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Several streets away Jack too was at a party, and not enjoying himself at all. It was always the same on Hogmanay: it depressed him. He might as well have been at a wake.

He drew on the cigarette he was smoking, and then had another swallow of beer. He dyspeptically eyed the gathering from which he had temporarily withdrawn by sitting in a corner, wondering if he should leave or hang on for a while longer. At least if he stayed he could continue to drink, which was something.

He found his mind turning to Lizzie McDougall, and dwelling on her. What was it about that girl which disturbed him so much? It was a question he’d asked himself many times, and to which he believed he knew the answer.

Lizzie was somehow different. Not like any of the other girls he was acquainted with. Not only different, but special. And a danger to him. Dangerous because she was the only girl he’d ever come across whom he’d consider settling down with.

It wasn’t that she was particularly attractive, or charismatic, or anything else. There was simply a quality about her that he’d never found elsewhere, though what that quality was he couldn’t say.

One thing was certain: he had no intention of letting Lizzie McDougall upset his plans for travelling abroad and seeing the world. Lizzie was a trap from which, if he allowed himself to become enmeshed, he’d never escape.
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To Tam and Angus
my sons
of whom I am extremely proud


Chapter 1

‘Sweet Jesus,’ Ethne McDougall muttered on her first sighting of Thistle Street. It was a dump, an absolute, and appalling, rubbish-strewn slum. A lump rose in her throat and threatened to choke her.

Ethne’s daughter Lizzie, sitting alongside, regarded the street with horror. ‘Oh, Ma,’ she whispered.

Damn you, Dougal, Ethne inwardly raged. It was because of him they’d been forced to come and live in this hell-hole. She vowed there and then she’d never forgive her husband as long as she lived. Never.

‘What’s the number?’ asked Mr Walker, the haulier who’d brought them and their belongings all the way down from the Highlands to the great ugly urban sprawl that was Glasgow.

‘Thirty-four,’ Ethne croaked.

Mr Walker flicked the reins and the horse continued on its way, the well-laden cart rattling over the cobbles.

‘It’s maybe not as bad as it looks,’ Lizzie said hopefully to Ethne, trying to kid herself.

Ethne shot Lizzie a glance which said she didn’t believe a word of it. If anything, Ethne reflected, it was probably worse.

Two middle-aged women with scarves tied round their heads, even though it was the height of summer, paused in their gossiping to stare curiously at them as they went past.

Lizzie wrinkled her nose in disgust. Thistle Street, like many they’d gone along since entering Glasgow, positively stank, reeking of chimney smoke, body odour, stale kitchen smells, human waste, and God knows what else.

‘Here we are,’ Mr Walker eventually announced, drawing up in front of number 34. This was his first visit to Glasgow and would certainly be the last, since he thought it was as awful as Ethne and Lizzie did. He couldn’t wait to get turned round and out of the place. In truth, apart from loathing the city, he sensed a menacing air about it that frightened him.

A few moments later a smiling Dougal appeared from the mouth of the close which was the entrance to their tenement. ‘There you are.’ He beamed. ‘I spotted you from the window. I was watching out for your arrival.’

Ethne remained silent as he helped her down on to the pavement; nor did she respond to the quick peck he gave her on the cheek.

‘It’s grand to see you again, lass,’ he went on. ‘I’ve missed you somewhat chronic.’

Ethne glanced into his face, and saw the sincerity there. She’d missed him too, but wasn’t about to say so.

‘So how was the journey down?’ he asked.

‘Long.’

‘Aye, well it was bound to be that. Tomintoul is a long way away.’

Mr Walker lit up a cigarette while this exchange was taking place, and sniffed disapproval of his surroundings. The sooner he was out of here the better.

Dougal turned his attention to the hovering Lizzie. ‘And how are you, my girl? You look in the pink.’

‘Starving, Dad.’

He pulled a face. ‘Well, you’ll have to wait a wee while longer before we can attend to that. Mr Walker and I have to unload this cart first and get everything upstairs.’

‘It wasn’t part of my fee to unload as well as load,’ Mr Walker protested. ‘There was never any mention of that.’

‘Oh, see sense, man. I can’t do it all by myself. You must have realised.’

‘I did nothing of the sort. I was contracted to load the cart and bring it here. Nothing more.’

‘If Doogie has to do it by himself with the help of me and Lizzie here then it’s going to take a lot longer than if you get stuck in,’ Ethne pointed out shrewdly. Mr Walker saw the sense in that, not wanting to stick around Thistle Street for a second longer than he had to.

‘For an extra half-crown perhaps?’ he tried to bargain.

‘Not a brass farthing more, Mr Walker,’ Ethne retorted sharply. ‘Your so-called fee is daylight robbery as it is.’

Mr Walker gazed up at the towering, to him anyway, soot-encrusted building. ‘What floor?’ he queried.

‘Top.’

Mr Walker groaned. Just his bloody luck! It would have to be that. ‘Then let’s get started,’ he grumbled.

‘You and Lizzie go on up. The door’s open,’ Doogie told his wife. ‘Top right hand side.’

‘Take something with you,’ Ethne said to Lizzie, grabbing hold of a rolled-up rug that was one of her prize possessions. Then she led the way into the dark maw that was the close.

The stairs she and Lizzie climbed were made of grey slate and concave in the middle from years of use. The walls were half tiled, in a cream and brown design that wasn’t wholly unattractive. Ethne was convinced she could smell damp.

Sure enough, the door to their apartment was open as Doogie had said, a cheap plate on the front proclaiming the previous occupants had been named Bell. Ethne would soon find out that Glaswegians always referred to such apartments as houses, albeit they were nothing of the sort. This one consisted of a bedroom and a kitchen, the kitchen doubling as a second bedroom. Lizzie stared in fascination at the recessed bed cut into one of the kitchen walls, thinking it looked like a small cave. She didn’t have to be told that was where she’d be sleeping. For some reason, maybe because she was fifteen, the idea appealed.

‘Filthy,’ Ethne declared, stony-faced. And she wasn’t exaggerating. God knows how long it had been since the kitchen was given a good clean. She was sure the bedroom wouldn’t be much better, and when she went into it she found that to be the case.

Meanwhile Lizzie had crossed to the kitchen window, wondering what the view was like. Her heart sank at the sight of a debris-strewn back court with overflowing bins at the end. What a contrast to the view from their kitchen window in Tomintoul. That had been glorious Highland countryside with the glimpse of a loch in the distance. During winter deer would come down off the hills, often almost right up to the cottage itself. Well, there wouldn’t be many deer here – mangy old cats, more like.

Gingerly Lizzie tried the pump at the sink and, to her relief, found it to be working, water gushing forth as she worked the handle.

‘What do you think?’ Ethne asked unnecessarily, coming back into the kitchen.

Lizzie shrugged, and didn’t reply.

Ethne closed her eyes for a few moments, fresh anger bubbling up inside her. If only Doogie hadn’t opened his big trap and insulted the laird’s wife this need never have come about. But Doogie, drunk as the proverbial skunk, had. And, worse, had done so in front of other gentry, friends of the laird. Perhaps, just perhaps, if witnesses hadn’t been present, Doogie might not have been given the sack and told he would never work in that area again, but the friends had been there and the inevitable retribution had swiftly followed. And the laird would not change his mind. It was well known he never did once having taken a decision.

‘Are you all right, Ma?’ Lizzie anxiously inquired, observing the expression on her mother’s face.

‘Of course I’m not,’ Ethne snapped back. ‘And surely it’s obvious why. Just look at this place. Just look at it!’ She shook her head in disbelief, and for the second time since they’d arrived in Thistle Street tears almost overwhelmed her. She felt such despair as she’d never before felt in her entire life.

‘We’ll just have to make the best of it,’ Lizzie commented sagely. ‘That’s all we can do, I suppose.’

Ethne took a deep breath and nodded her agreement. The lass was right. There was nothing else for it.

At which point a red-faced Doogie and a grumbling Mr Walker struggled into the apartment carrying the kitchen table.

‘Thank God that’s over,’ Doogie wheezed, and sank into a comfy fireside chair. ‘I’m whacked.’

Mr Walker, having been paid, had only just left them, having the graciousness to wish them luck before going.

Ethne eyed the kitchen range, thinking there was nothing she could do with that right now as there wasn’t any coal or kindling. ‘What time do the shops shut round here?’ she asked Doogie.

He shook his head. ‘Ages ago.’

Lizzie’s stomach rumbled loudly and complainingly from lack of food.

‘We’re going to have to eat something,’ Ethne declared. ‘I don’t know about you, but Lizzie and I haven’t had a bite since breakfast. And heaven knows that was only a couple of slices of buttered bread and tea from a dixie.’

Doogie yawned. It had been a hard day at work, on top of which he’d brought up all their stuff, some of it really heavy, from the street. He was well and truly knackered and could easily have fallen asleep there and then.

‘There’s a chippie just down the street,’ he announced. ‘I’ll give Lizzie money and she can run and get three fish suppers. How’s that?’

Ethne couldn’t see any alternative. ‘That’s fine then. Will the lass be all right?’

Doogie blinked. ‘How do you mean?’

‘She won’t be attacked or anything?’

That amused Doogie no end. ‘It’s Glasgow you’re in, not the Wild West. There aren’t any Indians lurking about outside waiting to scalp her. She’ll be right as rain.’

Ethne still wasn’t convinced. ‘Are you certain about that? Anybody with half an eye in their head can see how rough it is round here.’

Doogie sighed. ‘Take my word for it. It is rough, I grant you, but a lassie, even a single one on her own, is safe enough. A single chap maybe not so much, particularly if he isn’t known, but no one will harm a female. They’d probably be bloody murdered if they did.’

‘I’m not scared,’ Lizzie announced bravely, motivated by hunger more than anything else.

‘Good girl.’ Doogie fumbled in a trouser pocket to produce a florin which he passed over. ‘Now be off with you.’

‘You said down the street, Da. Is that to the left?’

‘Has to be as you didn’t pass it on the way here. Right?’

‘No, left,’ Lizzie teased, and hurriedly left them.

Ethne stared grimly at her husband as the outside door snicked shut. ‘Is this the best you could do?’

Doogie frowned. ‘How do you mean?’

‘This place. Couldn’t you find anything better? I mean, I wouldn’t expect pigs to live here.’

He shifted uneasily in his chair, knowing a row was about to happen. A row he’d been fully expecting. ‘It was difficult for me to look around, lass, what with being at work all day and everything. Can you understand that?’

Ethne continued staring grimly, and didn’t reply.

‘It’s handy for my job. I’ve only got about a five-minute walk and I’m there. It’s very convenient.’

‘Convenient, is it?’ she murmured scornfully, resisting the urge to cross over and slap his face.

‘And the rent’s cheap. There was that to take into consideration. I’m not exactly earning a fortune at the steelworks. More or less the same as Tomintoul except there the cottage came with the job.’

He did have a point, Ethne conceded to herself. But even so …

‘And please don’t start on about the laird again,’ Doogie begged wearily. ‘We’ve been all through that a thousand times. What happened happened, and there’s nothing I can do to change it. I know it was my own stupid fault, which I bitterly regret. If I could turn back the clock I would, only that’s not possible. You know how sorry I am.’

Ethne didn’t reply, just turned her head away so he couldn’t see her expression. She doubted he was half as sorry as she was.

‘Now tell me something about the journey down?’ Doogie asked quietly, hoping to change the subject. ‘All you’ve said is it was long.’

Ethne took her time in answering. ‘It wasn’t the most pleasant of experiences, as you can imagine. Camping out at nights under an open sky. Having to go behind a bush or tree to attend to the call of nature. And having to spend all that time in the company of Mr Walker, who’s the most miserable bugger you’ll ever come across. I’m convinced he kept trying to spy on Lizzie and me when we went to the toilet, especially Lizzie. He’s just the kind of sleazy sort to do so.’

‘Did you ever catch him at it?’

Ethne shook her head. ‘But I’m still certain that was what he was trying to do. Or may even have succeeded for all I know.’ She took a deep breath. ‘At least it never rained during any of our nights on the road. We were spared that.’

‘Well, you’re here now, safe and sound, which is all that matters,’ Doogie declared, attempting a smile.

Now it was Ethne’s turn to change the subject. She was genuinely curious. ‘You said in your letters that the hostel you’ve been staying in wasn’t bad. Is that true?’

Doogie decided to be honest. ‘No, it isn’t. It was terrible. Worse than that. Every night I was surrounded by drunks, homeless and the like.’ Despite himself he shuddered. ‘I was never more pleased than when I left this morning for good. And that’s a fact.’

There was a brief silence between them, then Ethne said in a quiet, somewhat strangulated voice, ‘It broke my heart to leave the cottage. To close the door behind me for the last time. We’d lived there all our married life. Brought up three children there. Been happy there. And now …’ She broke off. ‘And now this dump.’

Doogie literally squirmed with guilt, a guilt that had been steadily eating at his insides since he lost his job on the estate, further compounded when he’d arrived in Glasgow and discovered the reality of Scotland’s premier city.

‘I can’t disagree with you there,’ he said miserably. ‘For that’s exactly what it is.’

Ethne bit back an angry retort. ‘I’ll start to unpack a few of our things before Lizzie returns,’ she declared.

And swept from the kitchen.

‘Excuse me, didn’t you move into number thirty-four earlier?’

Lizzie looked at the girl directly ahead of her in the queue who’d turned and spoken. She nodded.

‘I saw you arrive. I’m your neighbour, by the way. We live just below you.’

‘Really?’

‘Aye, that’s right. I’m Pearl Baxter.’

Lizzie shook the offered hand, a bit taken aback. ‘And I’m Lizzie McDougall.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Lizzie.’

‘And you, Pearl.’

About her own age, Lizzie judged. Maybe a year or two older.

‘You’re not from Glasgow, are you?’

Lizzie shook her head. ‘How do you know?’

‘The accent. A dead giveaway.’

‘We’re from the Highlands, actually. Banffshire. A place called Tomintoul.’

‘Never heard of it. Is it nice there?’

Lizzie’s smile was almost beatific. ‘Wonderful.’

‘So why did you leave?’ Pearl queried.

‘My father got laid off and there wasn’t any other work to be had. He was told there was in Glasgow though, which is why we’re here.’ That might not be the whole truth, Lizzie reflected, but it was close enough. She had no intention of telling a complete stranger that her da had been sacked. Nor why that had happened.

‘That’s too bad – your da being laid off, I mean. So I suppose he’ll be looking for work now?’

‘He came down a while ago on his own and has found a job at Bailey’s steelworks. It’s me who’ll be looking for something next.’

Pearl eyed her speculatively. ‘What did you do up there?’

‘I milked cows, actually.’

Pearl burst out laughing. ‘You did what!’

‘Milked cows and helped out with the chickens.’

Pearl was still laughing as they shuffled nearer the counter. ‘You won’t find many cows round here. At least not the four-legged kind. And the only chickens you’ll come across are in the butcher’s shop. All nicely plucked and ready for the pot. If you can afford one, that is.’

‘What about yourself, Pearl?’

‘I’m a machinist. You know, sewing machines? We make clothes. Male, female, children’s. You name it. I’ve been there since leaving school.’

‘Sounds interesting.’

‘Bloody hard graft, I can tell you,’ Pearl replied, serious again. ‘But they’re a good bunch of women and we have a right laugh at times. As jobs go there are worse.’ She suddenly frowned. ‘Here, I’ve just had an idea.’

‘What’s that?’

Pearl told her.

‘You took your time,’ Ethne admonished Lizzie when she got back from the chippie.

‘There was a long queue, Ma. I had to wait my turn.’

‘And you didn’t have any trouble there and back?’

‘None at all. In fact I came home with someone I met in the queue. Her name’s Pearl Baxter and she lives directly below here with her parents.’

Ethne had already laid out plates on the table on which the fish suppers were now deposited. Without further ado they opened the newspaper wrappings and began to eat. Lizzie fell to with a will as she was ravenous. Starving hungry, as a Glaswegian might have said.

‘This is good,’ Doogie commented, half his fish already gone.

‘So you’ve met a friend already,’ Ethne said after a while.

Lizzie nodded. ‘Who’s come up with a suggestion about me getting work.’

‘Oh?’

‘She’s a machinist in a local factory …’

‘What sort of machinist?’ Ethne cut in.

‘Sewing machines. They make clothes.’

‘I see.’

‘Well, Pearl has suggested I go along this Friday and apply for a position as trainee. Apparently they’re advertising for a couple.’

‘Did she now,’ Ethne mused.

‘What sort of money do they pay?’ Doogie asked.

Lizzie shrugged. ‘Pearl didn’t mention.’

‘And how long does this training take?’

‘Until you learn what you have to. Not long, according to Pearl.’

‘What do you think, Ethne?’ Doogie queried, knowing it was his wife’s opinion that counted more than his own. She wore, and always had, the trousers in their family.

Ethne pursed her lips. ‘I’m not sure.’

‘It would be a bit different to milking cows and looking after chickens,’ Lizzie commented, and smiled. ‘Pearl thought it a right hoot I used to do that. Said the only cows I’d run into round here didn’t have four legs.’

Ethne also smiled, warming to the notion of Lizzie’s training to be a sewing machinist. A stroke of luck, really, if it worked out. ‘Why Friday in particular?’ she asked.

‘According to Pearl that’s the best day as everyone’s in a good mood with the weekend coming up. She says my chances, and anyone else’s, are higher than any other day when things can be a bit fraught. Particularly if they have a big order to complete.’

That made sense to Ethne. ‘Would you enjoy that sort of work, lass?’

Lizzie considered that. ‘I don’t know. What I do know is I must get something soon to bring money into the house.’

‘True.’ Ethne nodded. They could get by on what Doogie earned, but Lizzie’s pay packet had been of enormous help in the past.

‘There’s no harm in going along to see what’s what,’ Lizzie pointed out.

Ethne could only agree with that.

‘If I’m going I’ve to meet Pearl outside her house at quarter to eight. The people at the factory start at eight prompt.’

‘So this factory isn’t far away, then?’

‘Only two streets.’

‘I think you might have fallen on your feet, lass.’ Doogie beamed. ‘Lucky for you that you ran into this Pearl. What’s her surname again?’

‘Baxter.’

‘And they live directly below us?’

‘That’s right.’

Ethne sat back to let her food digest. She was dying for a cup of tea but couldn’t make one because the range was out.

Suddenly she was desperately tired. It had been a long, long day.

*  *  *

Doogie rubbed his hands together enthusiastically. ‘It’s going to be grand sleeping in my own bed again. The ones at the hostel were terrible – hard as bloody nails.’ None too clean either, he reflected, but didn’t say so in case it put Ethne off. She might imagine he’d caught fleas or something, which he hadn’t, he’d checked.

‘It will that,’ Ethne agreed. Sleeping on the ground hadn’t been much fun either.

Doogie went to her and took her into his arms. ‘You’ve no idea how much I’ve missed you, girl. It’s been a trial right enough.’

A trial that need never have come about if he’d only kept his big yap shut, she thought bitterly.

‘Have you missed me at all, Ethne?’

‘A little bit,’ she conceded.

‘Only that? A little bit?’

‘I’m dead beat,’ she prevaricated.

‘Don’t change the subject, woman. Only a little bit?’

There was that tone in his voice which she recognised of old, telling her what this was leading up to. Well, she was having none of it. He could go fly a kite as far as she was concerned. With a practised movement she squirmed free.

‘Ethne?’

‘What?’

‘I thought …’

‘Yes, I know what you thought,’ she interrupted, her tone steely. ‘And you’re wrong.’

‘Please, Eth?’

‘No. You can forget about that.’

‘But it’s been so long,’ he pleaded. ‘I’m absolutely rampant.’

‘I wouldn’t care if you were the bloody Lion Rampant itself. There’ll be none of that this night.’ Nor the next or the next, she vowed. Not the way she felt about him.

‘You’re being cruel,’ he accused.

‘Am I?’

‘You know you are.’

‘I know nothing of the sort, Dougal McDougall. All I do know is I want to sleep.’

‘It won’t take long, lass.’

She almost laughed to hear that. Of course it wouldn’t; it never did. ‘I said no, and meant it. All right?’

Doogie sighed deeply, and his shoulders slumped. ‘If that’s what you want.’

‘I do.’

Suffer, Doogie, she thought as she began undressing. And judging from his expression he was.

Lizzie lay tucked up in her ‘little cave’ as she’d already begun to think of the kitchen’s recessed bed. It was certainly comfortable, she reflected. And somehow comforting, too, being enclosed on three sides. Fortunately for her she wasn’t in the least claustrophobic.

Through the dividing wall she’d heard her parents arguing, or so it had sounded. But it had fallen silent now and she presumed they’d gone to bed.

What was life going to be like in Glasgow? she wondered. She shivered a little at the prospect, the great unknown that lay in front of her.

How she wished she was back in Tomintoul, working and living in the peace of the estate. She missed her older brothers Gordon and Stuart, whom they’d left behind, who also worked for the laird. Most of all she missed wee Mhairi, Gordon’s six-year-old daughter. Mhairi had been a great favourite of hers.

She just had to put the past out of her mind, she told herself. Remembering would only bring misery and discontent. For better or worse she lived in Glasgow now, horrible place that it was. She simply had to accept that and get on with it, though it was hard.

Hard indeed.

The next day Ethne answered the door to find a smiling woman roughly her own age standing there, a bucket at her feet.

‘Hello. I’m Mrs Baxter from below. I’ve brought you this pail of coal to tide you over till the man comes tomorrow.’

How very kind, Ethne thought. And the coal a right blessing.

She introduced herself and then invited Mrs Baxter in, apologising for the state of the house.

‘Why don’t you come down to me instead and have a nice cup of tea?’ Mrs Baxter suggested. ‘And I’ve just baked a sponge cake you might like to try.’

It was the beginning of an enduring friendship that would last through the years.


Chapter 2

‘If you sit here I’ll get you started. I’ll send someone over in a moment to explain things,’ Mrs Lang, the supervisor, said. She smiled encouragingly. ‘Don’t be put off by the din and clatter. You’ll soon get used to it.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Lang,’ a nervous Lizzie replied, thinking she’d never heard such a racket. There were at least a hundred sewing machines on the go at the same time, plus other machines whose functions she had no idea of.

A few minutes later Pearl joined her. ‘Surprise. They’ve picked me to teach you as we’re pals. Isn’t that a stroke of luck?’

Lizzie nodded, thankful for a friendly face amongst a sea of unknown ones of all ages.

Pearl sat down next to Lizzie. ‘I know it looks complicated, but it isn’t really. I’m sure you’ll soon get the hang of it. At least the simpler stuff, anyway.’

Lizzie wasn’t certain about that at all.

‘The main thing is not to be afraid of the machine,’ Pearl counselled. ‘I know I was, which was stupid really. Got that?’

Lizzie nodded again.

‘Right, pay attention. And don’t be afraid to ask questions about anything you don’t understand.’

Lizzie’s brow furrowed in concentration as Pearl began explaining what was what.

‘So, how did you get on?’ Ethne demanded anxiously when Lizzie arrived home that dinner time.

‘All right, I suppose.’

Ethne didn’t like the sound of that. ‘What do you mean, you suppose?’

‘Exactly that, Ma. I’ve only been there a few hours, don’t forget. There’s a lot to take in.’

Ethne began doling out a plate of mince and potatoes. ‘How long do you have, an hour?’

‘That’s right.’

Ethne placed the plate in front of Lizzie. ‘Then get that down you. There’s also bread and butter, as you can see.’

Lizzie started to eat, although she wasn’t all that hungry thanks to the butterflies still fluttering in her tummy.

‘One good thing is I’ve got Pearl to teach me,’ she declared between mouthfuls.

‘Whose idea was that?’

‘The supervisor’s. A Mrs Lang. She’s rather nice, actually, and well respected there. So Pearl told me.’

‘Uh-huh. And what about the factory itself?’

‘Huge. And very noisy.’ Lizzie suddenly laughed. ‘A lot different to Tomintoul, and that’s a fact.’

‘But you’ll be able to cope?’

‘I think so, Ma. It’ll just take a bit of getting used to, that’s all.’

‘Have you found out what the pay is yet?’

Lizzie told her.

‘Well, that’s fair, I should say. More than you earned on the estate.’

‘They sometimes go on what they call piece work,’ Lizzie explained. ‘That’s when instead of a weekly wage you get paid by each piece of work you do. It only happens occasionally, though, when they’ve got an extra large order they wish to rush through. Pearl says the machinists go like the absolute clappers when that happens as they can make extra money to what they normally earn.’

Just then Doogie arrived in from the steelworks. ‘It’s only me!’ he announced.

‘I can see that,’ Ethne replied sarcastically, dishing out a second plate as Doogie plonked himself on to a chair.

‘So how’s it going, Lizzie?’ he inquired, giving his daughter a beaming smile.

‘Fine, Da.’

‘Don’t you go bothering the lass. She’s just been through all that with me. She’s managing well enough.’ Ethne let out an exclamation as she set the plate in front of Doogie. ‘That looks painful,’ she declared, indicating a small but nasty-looking burn on his hand.

‘My own fault. I got careless and that’s what happened,’ he replied cheerily enough.

‘Is it sore?’

‘A bit.’

‘Do you want me to put a bandage on it?’

Doogie laughed. ‘Course not. I wouldn’t be able to work if you did that. No, just leave it. It’ll heal soon enough.’

‘Hark at the hero!’ Ethne retorted scathingly, making a mental note to get something from the chemist’s that afternoon to put on the burn later. She could see his point about the bandage but she was damned if she was going to let the burn turn septic on him. He wouldn’t be able to work then either.

At the end of the hour Lizzie was back at her machine with Pearl continuing the instruction. Gradually what Pearl was explaining to her was beginning to sink in.

‘And this is Mrs Wylie who lives across the landing from me,’ Dot Baxter declared, introducing Ethne to a small, white-haired woman.

There were five of them in Dot’s kitchen for tea. Dot and Ethne, of course, Mrs Wylie, Mrs Millar and Mrs Carmichael. The introductions now complete, Ethne took a seat while Dot busied herself at the range.

‘We get together like this every week for tea and a good old natter,’ Babs Millar informed Ethne. ‘I hope you’ll be joining us on a regular basis.’

‘That would be lovely. I’d be delighted to.’ What a friendly lot, Ethne thought. Having neighbours like these was going to make life a great deal easier.

‘Mind you, we all try but none of us can bake like Dot here,’ Jean Carmichael confided. ‘I certainly can’t come anywhere near what she so effortlessly turns out.’

‘Hush, you lot,’ Dot admonished. ‘You’re embarrassing me.’ She had indeed gone slightly pink, and everyone laughed.

‘You’re down from the Highlands, I believe,’ Babs Millar said, turning back to Ethne. ‘It must be quite a change for you here.’

‘A total change, in fact. I’ve never lived in a city before.’

‘I’ve never lived anywhere else,’ Jean Carmichael declared. ‘I certainly couldn’t imagine staying in the country. All that peace and quiet would drive me mad.’

‘Oh, it’s lovely,’ Ethne enthused. ‘But then, it’s what I was brought up to.’

‘Ethne’s daughter Lizzie is working with my Pearl,’ Dot chipped in. ‘Doing well, too, from what I understand.’

‘I worked at the same factory for a while, some years back,’ Chrissie Wylie informed Ethne. ‘But I had to give it up on account of my hands.’ She held them out and Ethne saw they were twisted and bent, the joints swollen. ‘Arthritis,’ Chrissie said sadly, staring at them.

Ethne pulled a sympathetic face. ‘How awful for you.’

‘The doctor says they’ll never get better. That I’m stuck like this for the rest of my life.’

‘She’s a martyr to them,’ Jean Carmichael stated softly. ‘Aren’t you, Chrissie?’

Chrissie nodded.

‘We all take turns helping her on washday,’ said Babs Millar. ‘Trying to be good neighbours, like.’

There was something in Babs’s voice which told Ethne she was supposed to volunteer to help as well, so she did.

‘That’s kind of you,’ Chrissie beamed. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’

The looks of approval on the other women’s faces informed Ethne she’d not only done the right thing but had been accepted into their circle. That pleased her enormously.

‘Do you know the latest about Helen McQuillan two closes down?’ Dot queried, pouring boiling water into her teapot.

‘She’s in the family way again,’ Jean Carmichael piped up. ‘I heard yesterday.’

‘And her already with eight weans,’ Dot commiserated.

‘She’s worn down to the bone as it is,’ Chrissie commented, shaking her head. ‘God knows how she’ll cope with another.’

‘Catholics, you see,’ Dot explained to Ethne. ‘Well, that says it all.’

‘Someone should have a word with that Billy,’ Babs sniffed. ‘Tell him to leave the poor soul alone. He’ll have her in her grave if he’s not careful.’

Dot and Chrissie nodded their agreement.

‘Or more than a word,’ Jean declared, making a slicing motion.

Everyone present, with the exception of Ethne who thought it an horrendous idea, burst out laughing.

As the tea progressed, so did the local gossip. By the time she left Ethne had gained a deal of information about the street she’d come to live in.

Doogie decided to take a few moments’ breather and stopped what he was doing to lean on his shovel. How he hated this place, he reflected as he gazed about him. The great furnaces belching flame every time they were opened, the rivers of slow-moving molten steel, the terrifying guillotines that could still make him jump when they banged home. Sweat was literally dripping off him as it did throughout his working day, having to be continually replaced with never-ending cups of water.

He couldn’t help but think back to Tomintoul and what his life had been like on the estate. Idyllic, in retrospect. He’d have given virtually anything to be back there doing his old job.

He wished with all his heart he’d never gone to those bloody Highland Games, or got as pissed as he had. Seconds, that’s all it had taken: seconds for his life to be for ever transformed.

‘You stupid fucking fat cow!’ he’d yelled in pain when the foot had crunched down on his. The words out before he’d realised who the culprit was. The laird’s wife.

He’d apologised instantly, and profusely, of course. Grovelling, almost. But the damage had been done, and was irreparable. You simply didn’t call the laird’s wife a stupid fucking fat cow, no matter what the circumstances, and get away with it.

The sack had followed next day, along with the rider from a still furious laird that he’d never work in the area again. The laird’s word being law in those parts, he hadn’t even bothered trying to find another job. After talking it over with Ethne and friends, he’d decided that Glasgow seemed the best bet and they’d ended up in Thistle Street, and where he was now.

Doogie sighed and ran a hand across his sopping brow, feeling extremely sorry for himself. One mistake, that’s all it had taken, for his whole world to be overturned in the most calamitous way.

Out of the corner of his eye he caught sight of the gaffer watching him, and immediately resumed shovelling. Back-breaking work that he wasn’t used to even yet.

One thing, though. He smiled. The laird’s wife’s face had been a picture. Poncy, stuck-up bitch that she was. Oh aye, a picture right enough. Just remembering her outrage made him want to laugh.

Except the aftermath was no laughing matter.

‘Where the hell have you been!’ Ethne exploded the moment Doogie arrived in from work. It was gone nine o’clock and he should have been back hours ago. The nice tea she’d made him was ruined and long since in the bin.

‘I’ve been to the pub with the lads,’ he slurred.

‘I can smell that.’

Lizzie dropped her eyes, intending to get out of there as soon as possible. She had no wish to witness yet another row between her parents. There had been too many over the years.

Doogie slowly shook his head. ‘You don’t understand, darling.’

‘Don’t darling me!’

Lizzie stood up. ‘I’m just going downstairs to see Pearl. I won’t be long.’ She hurried from the kitchen and out of the door.

Doogie hiccuped.

‘Look at you, pissed as a lord. A disgrace. That’s what you are, Dougal McDougall, a disgrace. And I’m thoroughly ashamed of you.’

Doogie crossed over and slumped into his favourite chair. ‘Can I explain?’

‘What’s to explain? It’s pay night so you’ve gone off to the pub and spent God only knows how much of your wages.’ She had murder in her heart as she glared at him.

‘They asked me,’ Doogie further slurred.

‘So? You’ve got a tongue in your head, haven’t you? You could easily have said no.’

‘The point is, they asked me, Ethne. They’ve never done that before.’

She hesitated, beginning to sense there was more to this than perhaps met the eye. ‘I’m listening,’ she said in a softer voice.

Doogie took a deep breath, trying to clear his head. He shouldn’t have had that last dram, he told himself. Most unwise, as he’d known at the time. But it would have been hard to refuse without being insulting.

‘Ever since I started at Bailey’s, I’ve been an outsider,’ he stated slowly, trying to choose his words with care. ‘They’re all Glaswegians there, you see, and I’m not. I’m not one of them.’

Realisation was beginning to dawn. ‘Go on,’ she urged, voice even softer now.

‘They call me the teuchter, the Highlander. And not in a complimentary way either, but as if they see me as some sort of inferior. Some sort of slow-witted idiot.’

Ethne pursed her lips, her anger towards Doogie fast disappearing. ‘Do they indeed,’ she almost hissed.

‘It’s teuchter this, and teuchter that. Mostly taking the piss. And they’re always making fun of my accent.’ Doogie closed his eyes for a moment, recalling the many jeers and taunts that had come his way over the past weeks, simply because he was different. Not like them.

‘Bastards,’ Ethne muttered between closed teeth, wishing those men were here right now. By God, she’d have given them a piece of her mind. A slow-witted idiot! Her Doogie might be many things, but he was never that.

‘So why did they ask you to the pub?’ she queried.

‘I don’t know. Honestly I don’t.’

‘Were they nasty?’

He shook his head. ‘Not to my face, anyway.’

‘So why?’

‘Maybe they’ve begun to accept me. One or two of them were even quite friendly. There again, it might have been out of pity.’

‘Pity!’ That made her furious. The last thing Doogie needed was pity.

‘Or it might have been their conscience. Perhaps they were trying to make amends.’ He sighed. ‘At least they got to know me better, and that’s something, hopefully.’

Ethne had had no idea what had been going on at the steelworks, since this was the first time Doogie had spoken about it. It enraged her he was being picked on.

‘It’s the typical Lowlander’s conception of the Highlander,’ Doogie muttered. ‘Not quite the full shilling.’

Ethne snorted. How wrong they were. The Highlander was just as sharp as anyone else; simply had a more relaxed way of going about things. A different philosophy from that of the average Lowlander.

‘You see now why I had to go, Ethne? I thought it for the best. That it might ease things at work.’

‘What you did was right, Doogie,’ she conceded.

‘And you’re not angry with me any more?’

She had to smile. His expression was that of a little boy pleading for forgiveness. ‘Not any more,’ she assured him.

His relief was almost palpable. ‘Thank God for that.’

Her smile widened, her forgiveness complete now that she understood. Tenderness crept into her, that and the love she had for him, stormy though the relationship might have been down through the years. ‘Are you hungry?’ she asked.

He nodded. ‘I could eat a bite or two.’

‘Well, I’m afraid your tea’s in the bin.’

His face fell. ‘Oh!’

‘But I have some nice fresh eggs. Do you fancy an omelette?’

‘An onion one?’ he queried hopefully.

She laughed. ‘If you wish.’

‘That would be just the dab, Ethne.’

‘Then I’ll make it for you. Just you don’t go to sleep in the meantime. Hear me?’

Doogie, smiling also, nodded. ‘I hear you, woman.’

Teuchter, Ethne thought as she busied herself. An expression of contempt. She swore in Gaelic, of which she was a speaker. The men at Bailey’s might well have blushed if they’d known what she’d called them.

Something a lot worse than teuchter.

Lizzie was amazed, and overawed, as she and Pearl walked along Sauchiehall Street, one of Glasgow’s main arteries. ‘The shops are just incredible,’ she declared.

‘Enjoying yourself?’

‘Not half. I just wish I had money to spend in some of these places.’ She gazed about her, marvelling at the crowds of people to-ing and fro-ing. Thousands of them, it seemed. What a busy, bustling city Glasgow was. So different from what she was used to.

They stopped in front of a dress shop to stare at what was on display. All manner of fabrics, cuts and styles. To Lizzie’s eyes the window was dazzling. The last thing in chic.

‘Hello, Pearl. Out to treat yourself?’

The speaker laughed, thinking that amusing.

‘Oh, hello, Jack. What are you doing in town?’

Jack winked. ‘That would be telling, eh?’

Pearl indicated her companion. ‘This is Lizzie McDougall, our new neighbour. Lizzie, this is my cousin Jack White, commonly known as Whitey. He also works at the factory.’

Lizzie was taken aback. ‘As a machinist?’ Surely that was women’s work.

‘No, daftie, Jack’s a mechanic. If your machine goes wrong then he comes along and fixes it. That right, Jack?’

‘That’s right.’

‘I’ve never noticed you there,’ Lizzie said, thinking him possibly the handsomest young man she’d ever seen. He certainly knocked spots off any of the lads in Tomintoul. By a long chalk.

‘I’m around,’ he replied, with a smile that made her stomach flip over and turn to jelly.

‘So, who are you winching nowadays?’ Pearl queried, using the Glasgow expression for courting.

Jack tapped his nose. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

‘A secret, huh?’

‘Could be.’

‘In other words you’re seeing more than one lassie at the same time and don’t want them to find out about each other?’

‘As if I’d do such a thing!’ Jack exclaimed, pretending innocence.

‘It’s me you’re talking to, Jack. I know what you’re like. You’ll do anything if you think you can get away with it.’

‘All lies,’ Jack countered, continuing to pretend innocence.

‘My arse,’ Pearl riposted.

‘And a lovely one it is too, dear cousin. I’ve always thought so.’

Pearl blushed bright red. ‘Get on with you!’

‘I’m very misunderstood. Particularly by Pearl here,’ Jack protested to Lizzie.

‘Understood, more like,’ Pearl admonished him. ‘But anyway, where are you off to?’

‘A pub for a drink. Want to come?’

‘You know we can’t, Jack. We’re both under age.’

‘Ah, so you are!’ His eyes were twinkling. ‘No matter. There’s a little pub not far from here with a snug which isn’t totally overseen by the bar. If you sit there and I order the drinks, who’s to know what’s what?’

Lizzie was alarmed. She’d never been in a pub, far less drunk much alcohol. Pearl turned to her. ‘What do you think?’

‘I haven’t got much money on me. About one and three is all.’

‘No need to worry about that,’ Jack enthused. ‘I’m in the chair.’

Lizzie presumed that meant he was paying.

‘Well?’ Pearl pressed.

‘Do you want to go?’

Pearl shrugged, affecting indifference. ‘Why not?’

It would be something of an adventure, Lizzie thought, suddenly keen. One thing was certain: her mother had better not find out or there would be all hell to pay.

‘Let’s have a bash then.’ She smiled.

‘That’s my girl.’ Jack laughed and, taking each by an arm, guided them on their way.

The snug when they entered it was dark and gloomy. The smell that hit Lizzie’s nostrils was an overpoweringly male one, a combination of beer, spirits and unwashed bodies.

Sure enough, as Jack had promised, there was a dog leg, containing table and chairs, not overlooked by the bar, and there Lizzie and Pearl sat.

‘So, what’s it to be?’ Jack queried.

Lizzie looked to Pearl for help, not having a clue what to order.

‘A gin and orange, please,’ Pearl replied, adding quickly, ‘If you can afford it, that is.’

Jack was amused. ‘Of course I can. And what about you, Lizzie?’

‘The same, please.’

‘Coming right up.’ He headed for the bar.

‘Well.’ Pearl smiled. ‘This is a turn up for the book.’

It certainly was, Lizzie reflected. ‘Have you been in a pub before?’ she asked quietly.

‘A couple of times. You?’

Lizzie shook her head.

‘What do you think?’

‘I’m not sure yet.’

Pearl gazed about her. ‘It’s not all that impressive, I have to admit. But exciting, eh?’

Lizzie had to admit it was.

‘So tell me, what do you make of Jack?’

‘He’s gorgeous. Absolutely gorgeous.’

A look of concern came over Pearl’s face. ‘Don’t you go falling for him now. He’s a real heartbreaker, that one. And, I’ll say it even if he is my cousin, callous as they come where women are concerned. Anyway, he’s far too old for the likes of you.’

That flustered Lizzie. ‘I just mentioned he was gorgeous, that’s all. You can’t deny it.’

‘Oh, he’s that all right. And oozes charm into the bargain. He could charm the knickers off a nun if he had a mind to. And you’d better believe that.’

Lizzie regarded her friend quizzically. ‘I take it you don’t like him very much, then?’

‘Quite the opposite. I adore Jack. But that doesn’t mean I’m not aware of what he is.’

‘How old is he, anyway?’

‘Twenty, twenty-one coming up, I think. He started at the factory straight from school and has been there ever since.’

Lizzie smiled. ‘He’s got lovely eyes. I’ve never seen ones such a pale blue before.’

‘He’s got the eyes of the devil …’ Pearl broke off when Jack appeared at the table carrying their drinks.

‘Here we are then,’ he declared, placing a glass in front of each of them. He disappeared again to the bar, coming back a few moments later holding a pint.

‘Slainte!’ he toasted, raising his glass.

Lizzie responded in further Gaelic, which astonished him.

‘She’s Highland,’ Pearl explained. ‘All the way down from Tommy something or other.’

‘Tomintoul,’ Lizzie elaborated.

‘Well well,’ he murmured. ‘Are they all as pretty as you up there?’

‘Jack!’ Pearl warned him.

‘What?’

‘Don’t start your nonsense.’

‘What nonsense? I only said she was pretty. That’s hardly a crime.’

Pretty? Lizzie had never really thought of herself as that. She certainly wasn’t plain or ugly. But pretty? A warm glow filled her to think it might be true.

Jack produced a packet of twenty cigarettes. ‘Lizzie?’ he queried, offering it to her.

‘No thank you. I don’t smoke.’

‘Pearl?’

‘Please.’

‘I didn’t know you smoked,’ Lizzie commented as Pearl lit up.

‘Only occasionally. Sometimes I buy a single in the newsagent’s, other times a packet of five. Can’t afford more on my wages.’

Jack turned his pale blue eyes on Lizzie. ‘Why don’t you tell me about this Tomintoul you’ve come from? I’d love to hear.’

They spent half an hour in the pub during which Jack heard all about life in Tomintoul and the Highlands in general. He appeared fascinated.

On the way home Lizzie bought some peppermints so Ethne wouldn’t smell alcohol on her breath. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d enjoyed herself so much.
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