. Finally she pushed him from her.

‘I’ll say this for you Bobby McCracken, you’re a smashing kisser. I have no complaints in that department.’

‘Oh! Is there a department you do have complaints in?’

Using the tip of her finger she traced an imaginary line down his cheek. ‘Not one.’

‘That’s good then.’

‘Nor do I imagine I ever will have a complaint. If you take my meaning.’ She was referring to the fact they’d never been to bed together. It would never have entered her mind to get married other than what she was, a virgin. As indeed was Bobby. Kissing was as far as she’d allowed him to go. He’d attempted to touch her once, and got his face slapped as a result. She wasn’t ‘that sort of lassie’ she’d rebuked him, and if it was ‘that sort of lassie’ he was looking for then he’d better look elsewhere. He’d apologised, secretly pleased that she’d rebuffed his advance as she had, for she would have gone down in his estimation if she hadn’t – at the same time thinking a chap had to have a go, it was only manly after all! – and that had been that.

Another couple strolled into view, they too dressed in their Sunday best as were Cathy and Bobby, and Cathy, on spying them, immediately pulled herself away from Bobby and straightened her hat which had become slightly skew-whiff. While she was doing this, Bobby, without realising he was doing so, straightened his red tie which didn’t need straightening.

Engaged, Cathy thought, and went prickly all over. She couldn’t wait to tell . . . ‘What about the engagement ring?’ she queried.

‘I thought we might go into Sauchiehall Street next Saturday and buy it then,’ he replied.

She nodded her approval. The best jewellers’ shops were in the town, and there were four in Sauchiehall Street, Glasgow’s best known and arguably most popular street. ‘Right, that’s what we’ll do. But listen Bobby, I want us to keep our engagement secret for the now, until we get that ring, that is. We’ll only let on to our immediate families.’

‘Aye, sure. If that’s what you want, Cathy.’

She could see he was puzzled. ‘Och, I don’t want to be saying I’m engaged with no ring to swank as proof. When I tell the girls at work and others, I want to show them the ring as evidence.’ She laughed. ‘That might not make sense to you but it does to me.’

It did make sense to him, now that she’d explained. Wee matters like that were important to women.

She grasped his hand again. ‘I’m so happy I could burst, Bobby.’

‘So am I.’

Realising she hadn’t repeated to him what he’d said to her, she whispered, ‘And I love you. I think I’ve loved you right from the very beginning.’

He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple slowly going up and down.

‘You know something,’ she went on, this time in her normal voice, ‘I’m so excited I can hardly think. Whose parents shall we tell first, yours or mine?’

‘Yours, they live closest.’

‘Then mine it is.’ Letting go of his hand she jumped to her feet and quickly smoothed down the front of her dress. When he stood up she linked an arm through his, as he crooked his arm to accommodate hers.

Mrs McCracken, she thought as they made for the park gates, Mrs Bobby McCracken. What a lovely sound that had to it. A lovely sound indeed!

Tears burst from Winnie Ford’s eyes as she took in the news that Cathy had just announced. Her elder daughter could do a lot worse than Bobby McCracken, an awful lot worse. He was a good man, and a kind one. He’d make a grand husband and father.

John Ford swept Cathy into his arms and squeezed her close. Just for the moment, he couldn’t trust himself to speak.

Lily, Cathy’s young sister, stood a little apart beaming broadly. This had certainly livened up a dreary Sunday afternoon and no mistake.

Letting Cathy go John turned to an embarrassed Bobby and stuck out his hand. ‘Congratulations son,’ he said in a tight voice as the two men shook.

Cathy quickly explained about them wanting to keep their engagement secret, except from their immediate families, until they’d bought the ring. ‘So you just mind and keep your mouth shut!’ she warned Lily.

‘No need to worry, sis. If your secret does get out during the coming week it won’t be from me. I promise.’

‘I wish we had some bevy in the house to celebrate with, but there’s not a drop I’m afraid,’ John apologised to Bobby and Cathy. There had been nearly a full half-bottle in the press but he’d drunk that the night before as his Saturday night tipple.

‘That’s all right, Mr Ford,’ Bobby replied.

‘I think it had better be John from here on in, don’t you?’

Bobby gave a swift sideways glance at a smiling Cathy, then brought his attention back to her father. ‘Right you are then . . . John.’

‘That’s the ticket.’

‘And you had better call me Winnie,’ Winnie said.

‘Fine then . . . Winnie.’

‘Engaged to get married, eh!’ John muttered, shaking his head. And thinking, not before time. Cathy was twenty-two after all: most lassies her age had been wed a year or two by then. He’d been beginning to get worried she was destined to be left on the shelf. Not that she’d lacked for boyfriends, she’d never that. It had been her keeping them that had been the problem. She was such a strong willed lassie which, combined with a terrible stubborn streak, had contrived to put the lads off. Except for Bobby McCracken, that was, it didn’t seem to bother him. But then Bobby was deceptive. On the surface he appeared quiet and shy, and so he was, but underneath there was an enormous amount of mental strength and self-confidence. Bobby was able to handle Cathy all right, which was just what she needed.

Winnie stopped dabbing her face with the end of her pinny and, with a sniff, rose from the old settee where she’d been sitting. Going to Cathy, it was now her turn to take Cathy into her arms. In her mind she was seeing Cathy as a baby, changing the wean’s nappies. That and a thousand other memories that made her choke inside.

‘You’ll be happy the pair of you, I know you will,’ Winnie said.

‘We’re that already, Ma.’

Winnie kissed Cathy on the forehead. ‘I’ll tell you what, how about I put the kettle on and we celebrate with a nice cup of tea?’

‘That would be the very dab, Ma.’

Releasing Cathy, Winnie grasped hold of Bobby and pecked his cheek which caused his face to flame.

‘Here, what about me! Don’t I get to kiss my brother-in-law to be?’ Lily declared loudly, coming over to stand beside Winnie.

‘Watch it, you!’ Cathy said, wagging a finger at Lily. But it was good natured fun between them; they were the best of pals.

‘Scared of the competition, eh?’ Lily retorted with a salacious wink.

‘That’ll be the day!’

Lily stared Bobby up and down. ‘He is very . . . Hmmh!’ And with that she sort of waggled her hips. If Bobby’s face had been red before it was positively scarlet now.

‘Don’t worry, I won’t eat you.’ Lily teased him, and with that grabbed his head and planted a big smacker full on his lips.

‘Cheeky monkey!’ John exclaimed, laughing, he too aware that this was only a bit of fun on Lily’s part. His younger daughter – there were six years between her and Cathy – could be a right case when she took the notion.

‘That’s enough now!’ Cathy said, tapping Lily on the shoulder.

Bobby looked at Cathy and made funny poached egg eyes which made Cathy laugh. Then, with a stiffened finger, he jabbed Lily in the ribs which caused her to break off the kiss with a yelp.

‘Much more of that and I’d have died of suffocation,’ he joked.

‘I’ll bet you don’t say that to Cathy.’

‘He’d better not let on what he does say to me, That’s strictly private,’ Cathy said. This time they all laughed together.

‘All the best, sis. You know I mean that,’ Lily said quietly to Cathy when the laughter had died away.

‘I know,’ Cathy acknowledged. The sisters embraced, a sheen creeping over Lily’s eyes as they did.

Winnie filled the kettle and placed it on the black-leaded range. Luckily she’d made some griddle scones earlier which she’d serve with a pot of last year’s Victoria plum jam. They would go down a treat with the tea.

‘So when is the wedding going to be?’ John queried.

‘And I hope I’m going to be a bridesmaid?’ Lily added.

‘Chief bridesmaid. I’ll be relying on you,’ Cathy answered her sister with a smile. Then to John she replied, ‘We haven’t discussed a date yet.’

‘No, I’m afraid we haven’t,’ Bobby confirmed.

John was thinking how much the wedding was going to cost him – a fair old packet if it was going to be done properly. And done properly it would be, from hired cars to champagne at the reception. There would be no stinting on his Cathy’s big day. Fortunately he had a good whack put by in the bank which should cover most, if not all, of the expense. And just to be on the safe side he’d start putting in some overtime, of which there was a lot going begging at Thompson’s Yard (Tommy’s the men called it) where he was employed as a patternmaker.

John glanced over at Lily. Once Cathy’s wedding was out of the way he’d have to begin putting away for her. A couple of years yet before that though, he reassured himself.

‘So many things to think of from here on in,’ Winnie said from where she was laying out scones on a plate. ‘So many things.’

‘When we’ve had our tea we must away over and tell Mr and Mrs McCracken,’ Cathy said.

‘Aye, you must,’ John agreed.

‘Well I hope you get married as soon as possible,’ Lily declared with a twinkle in her eye.

‘Why’s that?’ Cathy inquired, falling right into the trap that Lily had set for her.

‘Because the sooner you do the sooner I can have our bed to myself,’ Lily retorted quickly. She and Cathy shared a double bed, which they’d done since Lily had grown too big for a cot.

Cathy laughed. ‘Oh, see you!’ she said.

‘And see you too!’

It was a Glasgow expression, indefinable to anyone not of the city.

For the second time they all laughed together.

Cathy and Bobby came to a stop outside her front door, he having escorted her home from his house where they’d broken the news to a delighted Rob and Ina McCracken.

Darkness had fallen about an hour previously which meant that the close gas mantles were lit, the flickering yellow flame from the one situated at the centre of the landing where they were standing casting weird and wonderful shapes on the walls around them. The gas jet itself hissed and occasionally sputtered; a comforting sound Cathy had always thought.

‘I still feel as if I’m walking on a cloud,’ Cathy said in a low voice.

‘I know what you mean.’

She laid her head on his shoulder, and put her arms round him. Her Bobby, she thought. Her Bobby for ever from here on in. Closing her eyes, she sighed.

He stroked the top of her arm, grimacing slightly when his hard calloused hand snagged the material of her dress. He stopped stroking to just hold her arm.

‘Bobby?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Don’t you think we should set a date now? I mean, is there any reason we shouldn’t?’ Having said that she lifted her head to stare into his eyes.

‘None at all. When do you fancy?’

‘I don’t want one of those long engagements. I just don’t see the point in being engaged for years and years, do you?’

‘No,’ he whispered.

That was what she’d been hoping he’d say. ‘So when?’

‘Let me see.’ His brow furrowed in thought. ‘It’s July now. How about towards the end of the year? Or at the latest the beginning of next?’

‘Oh aye, that would be just fine.’

‘That would give everyone a decent chance to get organised. For don’t forget we’ve a house to get and furniture to buy.’

‘Are you . . . are you all right for money? I mean, have you enough saved for furniture and that sort of thing?’

He grinned at her, suddenly feeling playful. ‘You being a working lassie I thought you’d buy the furniture, and maybe pay the rent as well when we get the house.’

Realising she was being teased she pretended outrage. ‘Are you serious Robert McCracken?’

‘Oh, dead serious,’ he replied, his lips twitching with suppressed laughter. He went on. ‘And what about you? Do you have anything saved?’

‘A few quid.’

‘How few?’

‘That’s my business.’

‘If I’m to be your husband there will be no secrets from me. I’ll have to know everything.’

‘Oh aye, and who made that rule?’

He screwed his face up into a mock glower. ‘Are you saying you’d defy me, woman!’

‘I am.’

‘Then . . .’ he paused dramatically, ‘there would be nothing else for it but . . .’ again he paused, ‘the strap.’

‘The strap!’

‘Like we used to have at school. Though this time it wouldn’t be across the palms but across the bare . . .’

‘Bobby!’

She was genuinely shocked, which amused him. ‘Yes?’

‘You’d never do that, would you?’ For the space of a few seconds his acting had been so good it had taken her in.

He didn’t reply.

‘Of course you wouldn’t?’

He couldn’t sustain it, the twitch came back to his lips. ‘I might.’

‘Och, away with you. You’re pulling my leg.’

‘It’s a lovely leg. I wouldn’t mind pulling it in the least.’

She hit his gently with her fist. ‘Now don’t talk dirty.’

‘It’s hardly that.’

‘Yes it is.’ She paused, her mind going back on their conversation before he’d started on about straps and bare . . . ‘I’ve got a good bottom drawer. I’ve been buying bits and pieces for years now. Sheets, pillowcases, towels and the like. Enough to get us started.’

‘And I’ve got thirty-four pounds, fifteen shillings saved.’

She gasped. ‘As much as that!’

‘I’ve never been one to waste money. I’m not mean, you understand; it’s just that I can’t bide waste.’

He was certainly not mean, quite the contrary. She’d found him to be most generous. Then again, maybe that was just because it was her; a thought she found very flattering indeed. ‘I’ve only got £7 in the savings bank, but then I only earn a lassie’s wage.’

He took the hand from her arm and put it round her neck. ‘Once we’re married you can stop work if you want to.’ Some women did, others carried on till a family was on the way.

‘Let’s wait until I’m . . .’ She blushed, a rare occurrence with her though a common one with Bobby.

‘In the pudding club?’

‘Bobby!’ she scolded. ‘That’s a horrible expression.’

‘All right then. How about till you’ve got a bun in the oven?’

She punched him again, this time harder. ‘Idiot!’

He started to laugh, but the laugh died in his throat as he stared at this woman he loved so much. Something twisted inside him as he bent and placed his lips on hers. Their mouths seemed to be filled with exploding fire as they kissed, a kiss that was long and deep and left them both with heaving chests.

‘I’d better away in,’ she whispered.

‘Cathy?’

She looked into his face.

‘Let’s say the first Saturday in October. That all right with you?’

She nodded.

‘Then that’s the date.’

‘Right,’ she agreed. ‘That’s the date.’

‘Will I see you Tuesday night as usual? We could go for a walk or to the café and make plans.’

‘Tuesday night as usual,’ she confirmed.

‘And Cathy?’

‘Yes?’

‘I do love you.’

Twice in one day, she thought. Wonders would never cease. ‘And I love you.’

Her hand was shaking as she put her key in the lock.

On Saturday morning Bobby collected Cathy and they took a tramcar into Sauchiehall Street, alighting at Charing Cross. It was raining, but that didn’t bother Cathy. She wasn’t going to let a wee bit of rain spoil what lay ahead of her.

When they reached the first jeweller’s shop they stood and stared at the display in the front window. Then they moved round to the side window and had a look in that.

‘What do you think?’ Bobby asked eventually. ‘Shall we go in here?’

‘Let’s see what the others have to offer first, eh?’

It was going to be a long morning, Bobby decided. And he was right. They looked at all four jeweller’s shops in Sauchiehall Street twice before Cathy chose the one she’d go into, which transpired to be the jewellers’ shop they’d looked at to begin with at the Charing Cross end of the street.

The assistant was a middle-aged man with a pseudo Kelvinside plum in his mouth, who couldn’t have been more helpful despite his pompous phoney accent.

Tray after tray of rings were laid before Cathy and Bobby for them to peruse, all below the top figure Bobby had stated when the assistant had inquired, ‘What price range did sir have in mind?’

The minutes ticked by but Cathy wasn’t going to be hurried and, to give the assistant his due, nor did he try to hurry her.

‘Take your time,’ the assistant purred. ‘Madam must find the ring that is just right for her.’

Smooth as syrup, Cathy thought. But nonetheless, genuine with it.

Bobby was amazed at the assistant’s tightly crimped hair. He’d never seen hair like that on a man before. It fascinated him. (Done with curling tongs like the lassies used, he wondered?)

Another customer came into the shop. ‘Excuse me,’ the assistant murmured, and moved off.

‘How about this one?’ Cathy asked. The central diamond was surrounded by a cluster of chips.

‘Lovely,’ Bobby replied.

‘Or this one?’ she demanded, replacing the diamond and cluster with another, this also a diamond and cluster but in a rectangular arrangement as opposed to a circular.

‘Lovely,’ Bobby nodded.

That ring was replaced in its velvet slit after which she selected a ring that was a diamond flanked by two tiny sapphires.

‘This is a bit different, don’t you think?’

‘Lovely,’ Bobby answered.

‘Or this green one?’ The ring she pointed to was a small emerald encircled by diamond chips.

‘Lovely.’

She glared at him. ‘Is that all you can say?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Lovely. You keep repeating yourself like some bloody parrot.

He grinned. ‘Does it matter what I say?’

‘Of course it does!’

‘But I think they’re all lovely. You haven’t put on one yet that doesn’t suit.’

‘That’s not the point!’ she exclaimed softly, vexed.

A clock chimed, followed by others, all chiming the hour. Bobby glanced over at the other customer, a posh-looking woman whom the assistant was showing a silver cigarette case.

‘What about this one?’ Cathy queried.

‘Smashing.’

And a few seconds later. ‘This one?’

‘Smashing.’

She glared at him again. ‘I hope you’re not going to be like this when we choose the flowers.’

‘What flowers?’

‘For the wedding.’

‘I’m not choosing any flowers! I don’t know one flower from another. A rose from an aspidistra.’

‘And what if I insist you participate?’

‘Oh participate, is it!’ he jibed mockingly. ‘My, that’s an awful long word that. Did you read it in a book or something?’ He knew Cathy loved books and forever had her nose in one.

‘I’m only surprised you know what the word means,’ she jibed back.

‘I may be working class, a Glasgow keelie, but I’m no’ higgerent,’ he retorted quickly, which made her laugh.

‘Are you not?’

‘No, I’m not.’

‘You should know about flowers then?’

He thought about that for a brief second, then replied. ‘Well we all have gaps in our education, and flowers is a gap in mine.’

She regarded him steadily. ‘What if I ask you to come along to the florist’s as a support?’

He regarded her steadily back. ‘We could do without flowers at the wedding, you know.’

Her eyebrows flew up in surprise. ‘Do without flowers! We’ll do no such thing! A wedding without flowers would be like . . .’ She thought furiously.

‘Chips without vinegar?’ he offered.

She laughed again. ‘Aye, you could put it that way.’

‘Well if you want the flowers you’ll have to arrange them yourself. Without my help.’

He was quite determined about this, she could see that. She might be stubborn herself, but Bobby could be just as stubborn. More so even.

‘Tell you what,’ she said.

‘What?’

‘When we leave here you can buy me a drink and we’ll talk about this further.’

‘I’ll certainly buy you a drink. I rather fancy a pint myself. And you can talk all you want, till the cows come home, but it won’t do you any good. Not the slightest.’

She smiled at him. ‘I’ll twist you round my little finger using my female wiles.’

He returned her smile. ‘No you won’t.’

He was gorgeous, she thought. Absolutely splendiforously gorgeous.

The ring they finally settled on was a diamond set in a bed of tiny garnets. It was one of three Cathy had swithered over, the deciding factor being this particular ring fitted perfectly which meant she could wear it straight away.

‘If I may say so, madam has made an excellent and tasteful choice,’ the assistant enthused, ladling on the syrup. ‘And now sir . . .’

Bobby reached for his wallet, having been to the bank in Partick before they’d got on the tram.

When they emerged from the shop they were pleased to discover it had stopped raining. ‘Look!’ Cathy cried excitedly, pointing skyward, ‘A good omen.’

Bobby followed the direction of her indicating finger to see a shining rainbow. A good omen indeed, if you believed in that sort of thing. He wasn’t sure whether he did nor not.

Cathy turned round at the sound of quarrelsome voices. There were two young men coming towards her and Bobby, the pair of them arguing the toss. The taller poked the shorter in the chest, and the shorter immediately, somewhat viciously, poked back.

The young man who’d first poked swung angrily away from the other, clearly intending to cross the road and leave the shorter chap behind. The second young man promptly did an about-wheel and started off back the way they’d come.

‘Are neither of you going to say hello then?’ Cathy called out.

‘Who are they?’ Bobby queried quietly.

‘My cousins. I’ll introduce you.’

The taller of the young men who was just about to step off the pavement halted at the sound of her words and glanced towards her, as did the other young man.

‘Hello Cathy!’ they both responded in unison.

When they’d joined her and Bobby, Cathy said, ‘Bobby these are my cousins Craig and Ronnie McIntosh. But they just get Big Toss and Wee Tosh.’

‘I’m Big Tosh,’ said Craig, sticking out his hand, which Bobby shook.

‘And I’m Wee Tosh.’ Bobby then shook hands with Ronnie.

‘I’m Bobby McCracken.’

‘My fiancé,’ Cathy stated with heavy emphasis, and waggled her engagement ring under Big Tosh and Wee Tosh’s noses. ‘What do you think of that then? We’ve just bought it, right this very minute.’

‘Congratulations!’ declared Big Tosh, and bent over to peer at the ring.

‘Aye, congratulations,’ echoed Wee Tosh, and also had a closer gander at the ring.

‘You’re the first to know outside the immediate family,’ Cathy went on.

‘But we are immediate family,’ Wee Tosh said.

Cathy pulled a face. ‘You know what I mean!’

Wee Tosh shook his head. ‘No, I don’t. We’re full cousins. Your mother is my mother’s sister, therefore immediate family.’

Cathy sighed. ‘Either of these two would start an argument amongst a choir of angels,’ she said to Bobby.

‘He might, but I wouldn’t,’ Big Tosh sniffed.

‘Yes you would!’ Wee Tosh challenged.

‘Och away and raffle that turnip you call your heid!’

‘You away and raffle yours!’ Wee Tosh retorted fiercely.

‘I’ve just about had enough of you and your lip for one day, so I have,’ Big Tosh spat out.

‘Is that a fact? Maybe you want to do something about it?’

Although Big Tosh was eighteen months older than his brother and considerably taller, Wee Tosh had the advantage in weight and build.

‘Will you two stop it at once!’ Cathy exclaimed crossly.

‘Blame him, not me,’ Wee Tosh muttered.

‘Blame you, you mean!’ Big Tosh accused.

‘Shut up!’ Cathy exploded in what was almost a shout.

What a pair, Bobby thought.

There was a few seconds’ hiatus, then Big Tosh said apologetically, ‘It’s a very nice ring, Cathy. I wish you and Bobby here all the best.’

‘Me too,’ Wee Tosh added.

‘Thank you, lads,’ Cathy smiled.

‘Do we get an invite to the wedding?’ Big Tosh asked.

‘Of course you do,’ Cathy replied.

‘Then we’ll look forward to it. Won’t we Ronnie?’

‘We will that.’

‘Make sure you invite lots of unattached lassies, now,’ Big Tosh said, giving Bobby a wink.

‘They’ll have to be blind ones if you’re to get off with them,’ Wee Tosh quipped.

‘Now look, I told you . . .!’

‘Only a joke! Only a joke!’ Wee Tosh said quickly, holding his hands fearfully in front of him as though he was afraid of his older brother, which was the last thing he was.

‘You’ve got a mouth large enough to drive a tram into,’ Big Tosh said.

‘Well at least that’s something we’ve got in common,’ Wee Tosh riposted, quick as a flash.

Bobby laughed.

The foursome chatted for a while longer, then Cathy and Bobby made their excuses and left her cousins, who continued along Sauchiehall Street together.

‘Are they always like that?’ Bobby inquired when the brothers were out of earshot.

‘Always. Since they were bairns. They’re the original cat and dog. Did you notice Big Tosh’s left pinky?’

Bobby shook his head. ‘No, I didn’t.’

‘That’s because he hasn’t got one. Or only the stubb of one. Wee Tosh bit it off during a fist fight when they were young.’

‘Good God!’ said Bobby. ‘Bit it completely off? Right through the bone and everything?’

‘Right through the bone and everything,’ she confirmed.

‘How horrible.’

Bobby then got Cathy to talk at length about her cousins and the rest of her family, which she did throughout their visit to the pub and the tram ride home.

The subject of flowers was totally forgotten, as Bobby intended it to be.

Cathy was taking her coat off when there was a sudden shriek from Kate Binnie, one of the girls she worked alongside at Mavor & Coulson’s, an engineering firm.

‘She’s got an engagement ring on!’ Kate squealed, stabbing a finger at Cathy.

‘Who has?’ Lorna McQueen demanded.

‘She has. Cathy.’

Instantly Cathy was surrounded by girls, all pushing and shoving in their eagerness to see.

‘Come on, let’s have a dekko!’ Christine Drysdale demanded.

‘Wait a minute! Just hang on, will you lot!’ Cathy pleaded, thoroughly enjoying this. She hung up her coat before holding out her left hand for the ring to be admired.

‘Oh, it’s rare! A real brammer!’ Pat Smith cooed.

‘When did it happen? When, eh?’ Kate asked eagerly.

‘I take it it is to Bobby McCracken?’ Christine queried.

‘Well he’s who I’ve been going out with these past six months,’ Cathy replied.

‘Just making sure, getting the facts straight. Are those garnets?’

‘They are,’ Cathy confirmed. ‘Bobby said they complemented my eyes.’ Bobby had said no such thing. It was something she’d thought herself.

‘How romantic!’ Eileen Niven burbled, thinking her Sammy never said anything nice like that to her. If he ever did she’d probably die of shock.

Cathy related how she and Bobby had become engaged the Sunday before yesterday – it now being Monday morning – and how they’d decided to keep it a secret until they bought the ring, which they had in Sauchiehall Street that Saturday morning.

‘How much was it?’ Peggy Malone asked.

‘Mind your own business,’ Cathy replied frostily.

‘Aye, that’s not a question to ask,’ Christine admonished, though it was a question she’d have loved to know the answer to herself.

‘You can see it’s an expensive one,’ Babs Tait said.

‘Oh aye!’ ‘No doubt about that!’ Those and various other affirmations were chorused.

Cathy manipulated the ring so that the diamond sent out flashes of light.

‘That’s beautiful so it is,’ murmured cross-eyed Mary Hastie who was so plain she’d never had a boyfriend, even though she was now nearing thirty years old, and had got to the stage where she didn’t believe anymore that she ever would.

‘Well, you said Bobby McCracken was the one, and you weren’t wrong.’ Kate smiled at Cathy.

‘No, I wasn’t,’ Cathy agreed.

‘That’ll be cakes on you at afternoon teatime,’ Babs said. It was the custom that whenever one of the girls got engaged she bought cakes all round, the cakes being purchased from a nearby branch of the very popular City Bakeries.

Cathy nodded, having come prepared with enough money to pay for the treat.

‘A chocolate éclair for me,’ Pat Smith said, her eyes bright in anticipation.

Just then Curley, their foreman, appeared, pocket watch in hand. ‘Come along, ladies. You’re being paid to work, not stand here gassing!’ They all liked Curley, looking on him as a father figure.

‘Cathy Ford has got engaged!’ Mary Hastie blurted out.

‘Oh, has she indeed!’

‘Show him the ring Cathy,’ Christine prompted.

‘My, my!’ murmured Curley, studying the ring and nodding his approval. ‘So it’s cakes this afternoon is it?’ He was always bought a cake too.

‘Yes, Mr Curley,’ Cathy said.

‘Then mark me down for a slice of fruitcake. Now come along yous yins, if you’re not at your tables within thirty seconds I’ll be in line for getting my jotters.’

The girls scampered away, hurrying to their tables where they sat during their work-day, binding conductors with tape. The last thing they wanted was Curley to get the sack which he could easily have done if they were late starting, his superior Mr Lind being a holy terror who would just as soon fire you as look at you.

All through that day Cathy kept glancing at the ring winking and sparkling on her left hand, and every time she did a smile lit up her face.

*

That Friday night Cathy was putting on her make-up prior to going out with Bobby when there was a rap on the outside door.

‘I’ll get it,’ said John, glancing at the clock on the mantelpiece above the range. That would be the factor who called every Friday night for the rent. The factor was the owner’s agent, in this case a Mr Tressell. The owner was called Nicholson and he owned twenty-five closes in the street. As there were three houses, or apartments on each stairway, and each close consisted of five flights, that meant Nicholson owned a grand total of three-hundred-and-seventy-five apartments, ranging from single ends (one-room apartments) to three room and kitchens (four-room apartments). Nicholson was considered to be a small owner amongst the Glasgow landlords, who were a powerful and organised cartel. There were many far bigger.

Cathy powdered her face from a brass compact that had been a birthday present from her parents several years previously. She only wore make-up when going out in the evening and never during the day as some of the girls did. She thought that wearing it during the day ruined the complexion, of which she had a particularly good one.

She and Bobby were going to the pictures that night, though they hadn’t yet decided what they would see. They might go locally, or then again they might go into the town.

Cathy paused in what she was doing when she heard her father’s voice raised in anger. Looking over at Winnie sitting darning by the side of the range she saw that Winnie had paused also.

‘It’s the week for the gas rates,’ Winnie said softly.

Cathy nodded; that explained it. There was always a slanging match between John and the factor when the gas rates were collected.

The general rates John had to pay for their house consisted of the water and police rates, the poor rate – collected once a year – and the big bogey, the gas rates for stairhead lighting. The latter was a bone of contention because the factor collected it along with the rent, the two combined for the week of collection. The gas rates were paid four times a year – with the gas rates variable; the person paying the rent and rates having to take the rate factor’s word for it that that was what was owed.

Everyone knew the factors were on the fiddle, not only from the house renters but also at the other end with the municipality who were charged twenty per cent for the alleged difficulties of collection.

Many complaints had been made to the owners in the past but as nothing had ever been done about the complaints it could only be assumed that the owners were in on the fiddle, receiving a portion of whatever their factor, or factors, ‘creamed off’.

The outside door slammed with a ‘bang!’ and a fuming John came back in and threw himself into his chair.

‘It’s a liberty! A diabolical liberty!’ he said through gritted teeth.

‘How much this time?’ Winnie queried.

‘I’m only guessing mind – I can’t really say – but I think the bugger’s done us for about a bob. Maybe even a couple of coppers more.’

Winnie’s lips thinned in anger. You could buy a lot for a shilling. More for one and two.

‘Fair makes my blood boil,’ John muttered.

‘And there’s nothing we can do about it,’ Winnie stated.

John shook his head. ‘Not a damned thing.’

‘The whole system is corrupt, rotten through and through,’ Cathy said.

John glanced at his elder daughter. He couldn’t have agreed more.

‘What’s all this commotion about?’ Lily demanded, coming through from the other room where she’d been busy sorting out her tallboy.

‘It’s gas rates night,’ Winnie replied.

‘Oh!’ No more needed to be said.

With a final flourish Cathy finished her make-up. ‘Is it the dancing later?’ she asked Lily.

‘No, I’m going to stay in.’

That surprised Cathy. ‘What’s the matter, are you ill or something?’

‘No, I just prefer to stay in.’

‘Her pal’s winching, so she’s got no one to go out with,’ Winnie explained. Winching meant courting.

Cathy thought for a few seconds, then said. ‘You can come with Bobby and me if you like. It’s only the pictures you understand, but you’re welcome to come along.’

‘Not on your Nellie Duff, thank you very much!’ Lily retorted. ‘How do you think I’d feel with you two sitting there kissing and cuddling?’

‘Well, we wouldn’t if you were with us.’

‘I couldn’t bear to deprive you. But thanks for the offer anyway.’ She was touched by what Cathy had done.

A quarter of an hour later Bobby arrived and away he and Cathy went. After discussing it they decided to go local, the main feature at the cinema they chose being The Goddess of Sagebrush Gulch, a Biograph production starring Dorothy Bernard and Charles West.

Minutes after the big picture had started Bobby put his arm round her shoulders, and she laid her head sideways into the crook of his neck. Closing her eyes she thought how ecstatically happy she was: she couldn’t have been happier.

Wasn’t life grand? Wasn’t it just!

Once a month the girls in Cathy’s clique at Mavor & Coulson had a night out together. Usually this merely consisted of having a drink and a good old gossip, but that month Christine Drysdale had said she was going to arrange something different, and subsequently instructed the clique to come to her house where the ‘something different’ would take place.

Mary Hastie was the last to arrive at Christine’s. Two members of the clique hadn’t been able to make it: Sonja Moscrop because she was at home in bed with a bad dose of flu, and Effie Robertson (known as the quiet one) because her boyfriend had arrived in from a long voyage that afternoon.

A bottle of whisky, lemonade and some sherry had been purchased, the girls having chipped in the day before, and now they all sat sipping their various drinks, waiting expectantly to see what Christine was about to spring on them.

‘Come on Christine!’ Lorna McQueen urged. ‘We’re all agog.’

‘Aye, what is it? What have you lined up?’ Peggy Malone quizzed.

‘She’s not here yet, you’ll just have to wait,’ Christine replied mysteriously.

‘Who?’ Cathy probed, thinking this was exciting.

‘Just wait and see.’

The girls looked at one another, while Mrs Drysdale, Christine’s mother who was in on the secret, grinned at them. Mr Drysdale had been told to go out for the night and so had taken himself along to the Labour Club.

Clang!

‘That’ll be her now,’ said Christine, jumping to her feet, for the clang had been the door bell.

‘I wonder who it is?’ Kate Binnie whispered to Cathy.

‘Search me. Your guess is as good as mine.’ She was as intrigued, as clearly was everyone else.

‘At least it’s a bit different from the dreary old Clansmens’ Arms,’ Eileen Niven said to the pair of them – the Clansmens’ Arms being the pub they usually went to on their nights out.

Cathy and Kate both nodded, neither of them would have disagreed with that.

The elderly woman Christine ushered into the kitchen had a weatherbeaten face with a mouth that had shrunk in on itself through a combination of age and missing teeth. Her white hair was lank and greasy, pulled back and tied at the nape of her neck. Her clothes were extremely old and, like the woman herself, could have done with a right good wash. She was carrying a much battered and scarred Gladstone bag.

‘This is Mrs Gan,’ Christine announced. ‘A spaewife.’

Immediately a buzz went round the kitchen, a spaewife being a fortune teller who, often as not, was also a witch.

Mrs Gan had the look of Ireland about her, Cathy thought. And from her dress and the general demeanour was probably a travelling tinker of whom there were quite a number in Scotland.

‘Good evening,’ Mrs Gan said in a voice that was heavily accented, though the accent not particularly Irish or Scots, and made a mystical sign with her right hand.

‘Nobody is forced to go in and see Mrs Gan, only those who wish to,’ Christine said, doubting if there was anyone present who wouldn’t want her fortune told, which transpired to be right.

Christine then took Mrs Gan out of the kitchen and into the bedroom where a small table and two chairs had been set up for the spaewife and her clients.

‘I’ll explain to them what the arrangements are then send them through to you one after the other when you’re ready.’

‘Thank you, dear.’

‘Could you take a dram before you begin?’

‘That would be very nice, and most hospitable of you. Neat if you don’t mind.’

Christine went off to get the dram, and when she returned she found Mrs Gan sitting at the table with a crystal ball on a black plinth set before her. These had come from the Gladstone bag, as had the garish cloth covered in suns, moons, planets and various signs, and which had been placed over the table.

Christine laid the hefty dram to the side of Mrs Gan. ‘Just tell me . . .’

‘Five minutes,’ Mrs Gan interjected. ‘Give me five minutes to collect myself and prepare myself mentally, then send the first one through.’

‘Right. Fine.’

Mrs Gan made a vaguely dismissive gesture, and Christine left the room. As soon as Christine was gone Mrs Gan had a swallow of the whisky. Good stuff, she thought. A lot better than the poteen she was used to drinking. But then that only cost a fraction of what this did.

In the kitchen it had already been decided that Babs Tait would be first, followed by Pat Smith and Peggy Malone. Lorna McQueen was fighting back a fit of the giggles thinking all this a right hoot!

Christine went round collecting the per capita fee which was a very modest amount. The spaewife would be given the money at the end of the session.

‘Another drink?’ Kate asked Cathy.

Cathy shook her head. She would in a wee while, but not for now. When it came to drinking she liked to pace herself.

When the five minutes was up Christine took a suddenly nervous Babs through to the bedroom where Mrs Gan, who’d drawn the curtains and lit the two gas mantles in the meantime, was waiting for her. Christine left them, snicking the door closed behind herself.

Several of the girls had consulted spaewives before, stories of which they now related while the others listened avidly. Eileen Niven was telling about one she’d visited in Dunoon when Babs returned.

‘How was she?’ Christine asked eagerly in a whisper.

‘Fabulous.’

‘What did she say?’ Kate demanded.

‘Before we hear I have to send Pat through,’ Christine said.

‘Here we go then,’ said Pat, rising.

‘Good luck!’ Lorna whispered.

When Pat was gone Babs launched into her story.

It was almost an hour later when Cathy’s turn came. ‘On you go then,’ Christine said, giving her the nod.

Cathy found her palms were sweating while her breathing was shorter and sharper than it had been. Don’t be daft! she told herself. The door to the bedroom was closed. Knock or just enter? she wondered. She went in without knocking.

Mrs Gan looked up, and into Cathy’s eyes. Her own blue ones were piercing in the extreme, something Cathy hadn’t noticed when the spaewife was in the kitchen.

‘Sit down,’ Mrs Gan instructed.

Cathy sat facing the spaewife across the table, and folded her hands in her lap.

‘Your name is?’

‘Cathy. Cathy Ford.’

Mrs Gan took a deep breath, and closed her eyes. She made a pass over the top of the crystal ball, then another. She could murder a second dram, she was thinking. She’d have this Cathy Ford relay the message on to the Drysdale lassie that she would appreciate her glass being refilled.

She muttered a gypsy incantation, then repeated it, this time injecting a slight tremor into her voice. The girl was wearing an engagement ring she’d noted, she’d start with that. The rest would be a concoction regarding the subjects all young girls wanted to hear about, with a few warnings here and there to spice up the tale.

‘It’s a true love match between you and your fiancé,’ Mrs Gan said, staring deeply into the crystal ball. ‘He worships the ground you walk on . . .’

Cathy also gazed into the crystal ball, and was it her imagination but did there seem to be things moving around inside? Nothing she could actually identify, just shapes swirling this way and that.

Mrs Gan wasn’t an out and out charlatan, there were occasions when she actually did have the ‘sight’. But those occasions had become fewer and fewer during recent years, and in the meantime she did have a living to make.

Mrs Gan went cold all over, icy prickles racing up and down her spine. She forgot all about the patter she’d been about to give Cathy, and continued to stare deeply into the crystal where pictures were beginning to form for her.

Her throat constricted at what she saw. What horrors were these? What terrible, terrible horrors?

Fire, fury, bloody slaughter. Death, agony, unbelievable privations. Men, countless men, lines and lines of them all walking, marching, into the very maw of hell itself.

Screams rent the air, and singing. And what sound was that? Tch! Tch! Tch! Tch! Tch! She couldn’t place it. There it was again, now dominating all other sounds. Tch! Tch! Tch! Tch! Tch!

Bullets, it dawned on her. That’s what those were, machine-gun bullets.

‘Ahh!’ Mrs Gan said suddenly, sitting right back in her chair. Her face had gone a pasty white, while her eyes were round and popping. What she had overseen had scared her almost witless.

‘What was it? What did you see?’ Cathy asked anxiously.

Mrs Gan laid a gnarled hand across her forehead and eyes, her heart was going nineteen to the dozen. What had she seen? Whatever, she wished she hadn’t.

The atmosphere in the room had gone chill, Cathy realised. Chill and clammy. It made her feel quite uneasy.

‘What did you see?’ she asked the spaewife again.

To tell or not? No, Mrs Gan decided. She’d keep those horrors to herself and spare the girl. But she shuddered to think what lay ahead for Cathy Ford, and not only Cathy, but for multitudinous others.

‘Are you all right?’ Cathy demanded, for the spaewife looked decidedly unwell.

‘Nothing to do with the crystal ball,’ Mrs Gan replied, removing her hand from her forehead and eyes, and smiling. ‘Just a slight funny turn. I get them from time to time.’

Cathy wasn’t at all convinced. ‘Are you sure about that?’

‘Certainly I’m sure. What I did see was all good. You and your fiancé have a shining future ahead of you. With three children.’

‘Three!’ Cathy exclaimed, delighted.

‘Aye, three. I couldn’t exactly make out whether it was two boys and a girl, or the other way round. Let’s have another look shall we?’

Mrs Gan had to steel herself to gaze again into the crystal ball, but this time there was nothing there. Only emptiness.

‘Two boys and a lassie,’ she said firmly after a while. ‘Two handsome boys and a bonny lassie.’

She didn’t forget to ask Cathy to have a dram sent through to her. If she’d needed one before, she needed one an awful lot more now. She still felt sick with fear at what she’d overseen. She hoped she never saw anything like it ever again.

Purdon Street was off Dumbarton Road, which was the main artery running through Partick, and not all that far from where Cathy now lived with her parents and sister. The empty house she and Bobby were in had a room and kitchen on the third floor.

‘All it needs is a bit of distemper,’ Bobby said, gazing round.

It wasn’t a bad house at all, Cathy thought. The previous owners had looked after it. ‘But do we need a room and kitchen? Why not just a single end? There’s only the pair of us after all, and a single end would be cheaper.’

‘I can well afford a room and kitchen,’ he replied, ‘so why not have the extra space? And I hope it’s not too long before the first of those children the spaewife predicted for us arrives.’

Cathy laughed. Truth was, so did she. ‘There’s a couple in our street brought up six weans in a single end. Talk about being crowded!’

‘I’ve heard of worse than that,’ Bobby said – overcrowding being endemic in the Glasgow tenements.

‘It’s only a pity this doesn’t have an inside cludgie,’ Cathy murmured wistfully. She would have given her eye-teeth for that, but there were few tenements in Partick that did boast inside toilets.

‘Aye well, you can’t have everything. But come here and look at this.’ And with that he took her by the hand and drew her to the kitchen window.

‘The coalyard I work out of,’ he said, pointing to the left.

Cathy immediately recognised the coalyard which she’d only ever seen from ground level before. There were the stables where the horses were kept, and to the rear a great mound of loose coal waiting to be bagged.

He went on. ‘Couldn’t be more convenient, eh. Downstairs, round the corner and that’s me there. And when you are at home with the family you’ll be able to wave me away on my cart in the morning. I’ll look up every time we go through the gates and give you a wave at the window.’

What a lovely idea, Cathy thought. It would give her great pleasure, and satisfaction, to be able to wave him off in his horse and cart every morning.

‘That settles it then,’ she declared. ‘We’ll take the house.’

‘I knew you’d like it.’

She gazed down at the yard, picturing him coming out of the gates on his horse and cart and her standing on that very spot waving to him, and him waving back, The image conjured up in her mind brought a warm glow to her insides.

‘Let’s get back to the factor and tell him we’re taking the house,’ she said.

‘A kiss first,’ he smiled, catching her in his arms.

She pretended to try and push him away. ‘Och there’s no time for that!’

‘There had better be always time for a kiss.’

‘You’ll get tired of the kissing after we’ve been married a while,’ she teased.

He shook his head. ‘Never.’

‘I’m telling you . . .’ Her words were smothered when his lips pressed against hers. Oh, but he was a smashing kisser her Bobby. His kissing made your toes fair curl up. And lots more. Aye, a lot, lot more.

Never. She hoped he was right.

As she hurried along, Cathy was going over in her head the prices the printer had quoted her. The wee firm of Dickson & MacKay had come highly recommended, nor had she been disappointed in the samples shown her, or the prices quoted.

At one point she had been tempted to have her wedding invitations embossed the way posh folk had their invitations done, but in the end had decided against that as a self-indulgent extravagance, and quite unnecessary expense.

Although adjacent to Partick, Hillhead and Kelvingrove weren’t areas she knew very well. A lot of university students lived hereabouts, and middle-class professional people.

She paused for a moment to take her bearings, and that was when she spotted it. A bookshop.

It was like iron to a magnet, she just had to go over and have a look in the bookshop window. She’d adored books since learning to read, and nearly always had one on the go. She’d been on first name terms with the librarians at the local library for years.

She gazed into this Aladdin’s cave (which could have done with a bit of dusting she noted) staring at the treasures within.

And then the idea came to her. She’d been searching the shops in Partick and the town trying to find something special to give Bobby on their wedding night, a wedding present from her to him.

So far she hadn’t been able to find anything that had struck her as right. She’d considered cufflinks, and a wallet, but neither these or anything else had been ‘special’ enough. If she could find the right book, one that he would like, that could be the answer.

She would go inside, she decided. Knowing full well she would have gone in anyway without the idea. She wouldn’t have been able to stop herself from doing so.

The door tinged as she opened it, and immediately the delightful smell of books, old and new, assailed her nostrils. A smell similar to that at the printer’s, yet different somehow.

The man at the desk was sitting hunched over, reading a book open before him. His eyes flicked up to regard her steadily from behind the gold-rimmed glasses he was wearing, then the eyes dropped again to the book.

Somewhere in the shop a clock was ticking, the only sound to be heard. Tick-tock! Tick-tock!

She didn’t know why, for they both contained books and had that bookish ambience, but bookshops were better than libraries. Perhaps, and this was a new thought to her, that was because you kept those books you purchased from a bookshop (broadly speaking that is), whereas you had to return those you borrowed from a library. Yes, she thought, that could well be it. Or, to put that another way, bookshops were personal, libraries a mere service.

KIPPS by H.G. Wells. Her hand closed over the red-bound book, published, she saw glancing at its spine, by Collins, a good Glasgow firm.

BOOK 1, she read, THE MAKING OF KIPPS. CHAPTER I. THE LITTLE SHOP AT NEW ROMNEY.

She knew the story, having read the book several times in the past. Would Bobby like it though? she wondered. She wasn’t at all sure he would.

She read the introduction by Edward Shanks, then looked back to where she’d taken the book from to see if Love and Mr Lewisham was also there, which she hadn’t read, But it wasn’t.

Not Kipps, she decided. Not for Bobby. She moved slowly down the bookshelves (all needing a bit of a dusting like the window display), her eyes sliding from title to title, a half-smile having settled on her face.

‘Are you looking for anything in particular?’ a male voice inquired.

The inquiry startled her, she having been completely lost amongst this world of books; in a dwam, as Glaswegians say.

Not at all the usual kind of female I get in here, David Katzav was thinking to himself. Definitely working class; with those clothes she was wearing she couldn’t have been anything else.

Cathy turned round to discover the man who’d addressed her was the same one who’d been at the desk. He was taller standing up than he’d appeared sitting down. He had a kind face, but his eyes behind the gold-rimmed glasses, though keen and intelligent, had a tinge of sadness about them.

‘Nothing in particular,’ she replied. ‘I’ve been trying to find a special present for my fiancé and thought I might find it here.’

‘Ah! Your fiancé likes books, then?’

Her expression became sheepish. ‘Not all that much, I have to admit. I’m the one who does that. I think they’re magic.’

‘Magic,’ David Katzav repeated. What a marvellous word to describe books. He couldn’t think of a better. Magic, that’s precisely what books were. He regarded Cathy with new interest.

‘You’ve read extensively, then?’ he probed.

‘As much as I’ve been able to, and as widely as possible.’

‘And what is your favourite type of book?’

‘The novel, no doubt about it. And preferably one with a romantic theme. I could read books like that morning, noon and night.’

‘So, you’re a romantic then?’ he teased gently.

‘Aren’t most women, at heart? Unless it’s been knocked out of them.’

‘Knocked out? How?’

‘By life. The hardness of life.’

This girl, this young lady, was beginning to intrigue him. ‘There is certainly plenty of that in Glasgow,’ he answered.

If David Katzav was intrigued by Cathy, she was fascinated by him. His physical appearance was totally unlike what she was used to in men. The shape of his head for example, and sallowness of his skin. She’d never come across a Scot or Irishman with skin like it. He had a great beak of a nose, like a bird of prey she thought. And yet he exuded gentleness. His fingers were long and slim with nails that gleamed whitely at their tips. He was just so completely different, so . . . alien!

It was terribly forward of her she knew, impertinent some might have said but she didn’t think he’d take offence. ‘You’re not Glaswegian are you? Or Scots?’

‘I’m a Jew.’ he admitted. ‘From Lithuania.’

‘Lithuania!’ How exotic that sounded.

‘Do you know where Lithuania is?’

She had to cudgel her memory, recalling her geography. ‘Isn’t it north of Poland? North of Poland and facing Sweden across the Baltic Sea?’

He clapped his hands in glee. ‘Very good! Very good indeed!’ He was most impressed.

‘I enjoyed geography at school. And history. But most of all I enjoyed writing compositions. That was great.’

She might be working class, but then so too was Robert Burns, he reminded himself. ‘You’re a writer yourself then, maybe?’

‘No!’ she laughed. ‘Compositions were my limit. I work for Mavor & Coulson, an engineering firm.’

He nodded his head in acknowledgement. ‘I’ve heard of them. A big firm.’

Cathy laughed again, tickled at the idea of him thinking her a writer. ‘I haven’t met them but I know we’ve got some Jews in Partick. They seem to be well liked from what I’ve heard.’

‘If only that was the case the world over,’ David Katzav sighed, remembering the dark days in Lithuania before his family had fled the country. Dark days and darker deeds that would haunt him for the rest of his life.

‘Do you own this shop?’ Cathy asked.

‘I do.’

She glanced around. ‘It must be marvellous to own a bookshop. Working here mustn’t be like working at all. More like a permanent holiday.’

‘Most pleasant. I agree. Though not very lucrative I’m afraid to say. However, I get by and that’s the main thing.’

Cathy reached over to pick out a copy of The Old Curiosity Shop by Charles Dickens. The copy was an extremely old one, the pages inside brown and mottled. This was also published by Collins of Glasgow.

‘Do you like Dickens?’ David Katzav inquired.

‘He’s all right. But I much prefer Robert Louis Stevenson. My favourite of all his novels is Catriona.’

‘You know I’ve never read that. I must get round to it,’ David Katzav said.

‘Oh you must!’

His lips twitched. ‘It’s a love story, is it not?’

‘Very much so. But like all good love stories there’s a lot more to it than just the love interest. There’s adventure, and intrigue, high drama and . . .’ She stopped in mid-sentence as the thought struck her. ‘You wouldn’t have a copy of Kidnapped in stock, would you?’ Catriona was the sequel to Kidnapped, the latter a man’s book if ever there was. Bobby would be certain to enjoy it.

David Katzav’s brow furrowed. ‘Yes. I believe I do,’ he said after a few seconds. ‘Come with me.’

He led her to another part of the shop where he used a small set of steps to get to the top shelf which was about three feet above his head when he was standing at floor level.

He came back down off the steps. ‘Not there. Perhaps along a little?’ he apologised, and nudged the steps along to his left. Swiftly he mounted the steps again. ‘Ah!’ he exclaimed almost at once. ‘Got it. And Catriona too.’

The books he handed Cathy were bound in leather with the name of the novel and author in large gold lettering on the front. The paper inside was crisp, the printing bold and clear. Each contained half a dozen excellent illustrations.

‘How much are they?’ Cathy queried.

‘Look at the end of each book. There should be a slip there with a price pencilled on it.’

They weren’t expensive at all, Cathy thought when she found the slips. Not when you considered they were bound in leather and in such pristine condition. ‘I’ll take both,’ she said. ‘Kidnapped, for my fiancé, and Catriona for myself. We’ll keep them side by side; a pair.’

She was most definitely a romantic, David Katzav thought to himself. ‘Side by side, like you and your fiancé, heh?’ he smiled.

She smiled back at him. ‘That was it precisely.’

‘I’ll wrap them for you,’ David Katzav said, thinking that this young lady had brightened up what until then had been a very dull and boring day. Side by side; a pair. He liked that.

He wrapped them in tissue paper, presenting them to her after she’d paid him and he’d given her change from the ornate brass till that stood to one side of his desk.

‘I’m glad you found that special present here,’ he said.

So was she. ‘Thank you for everything.’

‘Thank you. ‘Come again.’

‘I will. Now that I’ve found your shop you can be assured I will.’

Outside she stopped to take her bearings again, then crossed the road to continue on her way home to Partick. There she halted once more, and turned to look back at the shop she’d just left.

The Blackbird Bookshop, she now saw it was called. And there, on a narrow ledge above the fascia, a large stone carving of a blackbird in the process of launching itself into flight, from which clearly the bookshop derived its name.

How unusual, she thought. You didn’t come across many stone carvings on buildings in Glasgow, and those you did were almost always gargoyles. At least that was so in her experience.

The Blackbird Bookshop, she thought. What a lovely place and equally lovely man. She would indeed be back.

‘Your turn to get the bevy in, china,’ Gordon Manson said to Bill Coltraine, who was sitting beside him. It was Bobby’s stag night and he was out with his pals from the coalyard, plus several other close friends including his brother Gavin who at nineteen was four years younger than him.

‘Aye, right. Pints and drams all round again is it?’ said Bill, coming to his feet.

‘Of course!’ cried out Jack Smart. He was already half cut, and having a whale of a time.

Bill lurched off.

‘This time tomorrow you’ll be a married man,’ Tim Murchison teased Bobby.

‘Aye,’ Bobby acknowledged.

‘And getting a bit of. . .’ Gordon Manson made a rude gesture with his arm, ‘before the night is over. Eh?’

Bobby blushed bright scarlet.

‘Nookie.’ Jack said, and laughed raucously.

Gavin grinned at his brother who was squirming. He wasn’t prone to blushing as Bobby was. Their wee brother Mathie was a blusher as well.

‘It’s a night you’ll not forget in a hurry,’ Colin Baker said, giving Bobby a lewd wink. He’d got married the year before to a lassie from Whiteinch.

‘Do you mean you haven’t tried that bed you’ve bought yet?’ Greg Wylie asked, and sniggered. He knew fine well that Bobby hadn’t.

‘No, I have not!’

‘What’s wrong with you, man? You’re no’ scared are you?’

Bobby knew it was all good-humoured teasing, and the usual for a stag night, but he was right embarrassed nonetheless. ‘No I’m not,’ he mumbled in reply, wishing Gavin wasn’t there, which made the whole thing all the worse.

‘I remember the first time I saw a woman naked,’ Tim Murchison said, a faraway gleam in his eyes. ‘I swear to God I thought my heart was going to stop at the sight of her. I tell you true, yon was the most beautiful sight in the world.’

‘What woman was this then?’ Bobby queried, for Tim wasn’t married.

Tim tapped his nose. That’s for me to know and you to wonder about. I’ll just say this though, she was a married woman whose hubby was, and still is as far as I know, in the army.’

‘Look at that, would you!’ Gavin exclaimed, and gave a soft whistle.

The female in question had come swaggering into the pub in the company of another, and not as pretty, female.

‘A couple of tarts,’ Sandy House said.

‘Let me put it this way,’ Gavin replied quickly. ‘Tart or not I wouldn’t crawl over her to get to you.’

They all laughed.

‘Here’s to Cathy Ford! You’ve got yourself a good one there! One of the best!’ Colin Baker toasted, gesturing with his glass at Bobby.

‘One of the best!’ others repeated.

‘Although what she sees in him, I don’t know,’ Gavin said cheekily in an aside.

‘Watch it, you!’ Bobby retorted.

There was a bit more banter, then Bill was back carrying a large tray sagging with drink. ‘Here we are, lads,’ he cried, setting the tray before them, others having quickly made space for it.

‘Should we try and get those two over? I wonder how much they charge?’ Tim Murchison said, referring to the tarts.

‘Do you think they really are on the game?’ Gordon Manson queried, not at all convinced that they were.

‘Of course they are. Look at them for crying out loud! If they’re not whores I’m the Sultan of Punjab.’

‘Hey!’ exclaimed Sandy House, clicking his fingers. ‘How about we all chip in and give Bobby a stag night to really remember. A wee bit practice you might say, before tomorrow night.’

‘A dry run you mean?’ laughed Colin Baker.

‘I hope the hell not dry!’ Sandy House quipped back, which produced a huge roar of laughter.

The only one not laughing was Bobby who was alarmed in the extreme at what was being suggested. ‘No, no, no,’ he declared firmly, shaking his head. ‘You can forget anything like that for me. I’m not on.’

‘I’m sure you’d enjoy it,’ Kenny Tamm said, knowing damn well he certainly would.

‘I don’t wish to know about any tarts, and that’s final,’ said Bobby.

‘Be that as it may,’ Tim Murchison chipped in, reluctant to let this go, ‘let’s get them over anyway. I’m sure they’d be amenable to us buying them a drink.’

‘Aye, let’s do that,’ agreed Bill, and burped. He liked this idea.

‘I’ll speak to them,’ said Gavin, rising.

‘No. I don’t think . . .’ Bobby began to protest, but Gavin had already left the table.

‘Cheers!’ toasted Bill, raising his whisky.

‘Cheers!’ the others responded.

‘In a one-er now. In a one-er!’ And with that he threw his whisky down his throat, his companions feeling obliged to follow suit. It was a celebration after all.

‘He’s got them. Your brother’s got them!’ Gordon Manson exclaimed excitedly to Bobby.

Gavin had, Bobby saw now. And he was bringing the two tarts over.

After introductions had been made – the prettier of the two was called Josie, the other Agnes – Gavin insisted they sit beside Bobby, one on either side.

‘So you’re getting married tomorrow,’ Josie purred to Bobby, curling long fingers round his upper arm. ‘How very interesting.’

‘I’ll get another round in,’ Gavin grinned.

The long fingers dropped from Bobby’s upper arm to come to rest lightly on his thigh.

Bobby shot his brother a murderous look that only made Gavin grin all the wider.

Cathy glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece above the range. Only seventeen hours to go and she’d be Mrs Bobby McCracken.

‘Nervous?’ Winnie asked. She and Cathy were alone in the kitchen, John and Lily being out.

Cathy shook her head.

‘It would be quite natural if you were. I remember I was shaking like a leaf the night before I married your father.’

‘Honestly Ma, I’m not.’

‘Everything will be hunky-dory, I promise you.’

If anyone was nervous it was her mother, Cathy told herself. ‘I’m sure it will.’

‘When your da organises something you can bet your boots it’s well organised,’ Winnie went on.

‘That’s true enough.’

‘And when you get back to Purdon Street a week on Sunday night you won’t have to worry, I’ll have a fire waiting for you and all the necessary in for you to make yourselves a meal.’ Cathy and Bobby had booked themselves into a wee hotel at Largs where they’d be honeymooning for a week.

‘It’s only a pity we’re getting married at this time of year, but there we are,’ Cathy said.

Winnie nearly replied flippantly that even if it was freezing out, the pair of them would be able to keep one another warm, but bit that back. Her hands flew, making her needles go clack clack clack.

‘Is there . . . Is there anything you want to ask me? Anything I might be able to advise you on?’ Winnie said softly, staring hard at her knitting. There! She’d finally come out with it. Something she’d been trying to do for weeks now.

Cathy realised immediately what her mother was driving at, and was completely taken aback. Apart from how to deal with menstruation, and what that was about, her mother had never before offered to discuss anything that might be considered intimate with her. She’d learned about the facts of life on the street and at school like everyone else she knew. Not one of her friends and acquaintances had been told the facts of life by his or her parents. They were just something you picked up as you went along.

There were a number of practical details Cathy would have loved to ask about, but now the opportunity had presented itself she couldn’t bring herself to do so. Not in a million years. It would be just far too embarrassing. ‘No, nothing,’ she muttered in reply.

Winnie heaved a sigh of undisguised relief. Thank goodness for that! She felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from her shoulders. ‘That’s fine then . . .’, she said, laying her knitting aside. ‘Now how about a nice cup of tea?’

‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘No, you sit where you are and let me.’

Winnie started to hum as she filled the kettle at the sink. It hadn’t hurt her on her wedding night, and she was sure it would be the same with Cathy. And once that was over with, everything else was plain sailing.

Nothing at all to worry about.

*

‘Listen!’ said Rob McCracken, laying the newspaper he’d been reading on his lap.

His wife Ina cocked an ear. ‘Somebody singing. In the closemouth it sounds like.’

They both listened to the ragged, discordant bellow that was now booming up the close. Ina caught the words to one line of the song being sung, and clapped a hand over her mouth.

‘They can’t sing that in the close!’ she exclaimed, taking the hand away from her mouth. ‘It’s filthy!’

It most certainly was, Rob thought to himself. It was a dirty song he hadn’t heard in years. ‘I think the boys are home from the stag night,’ he said.

‘Our Gavin and Bobby singing a song like that! I don’t believe it!’

Rob shot her a sideways glance that was filled with amusement. Did she think they were still wee tykes kicking a ball round the back courts? They were both grown-up men.

‘What will the neighbours say?’ Ina whispered.

‘Nothing at all. They all know it’s Bobby’s stag night. And don’t try and tell me our neighbours haven’t heard songs like that before now. They’d be liars if they said they hadn’t.’

Another line of song rang clearly out, the words making Ina wince.

‘I’d better let them in. If they’re as drunk as they sound it’ll probably take them an hour to get a key in the lock,’ Rob said, getting up out his chair.

Ina also rose intending to accompany him to the front door.

‘What a state!’ Rob laughed when he and Ina were out on the front landing. Bobby, Gavin, Sandy House and Tim Murchison were on the landing below, Bobby being supported by Gavin and Sandy, who each had an arm round his waist with his arms draped over their shoulders.

Bobby looked up and squinted, trying to focus. He hiccuped and hiccuped again.

‘Wheest, you lot!’ said Ina anxiously, gesturing the singers, Gavin, Sandy and Tim, to be quiet.

‘Shhh!’ said Tim, taking this up, and placing a finger over his lips.

Gavin and Sandy finished on a rousing note; it was the end of the song anyway.

‘You appear to have had quite a time of it,’ Rob smiled, thinking that was an understatement if ever there was one.

‘Smashing time. Absolutely smashing!’ Bobby hiccuped.

‘Pished as farts.’ Sandy House said.

‘We’re helping Bobby home,’ Tim Murchison explained quite unnecessarily, and fell back against the wall.

A foolish expression lit up Bobby’s face. ‘Hello Ma! Hella Da!’

‘I’ll give you a hand,’ said Rob, coming down the stairs to the landing below.

Bobby partially disentangled himself from Gavin and Sandy, to lean on Rob.

‘You know something, Da?’ he slurred.

‘What son?’

‘They couldn’t get me. They tried their damnest but couldn’t get me.’

‘Who couldn’t?’

‘The two whores.’ He hiccuped again, then glanced at Ina who was looking aghast.

‘Couldn’t get me, and you know why?’

‘Why son?’ Rob asked.

‘Because I love Cathy that’s why. Because I love my Cathy.’ And having made that declaration he passed out.

‘Cathy,’ he mumbled as they dragged him upstairs. ‘Oh, Cathy!’

The gas popped as Cathy lit it, and pale yellow light flooded the kitchen. She then lit the mantle at the other end of the range, and the light grew brighter.

It had been just after eleven pm when she’d slipped out of the house to come to her own in Purdon Street. She wasn’t at all tired, and knew it would be hours yet before she was able to go to sleep. As she’d told Winnie, she wasn’t nervous but she was certainly becoming excited. Excitement that was rapidly growing within her like a flower opening to the day.

She and Bobby had done so well, she thought. All their relatives, friends and neighbours had been so tremendously generous in their wedding presents. The show of presents she’d had the previous week was certainly the best she’d ever seen.

The house still smelled of distemper and paint, she thought. Bobby and his brother Gavin had done a grand job of redecorating, and had done the house throughout.

The curtains that hung at the window she’d made herself, as she had the ones in the bedroom, That had been a big job, but hadn’t taken her too long once she’d got stuck in.

She ran a hand slowly over the top of the mantelpiece, then slowly back along the gleaming brass rail that hung below it.

Besides the distemper and paint she could also smell the new linoleum that had been laid. A very comforting smell, she thought. A homey one.

Taking her time, she went through the house, looking, touching, thoroughly enjoying herself.

She was still there when the wag-at-the-wa’ clock – a present from the girls at Mavor & Coulson – chimed the hour, ushering in the new day.

Her wedding day.

‘How do you feel?’ John asked Cathy as their hired motorcar approached the church.

‘How do you?’

‘A bit keyed up shall we say. I’ll be glad when the church business is all over and we can get down to the wheeching and dancing.’

She laughed. ‘I’m looking forward to the wheeching and dancing too, but not as much as the service.’

He understood that. ‘No,’ he said, nodding his head. ‘You wouldn’t be.’

Reaching over he took her hand in his and gently squeezed it. Suddenly he had a lump in his throat that seemed the size of an ostrich egg.

Bobby felt terrible, but not nearly as bad as he had when he’d woken that morning. Thank God for the Worcestershire Sauce concoction his father had made him, and insisted he swallow every last drop of.

He was sweating again, he realised. He didn’t know whether that was as a result of the heat in the church or the amount of booze he’d swallowed the night before. (Talk about having a good bucket, that had been a bucket and a half!) Probably the latter he decided, giving his forehead a quick mop with his hanky.

He glanced at Gavin who was acting as his best man, and hoped Cathy wasn’t going to be much longer. This waiting, particularly feeling as he did, was awful.

‘Here Comes The Bride’ . . . The organist went crashing into the tune, announcing Cathy’s arrival at the top of the central aisle. Behind Cathy and John, whose arm she was holding, were the bridesmaids, Lily, Kate Binnie, and Sandra McCracken, Bobby’s wee three-year-old sister.

The minister rose from where he’d been sitting close to the bottom of the pulpit, and so too did Bobby and Gavin, taking up their places in front of the spot where the minister now positioned himself.

Bobby turned to look at Cathy, and the sight of her nearly took his breath away. Every girl should look beautiful on her wedding day, and Cathy was most certainly that. She was a shimmering ivory-coloured confection out of which two gorgeously beguiling hazelnut eyes sought and fixed on his own.

He smiled at her, and she smiled back. He was the luckiest man alive, he told himself. The luckiest man alive.

When she joined him the ceremony began.

The moment Cathy and Bobby appeared out of the church they were showered in confetti from wellwishers.

The various motorcars that had been hired were lined up, waiting to transport the immediate family on both sides to the reception which was being held in a Co-operative hall – but first photographs had to be taken.

‘Smile!’ called out the photographer when the wedding party was assembled and that was followed by a flash. A number of photographs were taken, the final one of Cathy and Bobby alone, and then that was over and they could escape to the cars with Cathy and Bobby to go off in the lead car.

A great many children from the surrounding streets had foregathered, eager for the ‘scramble’ that traditionally took place on these occasions.

‘Hard up! Hard up!’ the children cried, milling round the car door, jockeying for position after Cathy and Bobby had got in.

‘Watch none of you get run over!’ a woman shouted from outside the throng of heaving children.

‘Hard up! Hard up!’ They would only stop their chant when money was thrown.

Bobby had a pocketful of change, brought along for this very purpose. He now scooped it into his hand and threw it over the heads of the nearest children. As the car moved off they left the children scrambling on the pavement for the cash.

Every car in the line was subjected to the same treatment of ‘hard up! hard up!’ and every car had money thrown from it. When the last car had gone the children pronounced their verdict amongst themselves. It had been a ‘rare’ scramble. The families involved hadn’t been meanies.

Aye, good luck to the bride and groom!

‘May I have the pleasure?’ asked Big Tosh of Cathy, who was standing talking to relatives of Bobby. Bobby himself was up dancing with an ancient aunt of his, Aunt Bet from Coatbridge. Big Tosh’s face was flushed and there was a slight glaze to his eyes.

‘Of course,’ Cathy replied, pleased to dance with her cousin. Cathy excused herself, then they walked over to where the dancing was taking place and immediately joind in. The dance was a waltz.

‘You look as though you’re enjoying yourself,’ she smiled.

‘I am that. Your father has been very generous with the bevy. Hasn’t stinted in the slightest.’

‘Have you had some of the food?’

‘A large plate of tatties and boiled ham, thank you. And right tasty the ham was too.’

Wee Tosh went swirling past, dancing with Christine Drysdale, all Cathy’s pals from Mavor & Coulson having been invited. As he went by he called out, ‘Save a dance for me, Cathy!’

‘Hmmh!’ sniffed Big Tosh, and swung Cathy round so that her back was to his brother.

‘Have you two had another barney?’ she demanded.

‘We’re not speaking if that’s what you mean,’ Big Tosh replied huffily.

She wanted to laugh, but didn’t. ‘What’s happened now?’

‘I don’t wish to talk about it if you don’t mind. He isn’t worth talking about.’

‘That serious eh?’

‘He’s contemptible, my brother. Absolutely contemptible.’

Big Tosh wouldn’t be drawn any further on the subject, and was chatting in general about the reception when the waltz ended. They were both applauding the band when Winnie appeared at Cathy’s side.

‘Time to get changed and go Cathy,’ she said quietly. She, with Lily and Kate Binnie helping, had already laid out the clothes Cathy would be changing into in an ante-room.

Cathy caught sight of Bobby, who had Gavin speaking to him. He would be being told it was time to go as well.

‘Right then, Ma.’

She turned again to Big Tosh but before she could speak he said, ‘You run along now. Just remember, everyone wishes you all the happiness there is. But I’m sure you know that.’

She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Make certain you come and see me away.’

‘I will.’

She and Winnie left the dancefloor while Big Tosh went off in a different direction, heading for the bar.

Cathy burst out laughing to see what they’d done to the motorcar. Old boots, shoes, tin cans and even a corset had been tied to the rear bumper. A square of cardboard with the words JUST MARRIED had been fixed to the spare wheel.

‘I might have guessed,’ Bobby said to Gavin, who’d been behind this.

‘I had help you know. We all wanted to see you off properly, in style.’

‘Well, an old corset is certainly style,’ Cathy chipped in, still laughing.

‘All aboard that’s going aboard!’ Tim Murchison said, opening the car door and bowing low.

‘Goodbye Ma, goodbye Da,’ Cathy said to her parents, and swiftly gave them each a hug and kiss. After them there was the same for Lily, Kate Binnie and wee Sandra, Bobby’s little sister, who’d been the third bridesmaid.

Winnie started to cry, huge tears welling from her eyes to go running down her cheeks. John put an arm round her, and pulled her close.

There was more hugging, kissing and shaking of hands – with a few ribald pieces of advice being shouted out – then Cathy was in the car and seated, and Bobby beside her.

The driver engaged gear, and they moved off, the car getting a loud ‘hooray!’ when it backfired, en route to the Central Station to catch their train.

Cathy and Bobby continued waving until the car turned a corner, and those they’d been waving to were lost to view.

‘That’s that then,’ she smiled.

‘Aye, that’s that.’

It gave Cathy the thrill of her life when they got out at the station and the driver called her Mrs McCracken, the very first person to do so.

She made Bobby give him an extra large tip because of it.

Bobby lay in bed awaiting Cathy’s return from the corridor toilet. He’d raked up the fire before getting into bed so that it was burning brightly, turned off the gas but left on the oil lamp that was standing on the table by his bedside, Also on the table were a bottle of whisky and two glasses, one of the glasses, his, with a large dram in it.

Taking up his glass he had a sip, then another. He didn’t taste a thing. Cathy had got undressed and into her nightie and dressing gown while he was at the toilet, he’d got undressed and into the brand new pyjamas he’d bought for the occasion while she was there.

The door opened, and she was back, a funny strained smile on her face. ‘Shall I lock the door?’ she asked.

‘I suppose you’d better.’

The small brass bolt sliding home sounded ten times louder than it normally would have done.

‘I raked up the fire,’ he said, a husk having come into his voice.

‘Good.’

She glanced at her side of the bed, then at him, where Lily would normally have been.

‘Would you like some whisky?’ he asked.

Dutch courage, she thought. ‘Yes, that would be nice, but only a small drop.’

He poured it for her, then turned to stare at her as she took off her dressing gown and draped it over a chair. Her nightie was snow white with tiny flowers sewn on the collar, and not nearly as long as the ones she normally wore.

‘Like it?’ she queried.

He nodded.

Her next move was into bed, she told herself. Not that she wasn’t eager for what lay ahead, she was. It was just . . . ‘Can I make a confession Bobby?’

‘Of course.’

‘Last night Ma kept asking me if I was nervous and I kept assuring her I wasn’t. Nor was I earlier, before the ceremony, during it or after. But I am now.’

‘You know something?’

‘What?’

‘So am I. Bloody terrified.’

His words were like a cork being taken from a bottle, and she immediately felt her nervousness begin to drain away. He was only her Bobby after all, her Bobby whom she so desperately loved. Why should they be nervous or embarrassed with one another? There was no need, none whatever.

‘Do you want me to take this off before getting in?’ she asked, touching her nightie.

‘Only if you want to.’

‘It would be easier.’

He nodded.

With her lower lip caught firmly between her teeth she slid the nightie up and over her head, then allowed it to whisper to the floor.

Bobby stared at her, thinking Tim Murchison had been right the night previously. It was the most beautiful sight in the world. Naked Cathy wasn’t as thin as she appeared with her clothes on, her breasts larger and fuller than he would have expected, her hips more round.

‘What about you?’ she said levelly

If she could do what she just had, then so too could he. Where she had led, he would follow. That didn’t stop his hand shaking as he laid her drink on the bedside table. He then got out of bed and moments later he too was naked.

‘I’ll have that whisky now,’ Cathy said, getting into her side of the bed while Bobby climbed back into his.

Their hands touched when he gave her the glass, and it was as if a zzzztt! of electricity passed between them.

Later, Cathy lay in the darkness filled with wonder, amazement, and feelings she’d never before experienced. She also felt for the first time in her life truly a woman.

‘Bobby?’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘I have no complaints. None whatever.’

For a few seconds he was puzzled by her saying that, then he recalled the conversation they’d had the day he’d proposed. ‘Me neither,’ he replied, laughing.

When they finally fell asleep, the muted glow from the now dying fire like a small red sun at the far end of the bedroom, they were holding hands.

And both were smiling.
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