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One

On a fine June morning in 1913, two maids were upstairs in the Edinburgh Primrose Club, making beds. Downstairs, country members who’d stayed overnight – all women, for this was a club for women only – were taking breakfast in the dining room facing the square. Porridge, bacon, kidneys, scrambled egg and kedgeree. Oh, yes, Miss Ainslie, the club manageress, provided excellent food, and Mrs Petrie, the tyrant in the kitchen, cooked it. Though upstairs, Mattie MacCall, one of the maids, shaking a billowing sheet, was betting the ladies wouldn’t be eating it.

‘Och, no, it’s too hot, eh? Did you see ’em, Elinor, all going down the stair in thin blouses and skirts? I heard ’em saying it was going to be a scorcher later on today.’

‘They’re right, then.’

Elinor Rae, helping to spread Mattie’s sheet, smiled wryly. Tall, with dark hair and wide-apart dark eyes, she was nineteen years old and striking. Even in her grey uniform dress, with white apron and white cap, there was something unusual about her. An inner strength, perhaps, or energy? Hard to say but, beside her, the blonde, round-faced Mattie, only a year younger, seemed like a child.

‘What’ll the weather matter to the members, anyway?’ Elinor asked, as the two girls finished making the bed, tucking in the top sheet, plumping pillows, smoothing the coverlet. ‘If it’s hot, what’ll they do? Sit in the gardens till lunchtime? ’Tisn’t as though they need to do any work.’

‘Some do a bit of charity work, I’ve heard,’ said Mattie, dabbing at her moist cheeks with a hankie from her apron pocket.

‘I was thinking of working for a living.’

‘Oh, well, they needn’t do that. They like writing and reading, though. Sit in the Quiet Room at the desks, writing letters, reading books. Makes my head ache to see ’em!’

‘Writing and reading,’ Elinor repeated. ‘Oh, very hard work, eh? And before that, they’ve to clean out the grates and do the black-leading? Do the dusting and sweeping, scrub the front steps and clean the brass, run upstairs and make the beds?’

‘Ah, now you’re teasing, Elinor! You know ladies don’t do any of that!’

‘Because that’s what we do. And that’s what I call work. What wouldn’t I give if I could sit in the Quiet Room and write a few letters and read a nice book?’

‘That’d no’ be for me. I was never one for reading.’

‘I was.’ Elinor’s face suddenly relaxed and she gave a smile that sent the sunshine to her face. ‘I’m sorry, Mattie. I do go on a bit, eh? It’s just that it sometimes comes over me, the different lives folks lead. You see it, when you’re in service.’

‘I know what you mean. But it’s the way things are, Elinor, there’s no point trying to change ’em.’

Elinor opened her mouth to speak, then closed it again and, giving a last tweak to the bed coverlet, moved to the open window.

‘It’s so stuffy this morning, I think I’ll just push this up a bit. Need some more air.’

‘Get on with you!’ cried Mattie, laughing. ‘Saying it’s stuffy! You just want to look out at the square the way you always do.’

‘Do I?’ asked Elinor softly. ‘Well, maybe I do.’

While Mattie, humming to herself, began rubbing the marble-topped wash stand, Elinor stood, her arms folded, looking down at the square below.

There it was. Primrose Square. The finest, largest square in Edinburgh’s West End. A great oasis of greenery, a piece of countryside in the city, where there was rolling grass with trees, flowers in the spring – yes, real primroses – and elegant railings with a gate only to be opened with a key. Tall houses, set back over pavements, muffled the noise of the streets beyond, even from Princes Street, with its trams and carriages, horses, crowds and brand-new motor cars, so that here in the square was peace and calm.

Ever since she’d first seen it, when she’d arrived for her interview two years before, Elinor had never ceased to be struck by that peace. And the space, the overwhelming feeling of greenness; the solace that wrapped round her. She had no key, she couldn’t open the gate and walk within, but she could look, she could feel she was in the country. She could know she wasn’t in Friar’s Wynd, which was her home.

Today the square, in the midsummer sunshine, was looking particularly beautiful, but the thought of home, her father’s rented cobbler’s shop in the midst of towering tenements, brought a little cloud to her brow. Hastily pulling up the window to allow more air, she turned aside.

‘I’ll just brush the carpet,’ she called to Mattie. ‘And then we can do the dusting before we start on the landing.’

‘I’ll do the wardrobe,’ Mattie answered. ‘And miss out the top. Will you look at all that shopping Miss Whats-her-name has piled up there?’

‘That’s something you didn’t mention about the members and what they like to do,’ Elinor remarked with a laugh. ‘Shopping!’
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Cleaning the long landing, working as diligently as she always did, Elinor’s thoughts returned unwillingly to Friar’s Wynd. As she had said to Mattie, she couldn’t help but notice the difference between the club members’ lives and her own, and had to admit it brought out the envy in her, which was sinful according to the Kirk, but natural in her view. All she wanted to do, really, was even things up, so that if some people could find life easy and comfortable, others didn’t have to exist in Friar’s Wynd. She’d been lucky; she’d escaped. How many were left behind?

Her mother, Hessie, for one. Cormack, her brother, always known as Corrie, for another. How wonderful it would have been if they could have been with her, if they could all have lived together where there was light and fresh air and something green to see. Even to move to another street of tenements where the houses were not so tall and didn’t block the sky would be an improvement. And there were some streets in the old town like that where, even if the tenants were poor, they saw the sun.

But Walter Rae, Elinor’s father, who made a precarious living mending shoes in a wee shop in Friar’s Wynd, would never move. Why should he? There were pubs to hand, weren’t there? What matter if the Wynd had a terrible night-time reputation, with regular fights and drunken bouts? What matter if the buildings towered so high that the sky retreated in despair, and any sunlight that filtered through was so weak it was not like sunlight at all?

Best not to dwell on it, Elinor told herself, polishing a side table with all her strength to relieve her feelings. She would just keep on going home once a week to see her folks, and continue to hope for a miracle.

After all, she’d got away. First to service with a lawyer’s family, which had not, to be honest, been a happy experience, but then to the Primrose, where if Mrs Petrie, the cook, was a bit of a dragon, Miss Ainslie was kind and all the other maids were her friends and where she shared a room with only Mattie and Gerda and had the use of a bathroom. Grand! Best of all, outside the house, any time she wanted to see it, was her own piece of countryside – Primrose Square.

As a smile curved her lips at the thought of what could make her happy, Mattie, who had been brushing the stairs, came up to say that she’d just finished in time. Ada and Gerda were clearing away breakfast, the ladies would be coming up any minute – should she and Elinor go for their cup of tea?

‘Aye, we’d best get downstairs,’ Elinor replied, peeping over the banisters into the hall. ‘Miss Denny’s at reception and the front door’s open. Come on, time to go.’

‘Just hope Mrs Petrie’s in a good mood,’ Mattie murmured, as they clattered down the back stairs, for of course they only rarely used the little passenger lift or the front stairs.

‘Talk about wishful thinking,’ said Elinor.

And then they were greeting Gerda and Ada, down with their trays from the dining room, all keeping a weather eye on Mrs Petrie, as Vera, her assistant, made the mid-morning tea.

While the Primrose maids gathered in the kitchen, city members of the club were arriving in the front vestibule where, after signing in at Reception, supervised by Miss Denny, the slim young assistant manageress, they drifted off to occupy themselves. Some to the Quiet Room, for the reading and writing that so impressed Mattie; some to the square, to sit in the garden, (they all had keys); some to the Drawing Room, to chat, or read the morning papers, before the coffee already brewing in the kitchen would be served.

The house in the square, opened as a ladies’ club some years before by an enterprising company, was ideal for its purpose. A joining of two grand houses, once owned by families, as so many of its neighbours still were, it had lent itself well to conversion, with the new electric lighting already fitted, vast and elegant public rooms and good upstairs bedrooms for the country members, as well as attics for the maids and, in the double basement, store rooms, sculleries and Mrs Petrie’s kitchen.

And then, of course, it had its access to a garden and a fine position for all that the members might want to visit – galleries, concert rooms, shops of every kind. It was little wonder that the Primrose was very popular with the ladies of Edinburgh and its outlying districts, who had no access to professional clubs and wanted somewhere to meet and talk away from their homes – just as gentlemen did.

Husbands might laugh at the idea of their wives going out ‘to their club’, but then many of the Primrose members were not married, the younger ones only having to persuade their fathers to pay the subscription, the older ones with financial independence gladly doing as they liked. The true test of success for the club was that there was always a waiting list for those who wanted to join, and no shortage of young women who wanted to work there.

Oh, yes, as a place to work, the Primrose was a good one. They just had to put up with Mrs Petrie, and even she was not always in a bad mood. Though on that June morning, when Gerda and Ada laid down their trays filled with uneaten breakfast dishes – oh, heavens, wasn’t her face like a thunder cloud then?

‘Take cover, girls,’ Elinor whispered.



Three

Mrs Petrie, less than five feet tall and thin as a stick, was red in the face and practically fizzing with displeasure over those terrible trays. ‘Like a firework about to go up,’ as ginger-haired, unruffled Gerda had once said of her – and everyone always hoped that they wouldn’t be around if she ever did.

Today she was bemoaning the waste – of her food, of her time – as she wrung her bony hands over the handsome plated dishes of unwanted food.

‘Would you credit it? All that good bacon left, and best kidneys, ma lovely kedgeree and all? When you think about the poor bairns that’d give the world for food, could you no’ burst into tears? Och, I could cry like a babby, so I could!’

She didn’t, though, only ordered anxious Vera and her kitchen maid, young Sal, to start transferring the uneaten breakfasts to the larder, while pouring herself another cup of tea and fanning herself with an oven cloth.

‘Aye, and you lassies’d better hurry up and drink your tea now,’ she told the maids sitting round the kitchen table. ‘Time’s getting on, and there’s the morning coffee to do. Vera, just check the pots on the stove, eh? And put some shortbread out and soda scones. See if the folk up the stair will eat my baking!’

Still simmering, but a little calmer, she sat at the head of the table, directing operations. An efficient little woman, long a widow for, unlike many cooks of the day who were given the courtesy title of ‘Mrs’, Sarah Petrie had once had a husband. It was only after his death that she’d taken up cooking again, and had come to rule over the Primrose kitchen after being appointed by Miss Ainslie, who was said to regard her as a treasure. Well, it was true, she was a very good cook, and if Miss Ainslie knew she had a temper, she never let on. Good cooks were hard to find.

‘It isn’t the first time the ladies have left stuff when it’s hot weather,’ Elinor ventured, after a moment. ‘Maybe they’d do better with just toast?’

‘Toast?’ cried Mrs Petrie, her pale green eyes bulging. ‘Just give ’em toast? With my reputation to think of? Everybody knows this club’s got the best food in the city. It’s what Miss Ainslie wants and what I want and all. Where’d you get such a daft idea, Elinor?’

Elinor shrugged. ‘Just thought, if it was hot, it’d save the waste.’

‘Aye, well that food’s no’ going to be wasted. You lassies can have it for your dinner. I’ll heat up the kedgeree and chop up the bacon, do some more eggs and it’ll be fine.’

‘Porridge and all?’ Gerda asked cheekily, at which Mrs Petrie’s cheeks flamed again.

‘Any more lip from you, my girl, and that’s just what you’ll get! No, I’ll have to let the porridge go this time, but you just watch your step, eh? I’ve enough to do without putting up with impertinence!’

‘Mrs Petrie,’ came a cool, clear voice as a light tap sounded on the kitchen door. ‘Sorry to disturb you and the girls – just wanted a word.’

‘With me, Miss Ainslie?’ asked the cook, as she and the maids scrambled to their feet, but the manageress of the Primrose was shaking her neat dark head.

‘With the maids, really. No hurry. Finish your tea, by all means.’ She looked around the watching faces. ‘Just come to my office before you return to your duties, if you please.’

With a quick smile, she withdrew, leaving the maids to set down their cups with a nervous clatter, while exchanging anxious looks.

‘No’ means the sack, does it?’ Mattie whispered.

‘Oh, no!’ cried plump Ada, as Gerda’s jaw dropped and Elinor’s dark eyes flashed.

‘Miss Ainslie’s hardly going to sack us all, Mattie,’ Elinor said quickly. ‘We’re needed.’

‘Everybody can be done without,’ Mrs Petrie said cheerfully, then relented. ‘Of course Miss Ainslie’s no’ going to give you the sack, Mattie! She’ll just be wanting to ask you to do something. She’s always got something she wants folk to do.’

‘Does she want you to do something, Mrs Petrie?’ Gerda asked.

‘That’s between her and me,’ the cook answered loftily. ‘But she knows I’ve too much to do to get involved with anything outside this kitchen. Now you lassies had better get off to her office, and Sal, you get the cups washed. Vera, you can do the coffee, so’s Ada and Gerda can take it up when they’ve seen Miss Ainslie. I’ve the soup to start.’

Still looking apprehensive, the maids filed out of the kitchen, some shaking their heads.

‘Think Miss Ainslie will want us to do something?’ Mattie whispered to Elinor. ‘How will we find the time?’

‘Couldn’t say, but I have the feeling Mrs Petrie knows what’s going on.’

‘What is? What’s going on?’

‘Have to wait and see.’
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Miss Ainslie’s office was at the back of the house with no view of the square, only the rear garden where the maids pegged out clothes not destined for the laundry. For this reason it had no great appeal for Elinor, but she had to agree that it was a fine room all the same. Perhaps once the study of the man of the house when it had been privately owned, it was now furnished with a mahogany desk, bookshelves, filing cupboards and a table for Miss Denny’s typewriter. The flowers at the window had probably been provided by Miss Ainslie, and she herself, standing to greet the girls as they trooped nervously in, was pleasantly smiling.

Almost forty years of age, she was slightly built and short, not much taller than Mrs Petrie, and had, some thought, the look of a bird, with a slightly beaked nose and darting brown eyes. She wore a pale blue shirtwaist blouse, on which was pinned a gold watch, and a family signet ring on her right hand, but there was no ring on her left hand for she was neither engaged nor married. Past it now, poor thing, thought some of the maids, though Elinor would have said that Miss Ainslie probably didn’t want to marry. Independence would be what she wanted, and what, in fact, she seemed to have.

‘Now, girls,’ she was saying, closing the door on Ada, the last one in, ‘don’t look so worried. I’m sure there’s no need to be worried about anything I have to say to you.’

A little ripple of sighs ran round the maids as Miss Ainslie returned to stand behind her desk, though whether the sighs were truly of relief was doubtful. The manageress might have very different ideas on what was worrying and what was not, and everyone wanted to hear first just what she had to say before they could relax. Even Elinor, in spite of her confidence, was somewhat apprehensive, and glanced at Gerda to see how she was feeling. A waste of time of course, for Gerda never gave much away.

What happened next came as a surprise, for Miss Ainslie, turning to her desk, took up a large poster and held it high for everyone to see. ‘Votes for Women’ it read, in uneven capitals, and they all stared.

‘You’ll have seen posters like this around?’ Miss Ainslie asked.

‘Aye,’ Gerda replied, after a short silence. ‘We’ve seen ’em.’

And of course they had. Unless you’d been living underground for the past few years, you couldn’t have missed them. Suffragettes posters – they were everywhere, together with reports of women smashing windows, setting fire to post boxes, going to gaol. But why was Miss Ainslie showing this poster to her maids? Was she a suffragette, then? If so, she’d kept it pretty dark. But she must know that that cause could be of no interest to them. Even if some women ever did get the vote, lassies like them never would.

Her keen gaze travelling from face to face, Miss Ainslie laid the poster down.

‘I expect some of you, when you see such notices, think the campaign is nothing to do with you? But I’ve called you together to tell you that you couldn’t be more wrong.’ She smiled a little. ‘So, you see, what I have to say is not about work, or duties, which is why there’s no need for any of you to worry.’

Certainly no sack for anyone, then, but an idea was forming of where this could all be leading. Impossible, of course, if true, but they’d have to hear her out. As they looked at her expectantly, Miss Ainslie, clearing her throat, began to speak again.

‘What I want to ask you today is to think about coming to join me – and others – in the struggle for justice. We need you, you see. We need girls like you, who can bring youth and enthusiasm and make men understand we’re not just a bunch of older women with bees in our bonnets. What we’re striving for is something of fundamental importance to everyone – to choose the people who will decide how this country is governed, to have a say in what should be done. At present, only men have that right, yet there are as many women as men, and it’s been proved that women can be just as clever. Think about all the women teachers! The women who are now accepted for training as doctors! Yet they have no vote.’

So, thought the listening girls, they’d been right in their guess of what Miss Ainslie might want them to do. She spoke well, she was convincing, but could she really believe they’d join her? Elinor raised her hand.

‘Mind if I ask, Miss Ainslie, but is it true you’re a suffragette yourself? We never knew.’

The manageress hesitated a moment. ‘I am,’ she said at last, her voice firm and strong. ‘I may not talk about my interests at the Primrose, but they are very important to me. Some people here might have the wrong idea of what we stand for, and I prefer not to be involved in discussion with club members. I could not be keener, though, to see women get the vote, and I want you girls to be keen, too.’

She leaned forward a little, holding them still with her bright, bird-like gaze.

‘Will you consider it, then? Helping us in our fight? It would mean so much.’

A silence fell, the girls shifting uneasily, managing to look away.

‘I don’t think it’s for us,’ Elinor said at last.

‘Apart from anything else, we’re too young,’ Gerda added.

‘Aye, too young,’ voices chimed.

‘No, no!’ cried Miss Ainslie. ‘I have said, it’s young people we need. And by the time we get the vote, you will be of age, I promise you, so don’t let your youth stop you coming forward. Come to one of our meetings. I have cards with details which I’ll pass round. Take one and at least think about hearing what we have to say. Will you all do that?’

‘Yes, Miss Ainslie,’ they answered readily, accepting the cards she was beginning to hand out. Oh, thank the Lord, they could agree to that and not upset her. Then if she asked them later what they’d decided, they could make up some excuse for not going. Whatever happened, no one had any intention of giving up precious time off for the sake of attending a suffragette meeting. Miss Ainslie was a wonderful lady and a very kind boss, but she really didn’t have the faintest idea how much their time off meant to girls in service, or how they liked to spend it. Only Elinor was still studying the card when she and the other maids left Miss Ainslie’s office, and it was Elinor she called back.

‘I won’t keep you, Elinor, but if you don’t mind, I’d just like another quick word.’

Of course I don’t mind, Elinor thought, but it wouldn’t matter if she did, would it? She had to admire Miss Ainslie’s manners, though. It was what her staff liked about her, that she was as polite to them as to the club members. Made them feel they’d like to please her, only Elinor knew that that wouldn’t include attending her meetings.

‘I saw you reading my card,’ Miss Ainslie was saying. ‘It seemed to me you were more interested in my appeal, perhaps, than some of the others.’ She laughed a little. ‘I’m not really expecting much of a response – Miss Denny is with me, but I have to tell you I got nowhere with Mrs Petrie or Vera.’

Elinor nodded. ‘Mrs Petrie’d never agree, and when she says no, so does Vera. Sal’s the same.’

‘I know, I know.’ The manageress sighed. ‘But I have great hopes of you, Elinor. I have the feeling that you understand what we want, even though you said it wasn’t for you. But how can you know, unless you give it a try? Unless you come to our meetings, listen to us speak?’

‘I’d like the vote, Miss Ainslie, but is there much chance of it for someone like me without property?’

‘We want women from every walk of life to think about having the vote,’ Miss Ainslie cried fiercely. ‘To work for it, shoulder to shoulder, to achieve it together! That’s why I’m trying to get you and the other girls here to come to our meetings. See that working for the vote is not just for the privileged. Remember, I also work for my living.’

Elinor looked at her doubtfully. ‘I don’t know,’ she said slowly. ‘There’s all this violence to think about, eh? Look at that lady who threw herself in front of the King’s horse the other day. I’d never be keen to get mixed up in that sort of thing, or breaking windows, maybe going to gaol.’

‘You would never be asked to do that, I give you my word. I personally am against all militant action, anyway, but as a group, we would never seek to involve you in violence. Look, what do you say then? Will you come to our next meeting?’

‘I’ll  . . . I’ll think about it.’

‘That’s all I ask.’ A smile lit Miss Ainslie’s features. ‘I know that when you’ve considered it, you’ll come to a fair decision. You are an intelligent girl, Elinor. I’ve always known that and I think you’ll do well.’

‘Thank you, Miss Ainslie.’ With some relief, Elinor turned for the door. ‘Now I’d better get back to work.’

‘Just do what you think best about the meeting. As I say, that’s all I ask.’

‘What happened to you, then?’ Mattie asked when Elinor joined her to begin washing down one of the bathrooms.

‘Oh, Miss Ainslie was just trying to make me go to her meeting.’

‘You never said you would?’

‘Said I’d think about it.’

‘That’s right, that’s good. We don’t want to be mixed up in it, eh? My dad thinks all suffragettes should be locked up.’

‘Bet mine thinks the same, but he’s never said.’ Elinor dipped her sponge into a pail of hot water and began to clean the bathroom tiles.

‘Might find out when you go round. You always like to go to Friar’s Wynd on your time off, eh?’

‘Oh, yes, see the folks.’ Elinor rubbed the tiles hard. Hoping for the best, she thought.
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Elinor’s free evenings came on Fridays, usually from four o’clock to nine – or ten with special permission. Twice a month, she also had Saturday afternoon off, but she preferred to do her shopping then, or maybe go out with Gerda or Mattie, keeping her free evenings for her family.

She had no ‘followers’, as male admirers were called, they having been strictly forbidden in the lawyer’s house where she had first worked, and though permitted at the Primrose, only Ada could claim to have a ‘young man’. He was from her home tenement and could often be seen hanging round the area steps waiting for her on her free evenings, much to Mrs Petrie’s disapproval. Still, if it was all right with Miss Ainslie, it should be good enough for Mrs Petrie, Ada would declare, usually adding, ‘Silly old thing, eh? How’d she ever get married herself if she couldn’t have a follower?’

‘How will any of us ever get married?’ Mattie would often sigh.

Marriage was not something Elinor cared to think about. Sometimes, when she remembered her mother, she would decide she didn’t want it. At other times, she’d look ahead and wonder if she might take it on, supposing she met just the right person. But who knew what was in the future? For the present, she felt she wasn’t ready, anyway, to sink her life into someone else’s. Och, no, she’d enough to think about. Especially on Fridays, when she returned to Friar’s Wynd.

Always, when she had to make her way from the pleasant West End to the other side of the city where the Wynd crossed from the High Street into the Cowgate, a certain gloom descended. It was not just that the journey by tram seemed so long and noisy, or that when she reached her stop she met the dark buildings of her childhood again and the sunlight began to fade – no, it was much more the uncertainty of how things would be at home.

All depended on her father’s moods. If he was in a good mood, you could relax and breathe again. If not, you just had to weather the storm. It always died down, he always got over whatever had spiralled him into a temper, but they all walked on eggshells until they knew how things would go.

Mind, there were plenty of fathers worse than Walter Rae. He was not a brutal man, and though his children had had their ears boxed when they’d misbehaved, he didn’t go in for beating his family. Elinor and Corrie could be grateful for that, then, as their mother certainly was, but the truth was his dominance over them didn’t leave much room for gratitude. And when you were wondering when the next flare-up was coming, when the eyes would be flashing and the voice rising, you couldn’t do much except keep your head down and hope you weren’t the target.

Sometimes, Elinor would compare her dad with Mrs Petrie, but tyrant though Mrs Petrie was, it didn’t really matter. She wasn’t family, was she?

On that first Friday afternoon after Miss Ainslie’s talk, Elinor made her way home as usual. The day was hot with no prospect yet of cooling, and as she left the tram and began to walk down the Wynd between the dark cliffs of tenements on either side, she felt stifled, as though there was no air. She had taken off her jacket, but the collar of her blouse was too high, seeming to grip her throat, and she undid the top button, breathing hard, then pushed back her straw hat from her glistening brow.

If only women didn’t have to wear such long skirts! She could feel the warm dust from the pavement rising up her stockinged legs as she walked, and the mad thought crossed her mind – what would happen if girls like her just suddenly cut their skirts off right up to the knees? Och, they’d be locked up, so they would. But think of the relief!

Stepping round a group of children chalking the pavement, she paused as someone called her name and turned her head.

‘Hallo, Elinor!’

It was a fellow waving to her from the other side of the street. He wore paint-stained overalls and his cap on the back of his head showed his curly light-brown hair. Even from a distance, she could see his hazel eyes were bright. ‘Just going to your dad’s?’

She stood still, trying to remember his name, for she knew him; he’d been in her class at school. Hadn’t seen him since then, and he certainly wasn’t from the Wynd.

Barry. The name popped out of her memory. Barry Howat. Cheerful laddie, but given to teasing.

‘What are you doing round here?’ she called, walking on.

‘Been doing a wee job in the tenements.’ He, too, was walking on, making no effort to cross over to join her. ‘Just going home.’

Two boys tore past him, chasing after a can they’d been kicking, and he neatly cut in and kicked it for them, far away up the street.

‘Ah, you’re too quick!’ one told him, running after it, and he laughed.

‘That’s because I play football, eh? Get some practice in, lads. Elinor, cheerio, then.’

‘Goodbye,’ she replied, reaching the door of her father’s shop, and gave a quick nod as Barry Howat pulled on his cap and disappeared round the corner. A footballer, eh? Where on earth did he play, then? Not that she was interested. Had to think of what awaited her up the stairs in the flat over the shop. Gauge the temperature. See if a storm was on the way.

As she tried the shop door, the bell tinkled and the door opened. So Dad hadn’t locked up. That was because he was still there, behind his counter, tall, heavy-shouldered, with the dark eyes she’d inherited from him beneath black brows she had not, and greying black hair clipped short. He wore a baize apron over his collarless flannel shirt and looked as if he hadn’t shaved that day, but the good thing – the thing that mattered – was that he was smiling. His mood was good.

A great rush of relief enveloped her, as she smiled back and cried that she was home.

‘Can see that.’ He set down the piece of leather he’d been shaping and, loosening his apron, came round from the counter. ‘Might as well lock up, then, eh? There’ll be nobody else in today and your ma’ll have the tea ready.’

Hope so, thought Elinor, for meals were always to be ready when Dad wanted them. As she stood watching her father lock his door, breathing in the familiar smells of leather and shoe polish that had always been a part of his shop and indeed of her own life, she quietly crossed her fingers.



Six

When she was a child, Elinor had thought her family very lucky to live over a shop, rather than in one of the tenements of Friar’s Wynd. Though wishing they could move out of the Wynd altogether, she still felt that way, for at least in their little flat there wasn’t the same sense of being surrounded by people, the constant sound of footsteps on the stairs, the smell of cooking that wasn’t theirs.

On the other hand, you couldn’t say there was much space to spare over the cobbler’s shop. A cramped living room with a kitchen range, a sink, a table and chairs, and a bed in the wall for Corrie. A room for her parents, a cupboard for herself – for it was no bigger than that – and a toilet. No bathroom, of course, so getting washed involved taking it in turns to carry water to the washstand in the one bedroom, and hauling out the hip bath for bathing when other folk weren’t around. No wonder Elinor was so happy to be living-in at the Primrose! It would have been worth it, just for the bathroom.

But small though her dad’s flat was, there was still the rent to find, for of course he didn’t own the property, only leased it from the man he’d worked for as a young man. That was a man who’d given up shoe mending to run a grocery in Newington, saying it was more profitable than cobbling in Friar’s Wynd – and heaven knows that could only have been true, for cobbling wasn’t profitable at all. How many people could afford to have their shoes mended? How many children didn’t have shoes or boots, anyway?

Walter, though, always said they could manage with what he made. Pay the rent, buy the food, as long as Hessie kept up her work, cleaning at Logie’s Princes Street store, and ‘obliging’ various ladies in the New Town. And Hessie did, of course, keep on with her cleaning jobs, and never risked saying they’d manage a lot better if Walt didn’t go to the pub so much. Neither of her children blamed her for that.

‘Come on, come on, up the stair, then,’ Walter Rae was ordering now, as Elinor still lingered, looking down at the shelves behind the counter where pairs of shoes and boots were tied by their laces and labelled with their owners’ names. Seemed to her she remembered seeing a good many of these on the shelves before. Were any folk coming in to collect their shoes? Just how much would her dad be short, paying his bills that week? As soon as he’d had his tea, she knew he’d be out to the Dragon, or the Castle, or whichever pub he chose. He’d find the money from somewhere, always did. Probably Hessie’s purse, or one of the boxes where she kept funds for this and that.

Maybe I can find a shilling to put in one of Ma’s boxes, Elinor was thinking, and would have looked in her own purse if her father hadn’t been pushing her upwards.

‘Come on, what are you waiting for? I can smell something good. Always does well for you, you know, your ma.’

‘Does well for everybody,’ Elinor retorted, opening the door to the flat, gladly taking off her hat and looking for her mother.

‘Ma, it’s me!’ she called. ‘I’m back.’

‘Ah, there you are!’ cried Hessie Rae, turning a flushed face from the kitchen range. ‘So grand to see you, pet. Sit down now, and rest your feet. It’s like an oven outside, eh?’

With her light brown hair and large blue eyes, Hessie, at thirty-nine, still showed something of the pretty girl she had been in her youth, but the brown hair was greying, the blue eyes were shadowed, and only the artificial colour from the heat of the range made her look well.

She and Walter would have made a handsome couple when they wed, though, Elinor sometimes thought, her dad’s dark good looks contrasting with the delicate prettiness of his bride, and wished she could have seen a photograph. Probably, at that time, wedding photos were too expensive for most folk and so there was no record of the happy day. And her parents would have been happy then. Of course they would.

‘Tea ready?’ Walter asked now, washing his hands under the kitchen tap.

‘All ready,’ Hessie answered quickly. ‘I got a nice piece of shin at the butcher’s, half price, a bargain, left it simmering all day, and it’s that tender, you’d never believe!’

‘Onions with it?’

‘Oh, yes, plenty. And carrots. So I’ve just the tatties to mash  . . .’

‘I’ll do that,’ Elinor said quickly. ‘But where’s Corrie?’

‘Aye, where is the lad?’ Walter asked, pulling out a chair at the kitchen table. ‘No’ reading again?’

‘Studying,’ Hessie answered, beginning to look flustered. ‘He‘s been in our room since he got back from work.’

‘Studying  . . . what a piece of nonsense. He’s got a damn good job at the tyre factory, what more does he want?’

‘He wants to be a draughtsman, you know that – he told us, eh?’

‘Well, I think he’s wasting his time, let him stick to what he’s got.’ Walter stood up and gave one of his famous roars. ‘Corrie, come on now! We’re all waiting for you, what the hell are you playing at?’

‘Playing?’ asked Corrie, appearing from the back room where his parents slept. ‘I’ve been studying.’

‘Now don’t you be sharp with me,’ his father told him, his eyes flashing. ‘You know what I think of you studying. Now sit down and let your mother dish up. We’re ready for our tea, if you’re not!’

Taking his seat at the table, Corrie said no more. As tall as his father, he had his mother’s looks – the wide blue eyes, the light brown hair, and for his height was slender. As he looked across at Elinor passing a filled plate to her father, their eyes met, exchanging messages which required no words, a skill they’d acquired early in childhood, and which had stood them in good stead.

No one spoke as the meal was finished, the dishes cleared and the tea brewed. Then Walter lit a Woodbine and passed one to Corrie, while Hessie, relaxing a little, stirred sugar into her tea and asked Elinor about the Primrose.

‘What’s been happening this week, then? I always like to hear what you’ve been up to. Makes a change.’

‘Nothing much.’ Elinor sipped her tea. ‘Except Miss Ainslie called us all together to talk about votes for women.’

A hush fell over the table as Walter took his cigarette from his mouth and leaned forward to stare at his daughter.

‘What did you say?’

She looked at him, her heart plummeting.

Oh, Lord, she’d done it now, eh? Why hadn’t she remembered what she’d told Mattie, when Mattie had talked of her dad’s views on suffragettes? ‘Bet mine thinks the same,’ she’d said, and sure enough, he was shaping up to sound off about them now, ready to blow like a volcano, and it would all be her fault.

Oh, yes, she’d done it now.



Seven

‘Elinor, I’m asking you what you just said,’ Walter was saying, his voice taking on the husky note that came with his rising temper, his eyes already glowing with fierce dark light. ‘About your Miss Ainslie.’

Elinor, returning his stare, managed not to flinch.

‘I said she’d been talking to us about votes for women.’

‘Saying what?’

‘I’ll clear the cups,’ Hessie murmured, half rising, but Walter waved her down.

‘Leave the cups. Let’s hear what the lassie has to tell us.’

‘What’s it to us?’ Corrie asked, drawing on his cigarette, not looking at his father.

‘What’s it to us? I’ll tell you what it is to us. In this house, we want nothing to do with women like that, supposed to be wanting votes, and I want to know what this Miss Ainslie’s been saying about ’em to my daughter.’ Walter leaned forward. ‘So – I’m waiting.’

‘Dad, all she asked was if we’d think about  . . .’ Elinor hesitated, looking down at the table, ‘ . . . think about going to a meeting.’ She slowly raised her eyes again. ‘See what the suffragettes had to say.’

‘Going to a meeting? Joining ’em, she meant?’

‘No, just  . . . finding out what they believe in.’

‘For God’s sake, Elinor, we know what they believe in!’

Walter brought his fist down to the table with a crash which made the cups rattle and his family jump like puppets on a string.

‘Do we no’ hear what they believe in every day of the week?’ he bellowed. ‘Criminal damage! Setting fire to houses, damaging the King’s portrait, blowing up the Royal Observatory! They don’t give a tinker’s cuss for votes – they just want to cause trouble, get their names in the papers. Why, if they got the vote tomorrow, they wouldn’t know what to do with it, they’d have to ask their husbands to tell ’em what to do, that’s if they’ve got husbands, which half of ’em haven’t because nobody’d take ’em on!’

‘Oh, Dad!’ Elinor groaned. ‘That’s unfair, that’s very unfair.’

‘Unfair, is it? Well, I’ll tell you this, I don’t want you having anything to do with the votes for women brigade, and I don’t want you to have any more to do with your Miss Ainslie, either. It’s clear enough to me that she’s a bad influence on you and I want you out of the Primrose Club and out of her way. When you go back tonight, you can hand your notice in.’

‘My notice?’ Elinor was staring at him with eyes as dark and fiery as his own. ‘Dad, what are you talking about? I’m no’ leaving the Primrose. It’s a grand place to work; I wouldn’t leave it for anything.’

‘You’ll do as I tell you,’ he shouted. ‘You’re no’ twenty-one yet, I’m your father and what I say goes. When you go back to the Primrose tonight, you’ll give in your notice, or you needn’t come back here. You understand? If you stay there, you don’t come here.’

Walter sat back in his chair, breathing heavily, and with shaking fingers lit another cigarette.

‘Give over looking at me like that, Hessie,’ he ordered heavily. ‘I won’t be disobeyed in my own house. If Elinor wants to see us, she knows what to do.’

‘Walt,’ Hessie cried, twisting her hands together, while her children beside her sat like stones. ‘Walt, you canna ask Elinor to give up her job. She’s happy, she’s doing well  . . .’

‘There’s plenty jobs she can do in this city, Hessie. She doesn’t have to work for a woman with criminal ideas.’

Criminal ideas. Miss Ainslie. Slowly, Elinor rose to her feet.

‘That’s it,’ she said quietly. ‘I don’t want to hear any more, Dad. I’ve put up with you and your tempers long enough. Now, if you want me to go, because I won’t leave the Primrose and Miss Ainslie who’s been so good to all us girls and is truly against violence, so be it. I’ll go.’

As her father sat very still, seemingly so stunned by her daring to answer him back he could think of nothing to say, Hessie began wailing.

‘Oh, Elinor, lassie, think what you’re saying! You canna give up your home. Your dad would never want you to do that, he never meant that, did you, Walt? Now you just sit down and we’ll all be calm—’

‘Be calm?’ he cried. ‘Who’s going to be calm? And who the hell are you, Hessie, to say what I want, or what I mean? I’ve told Elinor what she can do, and if she doesn’t want to do it, she can go.’

His voice was shaking, his face scarlet as he leapt to his feet, his cigarette hanging from his lip, and pointed at the door.

‘There you are, Elinor, there’s the door. You want to be mixed up with suffragettes, you can go out of that and no’ come back. And that’s my last word.’

‘Dad, stop it!’ Corrie shouted, jumping to his feet. ‘Elinor hasn’t even said she wants to be a suffragette. She just wants to keep her job at the Primrose.’

‘And I’ve told her, if she does, she doesn’t come back here. I’ll no’ have my own daughter defying me and don’t tell me I don’t mean that, Hessie, because I do.’

‘And I believe you,’ Elinor told him, her voice thickening with emotion. Her gaze went to her mother, who was quietly crying.

‘Ma, don’t worry, I’ll be sure to still see you. I’ve a few things in your wardrobe, I’ll collect them some time. Corrie, keep in touch, eh?’

She turned to her father, who had stubbed out his cigarette and was watching her, breathing fast.

‘Goodbye, Dad. Just remember, you made me do this.’

‘The key’s in the shop door, you can let yourself out,’ was all he said, but she could see that his passion was subsiding. Quite likely, in spite of all his roaring, he would be changing his mind soon, but if he did, it would be too late. This time, he’d gone too far.

Going down the stairs, her legs trembling, she could not really believe she was actually leaving home. This was something different from going into service, where you lived away but home was still a part of you, and though she’d always had to worry about how things would be, Elinor knew that she was going to feel like a lost child, not seeing home again.

The key was in the shop door, though, as her dad had said, and all she had to do was open it and step out into the Wynd, where the summer evening was still as light as day and where the air was just as warm as ever. Children were playing, and neighbours standing around, or leaning out of the tenement windows, gossiping. Everything was just the same. Yet changed for ever.

‘Ellie!’ she heard her mother’s voice, calling her by the old pet name she no longer used. ‘Ellie, come back, come back!’

‘Aye, come back!’ echoed Corrie, who was with Hessie, holding her arm. ‘You mustn’t leave us like this.’

‘Oh, Ma – Corrie  . . .’

Elinor ran back to hug them both, tears mixing with her mother’s, and feeling Corrie’s thin shoulders shaking as he held her.

‘I don’t want to go, but what can I do? Dad’s got no right to stop me working at the Primrose; he’s got no right to stop me going to meetings, but if I do, he’ll no’ let me come home.’

‘He doesn’t mean it,’ Hessie sobbed. ‘You know what he’s like. All blow and thunder, and then it’s gone and the sun’s out again. Just you come back and he’ll no’ turn you away, you’ll see, eh?’

‘No,’ Elinor said firmly, withdrawing from her mother’s clasp and blowing her nose. ‘He’s gone too far. I’m taking him at his word, I won’t be coming back.’

‘Oh, God,’ Corrie groaned. ‘If only I could stand up to him! If only I didn’t let him get away with it – every time – every damn time. You were good, Elinor, giving it to him straight, but I just sat there. What a great Jessie, eh? What a fat lot of use.’

‘You have to keep the peace,’ she told him. ‘There’s no point two of us finishing with him, we have to think of Ma.’

‘Don’t worry about me.’ Hessie sighed, wiping her eyes. ‘I can manage him better than you folk. I know him, I understand him.’

‘Oh, Ma,’ Elinor sighed. ‘Look, I’m away for the tram. I’ll come in and see you at Logie’s, eh? We’ll arrange a meeting.’

‘I’ll walk you to the tram,’ said Corrie, as Hessie, crying again, turned back to the shop door. ‘And then you can fix up to see me some time – if you don’t come back.’

‘I’ve said I won’t be coming back.’ Elinor, taking his arm, shook her head. ‘Dad’s made up my mind for me. I’m definitely going to Miss Ainslie’s meeting now, so that’s me the outcast. If that’s what he wants, I want it, too.’

And at that the brother and sister, shoulders drooping, made their way slowly through the warm streets to the tram stop. They didn’t speak again until the tram came in sight, when they hugged and said goodbye. There didn’t seem anything else to say.



Eight

Sometimes, it seemed, the suffragette groups held outdoor meetings, usually attended by a handful of grown-ups and children, who were not above jeering, but the first meeting Elinor went to was in a large church hall in Newington, an area on Edinburgh’s south side. The warm weather had moved away and the evening was chill and wet, but nothing could dampen Miss Ainslie’s enthusiasm as she and Elinor made their way to the meeting under glistening umbrellas.

‘I’m so glad you agreed to come!’ Miss Ainslie told Elinor who, though trying to look confident in her best walking-out jacket and skirt, was still very unsure about this whole venture. ‘It’s such a shame about the weather, but I know you won’t be disappointed. Miss Denny can’t be with us, unfortunately, as she has to be at the club when I am not, but she’s getting quite keen on our work. After all, why should any woman not want the vote?’

‘There is this property qualification, though.’

Miss Ainslie was silent for a moment.

‘What I’d like to see,’ she said finally, ‘is universal suffrage. That means everyone over twenty-one being given the right to vote.’

‘And is that what the movement wants, too?’

‘Well, I think at present, we’re just trying to have the same rights as men. We could campaign later for an extension to the vote.’

‘Doesn’t seem fair, if you’ve got to have property to be able to vote.’

‘No, I’ll admit, it’s not fair. Does your own father, for instance, have the vote?’

‘No,’ Elinor replied shortly, and said no more. She didn’t want to discuss her father, as she had not yet told the manageress of his views, or that he had forbidden her to go home while she still worked at the Primrose. In fact, she had told no one, for though there was no hope in her mind that the situation would change, she still wanted only to keep it secret.

‘Here we are!’ Miss Ainslie cried, as they reached the open door of the meeting place. ‘Oh, listen to the chatter – seems we have a good audience in spite of the rain! This way, Elinor.’

Keeping her brave face, Elinor followed Miss Ainslie into the hall. Large and bleak, filled with rows of chairs, it reminded her of school, but on the platform, draped across a table, was a large ‘Votes for Women’ banner and, instead of pupils, there were crowds of women, not yet taking their seats. Most were well dressed, in fitted jackets, pretty blouses, and large hats – just the sort of ladies you might see any day of the week having tea in Maule’s or Logie’s department stores. Others appeared more casual, in tartan stoles and bonnets, or loosely draped shawls and floating print dresses. But all were animated, talking in high, educated voices, smiling, seeming to know everyone around them; all were sure of themselves, very much at ease.

Miss Ainslie was the same. She also knew everyone, greeting them delightedly, to which they responded with cries of ‘Jane, how lovely to see you!’ and little brushed kisses on her cheek, while Elinor stood apart, thinking she’d known it would be like this and wishing she hadn’t come. But then Miss Ainslie suddenly turned and, taking her arm, propelled her forward into a group of interested faces, exclaiming, ‘Ladies, may I introduce Miss Rae, who is joining us tonight to hear Mrs Greer? Elinor, I won’t try to give you names at this stage, but I know people will want to make you welcome. Everyone, Miss Rae!’

Miss Rae  . . . Miss Ainslie had called her Miss Rae. At the formality, so unusual for her, Elinor’s heart rose and she blushed and smiled, as the ladies bent forward to greet her. She was beginning to make some sort of reply, when a ginger-haired woman appeared on the platform, accompanied by the rector of the church, the only man present, and called for people to take their seats. Mrs Greer, already stepping up from the front of the hall, was ready to speak.

She was a large woman, perhaps in her early forties, wearing a grey two-piece and matching hat over a coil of thick fair hair. Very relaxed in manner, she announced to her audience that she was going to tell them something of the general struggle for the vote in the past. A history lesson, yes, but it would help to make people understand that gaining the vote had never been an easy matter for anyone, which only made the modern woman’s fight more difficult.

For instance, did the audience know that you had to go back to 1432 to find the vote first being given to men? That was when Henry VI was on the throne and the voters had to own property worth forty shillings. A fortune, no less, so very few men would qualify. Women, of course, were not even mentioned.

Everyone laughed and settled down to listen as Mrs Greer guided them through the centuries, outlining reforms that prevented abuse of the system, explaining how various Acts had gradually given more men the vote, provided they were householders, and of how women had always been hoping that their turn would come and had always been disappointed. Until here they were in the twentieth century, and activity had never been greater. Mrs Pankhurst had formed a social and political union for women to fight for the vote. Other societies had come into being. Victory was certainly on the way. It had been difficult for men to get the vote at one time; today it was still difficult for women, but they would get there in the end.

‘Never give up!’ Mrs Greer cried. ‘Whatever it costs, work on!’ She raised her arm and smiled her beaming smile. ‘Always remember, the slogan is – Votes for Women!’

And with that last call, she sat down to prolonged applause, delicately wiping her brow with her handkerchief before rising to take her bow.

‘Well, Elinor, what did you make of that?’ Miss Ainslie asked, after a few questions had brought the meeting to a close and volunteers were serving tea and biscuits.

‘I enjoyed it,’ Elinor replied honestly. ‘Mrs Greer made it all so clear and interesting; I feel I understand things better.’

‘She’s certainly an excellent speaker and does so much to help us. Her husband’s a lawyer and doesn’t approve, but she just steams ahead, anyway.’ Miss Ainslie laughed. ‘But now you must come and meet more people, Elinor. I think you’ll find everyone very friendly.’

‘I already have, Miss Ainslie.’

It was true – everyone Elinor met over the tea and biscuits appeared genuinely keen to talk to her, while she in return was intensely pleased to find herself talking quite naturally to them. For the first time she could remember, she was communicating on a level with people who might have been her employers, for though she could talk to Miss Ainslie, it wasn’t possible to forget the difference in their positions at the Primrose. Here, there were no differences. She was a young woman who wanted a vote, in conversation with other women who wanted the same, putting forward her views and finding them listened to, which was so remarkable, she found the experience quite heady and exciting. Only a little nagging point of dissent at the back of her mind suggested that in the sort of world she’d like to be in, it shouldn’t really have been so remarkable.

Still, when she asked if the violence some suffragettes were using might possibly do the cause harm, it was gratifying that people listened to her and gave considered replies, one agreeing that some folk did believe that.

‘But many of us in this group are non-militant and are still grateful that those who aren’t have brought our struggle to public notice.’

‘And have suffered for it,’ another lady put in. ‘Their prison experiences have been appalling.’

‘Indeed, the militants are truly brave,’ someone added, then hastily put a hand on Elinor’s arm. ‘But don’t worry, my dear, you will not be asked to set fire to anything, or put bombs in houses.’

Which was exactly what Miss Ainslie had told her, so that was all right. When they’d left the hall and were on their way to the tram, however, it occurred to Elinor to ask if there was some reason why she would never be asked to do anything violent.

‘Is it just because your group is non-militant, or is there some other reason, Miss Ainslie?’

Miss Ainslie hesitated. ‘Well, I suppose it’s just that people can be treated differently in prison. If someone has – you know – friends in high places – they might do better.’

As understanding dawned, Elinor’s dark eyes glittered a little.

‘Oh, I see. It’s because I wouldn’t have friends in high places, so I’d be more at risk?’

‘It sounds terrible, I know  . . .’

‘No’ really. Only to be expected.’ Elinor laughed shortly, as their tram came into sight. ‘That’s what they call the way of the world, eh?’

‘Elinor, don’t let any of this put you off joining us,’ Miss Ainslie said urgently. ‘You did really well this evening, talking so easily, meeting so many strangers; I was proud of you. Please, stay with us.’

After a pause, Elinor nodded. ‘All right, I’ll try another meeting or two, anyway. I do believe in your cause.’

‘I’m so glad.’

But as they boarded the tram and took their places on the hard slatted seats, Elinor’s thoughts had suddenly drifted home to her family. She did not regret taking the stand she had, yet wished so much it hadn’t had to happen. When would she see Ma again? And Corrie? She’d better try to fix up meetings. And Dad? If only he’d been different  . . . As the days had gone by and she hadn’t seen him, the funny thing was, she was almost missing him, too.



Nine

On one of her free Saturday afternoons, Elinor arranged to meet her mother at a little café off the High Street. Though she’d never seen her father, she’d met Corrie once or twice and as the July days passed quickly by had attended another talk for suffragettes in the church hall and two brief outdoor gatherings.

All interesting and enjoyable, even when the children in the streets had to be dissuaded from shouting cheeky messages, but gradually – she didn’t even like to admit it – she was beginning to find that some of her early euphoria was fading.

It wasn’t that she minded being grateful to the ladies at the meetings who treated her like one of themselves, more that she wished she had been just that. True, she seemed able to hold her own, but while she’d liked to believe at first that there was no gulf between herself and the others, it came to her at last that the gulf was there and couldn’t be bridged.

Why not? She’d thought about it a lot, for she felt in her heart she should be the equal of anyone. Where was the difference, then? Background, of course, and education. These women seemed to know so much. They could talk so easily about every subject under the sun, whereas for her and those in her position, the world was so narrow, it was as though they were wearing blinkers and could only see what was around them.

But education could change all that. Could provide opportunities. Help folk to better themselves, if they wanted to, as she did. Only, if you had to leave school early to earn your living, where could you get more education? There had to be a way, Elinor thought, and was determined to find it.

When she met her mother, she wanted to tell her all that was on her mind, but first Hessie seemed to need to talk about her dad.

‘He’s missing you,’ she told Elinor, pouring tea. ‘Aye, it’s true, I knew he would. Just wishes he could get out of all the trouble he’s caused without looking a fool, but canna think of a way. Want some of this teacake?’

Elinor studied her mother. Although she’d dressed up specially for her little jaunt away from Friar’s Wynd, she was looking strained, with a new deep line between her brows and the usual shadows beneath her eyes.

‘Bet it’s no’ been easy for you, Ma,’ Elinor murmured, taking some of the buttered teacake. ‘If Dad’s been in a bad mood.’

‘He’s been all right, that’s the funny thing.’ Hessie shook her head, on which was perched her best straw hat trimmed with daisies. ‘He’s more like sad, eh? A bit depressed. Like we all are, Corrie as well.’

‘If you’re trying to make me feel guilty, it’s no use, Ma. Dad’s taken his stand, I’ve taken mine, and there’s no going back.’

‘But are you really getting mixed up with the ladies wanting the vote, Elinor? If you were to give them up, he’d no’ mind if you stayed on at the Primrose, I’m sure.’

‘I’ve been to some meetings.’ Elinor drank her tea. ‘I do believe in what they’re doing, except for the violence, and the group I’m with are against that.’

‘So you’ll keep on with ’em?’ Hessie sighed. ‘Seems there’s no hope, then.’

‘Well, things have changed a bit. It was grand when I first met Miss Ainslie’s friends, they were all so nice, treated me the same as if I was one of them. But the truth is, I’m not.’

‘You’re just as good as anybody, Elinor! The only difference is some folk are better off.’

Elinor passed her mother a plate of cakes and took one herself. ‘It isn’t just that. I think the biggest difference comes from what’s in people’s heads. Whether you’re educated or not. Now, I had to leave school early—’

‘We needed the money, Elinor. When you started working, you were one less mouth to feed. It just wasn’t possible to let you do the leaving certificate.’

‘I know, I understand, I’m no’ blaming anybody. But what’s made me think, since I mixed with these new folk, is that I’m never going to better myself unless I get some more education.’ Elinor met her mother’s eyes with a darkly burning gaze. ‘And I mean to do that, Ma. I won’t be staying in service for ever.’

‘Have you never thought you might one day get wed?’

‘Oh, Ma! As though that would be the solution to everything!’

‘It might be. Depends on who you marry.’

Mother and daughter exchanged glances, then Hessie looked away.

‘Where’ll you get this education, then? I mean, you canna go back to school.’

‘I’m going to speak to Miss Ainslie about it. There might be evening classes I can do. I’ve only got limited time off, so I might have to give up her meetings anyway. But she’ll understand, she’s very kind. Look, I’ll get the bill, I’ve to be away.’

‘Oh, lassie,’ Hessie murmured, putting her hankie to her eyes. ‘It’s been grand, eh? Shall we meet again soon? And will you see Corrie again? He was that glad to see you when you met him out of work.’

‘Sure I will, and I’ll see you, too.’ Elinor, rising, adjusted her hat and took out her purse. ‘You might say to Dad that I send him good wishes. He won’t care, but tell him, anyway.’

‘I will, I will. I did say I was going to see you and he never said I shouldn’t.’

Elinor shrugged. ‘We’d better be grateful for small mercies, then.’

Outside the café, mixing with the tourists heading for the Royal Mile and the sights of historic Edinburgh, she and her mother exchanged hugs and parted to go their different ways, Hessie shedding a tear again, Elinor feeling low. Until she thought again of speaking to Miss Ainslie.

As she had hoped, the manageress was able to tell her just what she needed to know. There were courses for adults available in the city, some begun only last year by the Workers’ Educational Association, others organized by various groups, and a few by the council. There would be something to pay, of course, and the WEA would probably charge the least. Miss Ainslie, giving Elinor one of her quick, bird-like glances, raised her eyebrows.

‘But what’s brought this on, then? I didn’t know you were interested in studying, Elinor, though I’m very pleased to hear it.’

Elinor looked down. ‘I’m keen to get on,’ she said after a pause. ‘And I’ll need more than I’ve got to do that.’

‘What sort of class would you like to try for?’

‘I thought maybe history. Or English – grammar and that.’

Miss Ainslie pursed her lips. ‘For a job, you don’t think you’d do better with some sort of secretarial skill? Such as typewriting? I believe more and more women are finding jobs in offices these days.’

‘Typewriting?’ Elinor had never thought of it. Wasn’t what she’d had in mind, but might be a quicker way to a better job than studying academic subjects, even though that sort of study was what she felt she needed. ‘You think I could be a secretary, Miss Ainslie?’

‘Elinor, I think you could be anything you put your mind to. It’s such a shame you couldn’t have stayed on at school.’

‘A shame a lot of folk couldn’t do that, Miss Ainslie. But maybe I’ll try this typewriting. Where do you think I could find out where to go?’

‘Why, you must speak to Mrs Greer at the next meeting. She had a bundle of leaflets she was showing only the other day – she’s very keen on bringing education to those who’ve missed it.’

Mrs Greer? Elinor’s eyes widened. And here was I believing I was the only one who cared, she thought, and felt a little guilty.



Ten

Mrs Greer was delighted to be able to help Elinor, Miss Ainslie’s protégée, as she called her, a word Elinor didn’t know, but could guess its meaning.

‘You’ll find all you need to know in these leaflets I have,’ Mrs Greer told her. ‘What’s available, meeting places, enrolling details, cost and so on. Now, are you going to be able to afford the charge, my dear? I’m sure there are funds available if not.’

‘I’ve got some savings,’ Elinor replied quickly, thinking that she’d like to pay her own way, and if she didn’t get the new jacket she’d had her eye on, well, too bad. ‘But when do these classes start?’

‘At the end of August for the WEA, with enrolling two weeks earlier. They’re usually held in schools after hours, or a few are at the university. Read through the leaflets and decide what you want to do.’ Mrs Greer patted Elinor’s shoulder. ‘And the best of luck – I really admire your initiative.’

Another word Elinor didn’t know. At this rate, she would be spending more time than the club members in the Quiet Room, looking up the dictionaries. Whatever would Mattie say?

Two weeks later, having managed to obtain permission to slip out during the early evening, she made her way to the great gaunt school in Stockbridge where she planned to enrol for the typewriting class.

Heavens, though, the large hall – with its distinctive school smell of chalk, worn shoes, damp clothes and pupils – was crowded out! She’d never thought so many people would be as keen to learn as she was herself. Nothing for it, then, but to join the queue at the desk, where a young woman was booking folk in for the typewriting course, and hope she wouldn’t be too long away from the club. In fact, the waiting crowd seemed to melt away just as she reached the desk, and she was about to heave a sigh of relief, when the young woman who’d been taking names rapped out, ‘Typewriting is fully booked. This position is closed.’

‘Fully booked?’ Again, Elinor was taken completely by surprise. ‘What do you mean? You can’t take me?’

‘Of course I can’t take you!’ the girl cried scornfully, her small blue eyes flashing. ‘There are only a limited number of typewriters for the students, and it’s first come, first served. You should have got here earlier.’

As she began to gather up papers from her desk and Elinor stood disconsolately watching her, a tall, fair-haired man in a tweed suit came across to the desk.

‘What’s the trouble, Miss Reynolds?’

‘No trouble, Mr Muirhead. This person wanted to take the typewriting class and I’ve told her it’s fully booked. What else can I do?’

The tall man, looking at Elinor, gave her an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry about that. I’m afraid the typewriting class is very popular and quickly fills up. Perhaps something else might be of interest? I’m taking another class myself on office management and procedures. How about that?’

‘That’s got no typewriting,’ Miss Reynolds said at once. ‘It wouldn’t be the same at all.’

‘Nevertheless, it is a very useful course,’ he retorted, his voice edged enough to make her flush a little.

‘Sorry, Mr Muirhead, I’m sure it is. Shall I take this lady across to book in, then? If it’s not full?’

‘No, I’ll take her myself. This way, Miss  . . .?’

‘Rae,’ Elinor answered. ‘And thank you.’

How kind he was, she thought, as he shepherded her through the crowd, his grey eyes so sympathetic. But who was he? He was very well dressed, seemed to be in charge somehow, and the snappy Miss Reynolds had caved in pretty quickly when he’d rebuked her. Why not take his office course, then? It might be just as good as the typewriting.

‘My name’s Stephen Muirhead,’ he told her. ‘I’m a course organizer for the WEA, and also a tutor. It’s part of my policy to try to find the right course for everyone who wants to learn, which is why I hope my course will be of interest to you.’

‘Oh, it is!’ she said eagerly. ‘I think it might suit me very well. But it might be booked up.’

‘Not yet.’ He smiled. ‘The numbers are good, but it’s not quite as popular as typewriting. Mind if I ask, are you an office worker at present, Miss Rae?’

Her colour rose. ‘No. I’d like to be, but I’m  . . . I’m in service. At the Primrose Club.’

‘I see. Nice place, I believe.’ His expression was the same: he was continuing to smile. ‘But you’d like a change?’

‘That’s right. A change.’

‘Well, before you book in, I’ll just tell you briefly that the course is designed for people seeking jobs in offices, not necessarily in offices already. So, it will give an idea of the sort of thing they’ll need to know, and practice at the different procedures – filing, simple bookkeeping, record keeping and so on.’

Mr Muirhead smiled a little. ‘I’m hoping it will help with interviews – everyone’s worry.’

‘And women are being taken on in offices now?’ Elinor asked. ‘There are still more men than women in your queue.’

‘True, but the fact is single women are being employed more and more.’ Mr Muirhead gave a small shrug. ‘Although I’m afraid they do earn less than the men.’

‘Surprise, surprise,’ Elinor responded, and they both laughed, before he saw her take her place in the queue she’d been studying.

‘I’ll have to leave you now,’ he told her, ‘but I’ll look forward to seeing you again. On the last Thursday in August, seven o’clock at Carlyle High School. That’s Fountain Bridge area.’

‘Thursday?’ she repeated.

‘Difficult?’

‘It’s just that I’ll have to try to get Thursday evenings free.’

‘I hope you will.’

‘Oh, I will.’

As he moved away, looking back once, she had already begun wondering how she was going to manage getting to his class. She would have to hope that Gerda, whose free evenings were Thursdays, would swap with her for Fridays. But supposing she wouldn’t? Och, she’d cross that bridge when she came to it. All she knew was that she was determined to get to Mr Muirhead’s class, and after she’d booked in and paid her fee, heaved a sigh of relief and put her receipt safely in her bag. She had her place!



Eleven

The following morning when the Primrose maids were having their morning break, Mrs Petrie, passing Elinor her tea, fixed her with a sharp green eye.

‘What’s all this about you going to night school?’ she demanded.

Elinor, turning crimson, swung round in her chair to look at Gerda.

‘I asked you no’ to say anything!’

‘I never did!’ Gerda’s brown eyes were indignant. ‘You asked me to swap free evenings and I said I would, and that’s all. Must’ve been Mattie.’

‘Mattie?’ Elinor cried. ‘I told you in confidence, too!’

‘Sorry, Elinor.’ Mattie’s round face was shamefaced. ‘I was just that surprised, you see, and when we were doing staff breakfasts, I was with Mrs Petrie and it sort of slipped out.’

‘What’s it matter who told me?’ Mrs Petrie cried. ‘What I want to know is what’s it all about? Have you got tired of the Primrose, or what, Elinor? And what’s Miss Ainslie say, then, after all she’s done for you, eh?’

‘I haven’t told her yet,’ Elinor admitted. ‘I will, though, when I ask if it’s all right for me to take Gerda’s Thursdays. Anyway, she won’t mind if I go to night school, it was her idea.’

As Mrs Petrie stared in disbelief, Elinor added quickly, ‘And I’ve only signed up for a class, I’m no’ leaving the Primrose, so there’s no need to say any more.’

‘Don’t be telling me what to say or not to say, if you please! What is this course, then? French? German? Arithmetic?’ Mrs Petrie laughed shortly. ‘Just who do you lassies think you are?’

‘It’s office procedures,’ Elinor answered coldly. ‘If you must know, I tried for typewriting but it was full.’

‘Typewriting, eh?’ Gerda smiled. ‘Sounds good. Mebbe I’ll try for it next year, eh?’

‘Aye, might be just up our street,’ chimed Ada. ‘Where’d you go for these classes, then, Elinor?’

‘Now you girls can just stop all this!’ Mrs Petrie cried. ‘Hurry up with your tea and get back to work. Ada, never mind about classes – did you bring the papers down from the Quiet Room? Where’s The Scotsman, then?’

‘It’s here, Mrs Petrie.’

As Ada hastily gave her yesterday’s Scotsman from the sheaf of newspapers she had cleared from upstairs, the cook took out her reading glasses.

‘Let’s see what’s happening in this terrible world,’ she muttered, unfolding the paper she always claimed. ‘That Kaiser fella’s always in the news, eh? I never did like Germans. Or any of thae Balkan folk. Always causing trouble.’

‘How many Germans has she met?’ Gerda asked in a low voice, when they were outside the kitchen. ‘Or people from the Balkans, come to that?’

‘As though Mrs Petrie needs to know folk before she hates them!’ Elinor answered, laughing, and Mattie touched her arm.

‘Elinor, I’m truly sorry I told her about your class. Like I said, it slipped out before I could stop it.’ Mattie’s eyes were woeful. ‘Me and my big mouth, eh?’

‘It’s all right, Mattie. She’d have to find out sometime, anyway – I only wanted to spare all the arguments.’ Elinor glanced at the clock in the entrance hall they were moving through on their way to clean inside windows. ‘Look, I’ll just be five minutes – I want to speak to Miss Ainslie. You get started and I’ll follow.’

‘Miss A’s never going to worry about us changing days off,’ Gerda murmured. ‘She’s easy about things like that.’

But is she going to be so happy about me not going to her suffragette evenings any more? Elinor wondered, as she knocked on Miss Ainslie’s door. Truth is, I have no time now.

Gerda was right, of course, that the manageress would find no difficulty in giving her permission to the two maids to swap their evenings off. It was only when Elinor had to point out that she could no longer attend the suffragette evenings that she looked a little dismayed.

‘Oh, that’s a shame, Elinor, when you were doing so well and becoming so helpful to us. Of course, I know you want to go to the class and I’m pleased for you, but couldn’t you have spared time for us as well?’

‘You’ve forgotten, I only get one evening off in the week,’ Elinor told her quietly, at which Miss Ainslie put a hand to her lip and gave an embarrassed smile.

‘Oh, dear, of course you do! What am I thinking of? And I suppose it wouldn’t be fair, to give you extra time off, just to help our cause  . . .’

‘No, it wouldn’t. But I’ll still try to go to some of the outdoor meetings on Saturday afternoons.’

‘That would be good of you. I know they’re precious.’ Miss Ainslie sighed. ‘If it were up to me, you know, I’d try to get you girls more time off, but the company would never agree. My hands are tied.’

Always were, when it came to asking the folk with the money for anything, Elinor thought, when she was on her way back to join Mattie and Gerda for their window cleaning. Still, you had to be grateful to Miss Ainslie for even thinking of better conditions for her maids. There was no doubt that working at the Primrose was about as good as it could be for girls in service. Would working in an office be any better?

Elinor paused for a moment, swinging her wash leather, frowning a little. It was going to be a lot of work, doing this course. Swotting up on arithmetic, learning different skills, maybe having to do tests and so on. Did she really want to do it?

Yes! came back her eager reply. Oh, yes. Because service at the Primrose was still service, while working in an office would give her a distinct identity that you never had as a maid, as well as perhaps providing a stairway to better things. She would have to leave her beloved gardens, of course, and that would be hard, a real sacrifice, but she’d come back, she’d visit, and they would be in her mind, always. As for the WEA course itself, even if it was hard work, it would be interesting and challenging. And had a good tutor, eh?

At the remembrance of Mr Muirhead, Elinor began to walk on swiftly, surprised to find her face growing warm and probably pink. It was a relief that when she joined the others in their window cleaning, no one took the slightest notice and soon her cheeks were pink anyway, as she rubbed away with her leather, her thoughts free to concentrate on a certain date in August. The last Thursday. Seven o’clock. Carlyle High School.

She’d be there.



Twelve

When the last Thursday in August finally arrived, it was no surprise to Elinor that she was feeling nervous. There was so much pressure. Everyone watching, commenting – especially Mrs Petrie. Oh, dear, oh dear, what were working lassies coming to these days, thinking they could do bookwork the same as educated folk, where would it all end? Et cetera, et cetera. And then there was Mattie, fearing that Elinor wouldn’t be able to do the sums required, and Ada asking what good would it all be if she never got into an office, eh? And wouldn’t everybody prefer men, anyway?

Only Gerda was supportive, telling Elinor she was doing the right thing and she wished she’d thought of doing something like it herself. Perhaps she still would.

‘If I get on all right?’ Elinor asked dryly, but Gerda shook her head.

‘You’ll do well, that’s what the others know. They’re a wee bit envious, that’s all.’

‘As though anybody needs to be envious of me!’ cried Elinor.

When it was time to go on Thursday evening, she left the Primrose by the area steps, conscious of the eyes watching, aware that she looked her best, even in the blue jacket and skirt she had not been able to afford to replace, but she was nervous. Come on, she told herself, you’re looking forward to this, eh? Enjoy it, then.

The evening was still fine, the light still good, though August would soon be September and the northern summer was fading. Having taken a quick look at the gardens of the square to make her feel better, she was hurrying on when she saw ahead the figure of a man approaching. And stopped in her tracks.

It couldn’t be, could it? Couldn’t be  . . . her father?

No, he’d never come to the West End, he’d never come to the Primrose. Yet  . . .

‘Dad?’ she whispered, as the man came nearer and she saw that there was no mistaking her father’s tall figure, his way of walking, throwing out his feet as though kicking stones. No mistaking the cap and jacket he was wearing, or the good-looking face, the dark eyes meeting hers.

‘Dad,’ she repeated. ‘What are you doing here?’

He had reached her, was standing close, and she could make nothing of his expression, except that it was not angry, nor did it show any emotion. But then he was there, with her, quite out of his own territory, and there must be some reason for that, so what could it be? Oh, no – no!

Her heart beginning to beat fast, she cried, ‘Is it Ma, Dad? Is there something wrong? Is it Corrie? Tell me!’

Suddenly, his features seemed to melt, his eyes soften. He began to shake his head. ‘No need to worry, lassie. There’s nothing wrong. I just came to see you.’

‘But why? You won’t say why!’

‘Can we no’ sit down somewhere?’ He looked around, at the fine houses, the gardens with their trees still in full leaf, the railings with their gates, and he smiled briefly. ‘This your famous square, then? And everything’s locked?’

‘Dad, I’m just going out. I’m going to an evening class, it’s the first time, and I mustn’t be late. I’d no idea you were coming.’

‘Spur of the moment, is why. I never even told your ma.’ His smile broadened. ‘She thinks I’m at the pub.’

‘Will you walk with me to Lothian Road?’ she asked desperately. ‘I’ve to get the tram there. We could talk on the way.’

Her heart was still pounding, but now with apprehension that her evening was about to crash around her ears. It was the strangest thing in the world that her father had come seeking her, and might be good but then might not, and she felt so confused, she was like some rudderless boat at the mercy of the waves.

‘Will you come?’ she asked, praying that he would not take offence that she was still going to her class when he had come to see her, that he would not suddenly blow up right there in the middle of the city.

Amazingly, he took her arm. ‘Aye, I’ll come, Elinor. If we can talk, I want to talk.’

‘You’ll tell me why you came?’

‘I should’ve thought you could guess. Or d’you want me to eat humble pie?’

‘Dad, what are you saying?’

She wished now that they weren’t joining the crowds waiting to cross the road at Maule’s Corner, where Princes Street ended and the two famous churches – St John’s and St Cuthbert’s – marked the entry to Lothian Road. If only her father hadn’t picked tonight of all nights! For there was the tram stop ahead and she must be ready to board when her tram came, or she would be late, and yet she didn’t want to board, she wanted to hear what her dad had to say. And try to make herself believe that this was happening.

‘I’ve been thinking I was a wee bit hard on you,’ he was muttering, ‘that time I told you to go. It’s been on my mind – since you went – that I was, well, I was wrong.’ He laughed uneasily. ‘Got carried away, you see. Well, you know how it is.’

‘Aye, I do,’ she said eagerly. ‘I was maybe too quick, too. Ma said I shouldn’t have been so quick, but  . . .’

‘No, I told you to go – what else could you do?’

They had reached the tram stop and were standing together, almost fearfully exchanging looks from eyes so alike, trying to make sense of this so strange meeting, the strangest meeting either of them had ever had.

‘Do you want me to come back?’ Elinor asked at last, in a husky whisper.

‘Aye, I do. When you can.’

‘Thing is, I’ve signed up for this course. I’ve no evenings free in term times.’ (Oh, Lord, what would he say?) ‘But then there’ll be the holidays – and some Saturdays. In fact, I might be able to come this weekend.’

‘Come when you can,’ he repeated. ‘I’ll tell your mother you’ll come when you can.’

‘Dad, she’ll be so pleased.’

‘I know.’ He cleared his throat. ‘I sometimes get things right. But what’s this course, then?’

‘It’s learning about office work. I thought I might – you know – try for a different job.’

‘Lassies doing office work these days?’

‘Seemingly.’

Her tram was looming. She put her hand on his arm. ‘Dad, this is me. I’ll have to go.’

‘I’ll see you on, then.’

She kissed his cheek – when had she last done that? – and murmured, self-consciously, ‘Dad – thanks.’

He looked away. ‘Better join the queue, lassie.’

When the tram halted, she followed people on to the platform, looking back at her father, watching. Neither smiled, but both waved.

‘Fares, please,’ said the conductor, and she was borne away, her father still watching until the tram was out of sight.

Oblivious to the noise and rattles around her, Elinor was gradually coming to terms with what had happened. Her dad, in one of his good moods, had made the huge effort to seek her out and – yes, incredible though it seemed – had apologized to her. He’d actually got the words out. Admitted he’d made a mistake. Asked her to come back home when she could. Was it possible?

She supposed that, with him, anything was possible. As her mother had said, he could be all blow and thunder one minute, all sunshine the next, and this apologizing to her must be in one of his sunny times, then. On the other hand, she’d never known him cave in to anyone in the family before, and it might just be that when she’d left, she’d given him a shock. She’d stood up to him like no one else had done, and being unused to it, he’d not known how to deal with it. When he’d finally realized that she was not coming back, he’d bitten the bullet and apologized. Because it was true, then, that he’d missed her?

A warm glow consumed her as it came to her that her dad must care for her. Cared for all his family, though he had no idea how to make them happy. Would always want his own way, always be ready to fly off the handle, but deep down, they meant something to him. And understanding that meant something to Elinor.

For a little while, she had quite forgotten where she was going and what for, but when she only recognized her stop at the last minute and scrambled out just in time, it dawned on her with terrible realization that she was going to be late for her first class. She must have missed the tram she’d intended to get, and now she could see from a church clock across the road that it was after seven. The class would already have begun.

Late! When she had wanted to appear so calm and well organized; had wanted to create a good impression on Mr Muirhead and the other students. Late already, when she didn’t even know where Carlyle High School was!

Of course, she found it. Found the notice board inside the entrance giving the room number for her class. Arrived at the door, flushed and breathless and, at her light knock, met Mr Muirhead himself. Smiling, thank God.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry I’m late!’ she burst out, but he only drew her into the classroom.

‘That’s quite all right. We haven’t started yet – I’ve just been taking a roll call. Come in and find a seat.’



Thirteen

Everyone was looking at her. Or so it felt to Elinor, though with her eyes cast down as she found a seat next to another young woman, she couldn’t of course be sure. Aware that Mr Muirhead was waiting for her, she tried to be as quick as possible in slipping off her hat and jacket, which he immediately came forward to hang up, and then, after taking out her exercise book and pencil, managed to snatch a look around her.

The classroom was typical of all the rooms she remembered from her schooldays: long dusty windows, bare boarded floor, maps and posters on the distempered walls, and rows of desks to seat two pupils facing the teacher’s table. Squashed into the desks, regardless of height or weight, were twenty or so men and a few women, all young, and none looking at Elinor, as it happened, except the girl next to her who gave her a brief smile. She was rather plain, with freckles and pale blonde hair scraped into a tight bun, and Elinor guessed she’d be very efficient. The sort that could run an office anyway, even without Mr Muirhead’s help, but everyone’s eyes were on him now, waiting for him to begin.

First, he told them, he’d like to stress the importance now attached to the office in modern times. ‘We’ve moved away from the Scrooge type of office of the past, you see, when you had one clerk scratching away with a quill pen in some old ledger. Now, we have typewriters, telephones, punched card systems, all kinds of modern equipment, and staff trained to use them. Which is where you people will come in.

‘It’s not just big companies that will need you, because everywhere is recognizing the importance of an efficient office these days. You might find yourself working in some small shop, or maybe a hotel, a college, a school, a department store – all requiring staff who know what to do. To begin with, you may start with junior tasks, such as filing – which is not as easy as ABC, as everyone thinks, but actually quite complex and vital to finding information – but then you’ll progress to carrying out other procedures, which we’ll cover in this course. Any questions so far?’

Hands shot up all over the room. Could Mr Muirhead outline some of the procedures?

Certainly he could. Keeping checks on stock and supplies, keeping records, particularly of expenditure, paying and checking bills, carrying out simple accounting, liaising with staff and customers, writing reports for senior management – and that was just the start.

At the looks on their faces, Mr Muirhead laughed.

‘Obviously, newcomers will not be running offices from the beginning and will receive training anyway, but this course will make sure you know what will be expected of you. If you can show that, you’ll be better placed for getting a job.’

‘That’s all we want,’ someone muttered, and there were murmurs of agreement.

Another hand went up from a young man with a shock of red hair at the front of the room.

‘You talk about simple accounting – how good have we got to be at arithmetic?’

‘To do well in this field, I’d say it’s essential to be quite good,’ Mr Muirhead told him. ‘The job really calls for a logical mind as well as practical skills.’

‘Lets out the lassies, eh?’ the red-headed man said with a laugh, at which the girls cried, ‘Shame!’ and the young woman next to Elinor flushed scarlet.

‘Please apologize for that remark!’ she shouted across the classroom. ‘My best subject at school was arithmetic, I’ll have you know.’

With a glance at his list of names, Mr Muirhead said curtly, ‘Mr MacLean, please do as Miss Cordiner says and apologize for a quite uncalled-for remark.’

‘Only bit of fun, Mr Muirhead.’

‘I’m waiting, Mr MacLean.’

The red-haired young man stood up, gravely bowed towards Miss Cordiner and said, ‘So sorry, no offence meant.’

‘I won’t say “None taken” as I am offended,’ she snapped back. ‘But I accept your apology on behalf of the women in this class.’

‘May I make it quite clear from the start that no kind of joking offences will be tolerated here,’ Mr Muirhead declared. ‘Anyone guilty of them will be shown the door. Understood?’

‘Understood!’ the girls cried, while the men nodded and made a few muttering noises that could be taken as assent.

‘Get this all the time at work, eh?’ Miss Cordiner whispered to Elinor, her colour gradually fading. ‘Men thinking women can’t do as well as they can?’

Is that really what I have to look forward to? Elinor wondered. Working only with women, she’d no experience of the sort of prejudice Miss Cordiner was talking about, except, of course, where votes for women were concerned. Yes, there was prejudice for you. She would have liked to ask her desk companion where she worked, except that Mr Muirhead was looking impatient and clearing his throat.

‘Could we all settle down now, please, and forget this diversion? For the rest of the time this evening, I’d like to tell you about some of the methods used to keep records and to bring up information when required. It might be helpful if you take down what I put on the board here and we’ll go into the detail at the next class.’

Silence fell, except for the squeak of the tutor’s chalk on the blackboard and the laboured breathing of some of the men poring over their notebooks. There seemed a good deal to write, a good deal to learn, but as she worked on, Elinor felt she was getting somewhere. Maybe not in the academic field she’d first planned, but on the path to a more rewarding job than being in service. For these were concrete things she was learning, facts that should stand her in good stead, and if it was perhaps too early to be sure of an end – this was, after all, early days – when the bell rang for the end of the evening class, she still put down her pen with a contented sigh.
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‘Thank you, everyone,’ Mr Muirhead called, shaking chalk from his hands after cleaning the board. ‘We’ve made a good start and I look forward to seeing you all next week.’

Miss Cordiner and Elinor, exchanging further smiles, stood up and stretched with the rest of the class.

‘Pretty tight fit, these desks,’ Miss Cordiner murmured. ‘By the way, my name’s Brenda.’

‘I’m Elinor Rae. Mind if I ask, do you work in an office at the moment?’

Brenda made a face. ‘Oh, yes, for my sins, I work in the office of a boys’ school. No picnic, I can tell you. The whole place needs sorting out, but my boss is a man who won’t let me do anything. I’m desperate to get into some big firm where I can really organize things. How about you?’

‘I’m in service at the Primrose Club,’ Elinor told her. ‘Like you, I’m keen to move on.’

‘Don’t blame you!’

As they moved to collect their hats and jackets, other girls came up to congratulate Brenda for standing up to ‘that’ Mr MacLean. ‘Cheeky devil,’ one was remarking, when the cheeky devil himself joined them, pulling on his coat and grinning.

‘No hard feelings?’ he asked.

‘As long as you behave yourself,’ Brenda replied coldly.

‘Oh, he will,’ called Mr Muirhead, standing in the doorway, rattling his keys. ‘That right, Mr MacLean?’

‘Scout’s honour, Mr Muirhead.’

‘On your way, then.’

As the students moved into the corridor and began to depart, Brenda glanced at a little watch she took from her bag. ‘Listen,’ she said to Elinor, ‘there’s a café stays open late round here, we could go and have a cup of tea.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry, I’d have liked to, but I think I should get back.’

‘Maybe next week, eh?’

‘Yes, I’ll try.’

They were at the outer door to the school when Mr Muirhead caught up with them.

‘Enjoy your first class?’ he asked cheerfully. ‘Apart from Mr MacLean’s intervention?’

‘I thought you handled that very well,’ Brenda replied. ‘And, thanks, I did enjoy the class.’

‘I did, too,’ Elinor told him.

‘I’m glad.’ He gave her a quick glance. ‘Weren’t any problems for you, were there? I mean, getting away from the club?’

‘Oh, you mean, because I was late?’ She blushed. ‘No, no problems, it was just my father called to see me unexpectedly.’

He was not to know that saying those words, ‘my father called to see me’, was a really quite extraordinary experience for her, and only nodded with a smile.

‘That’s good. Well, I see the caretaker is waiting to boot us out – may I walk with you ladies to the tram?’

‘That’s all right,’ Brenda replied. ‘I don’t take a tram; I only live up the road.’

They stood in the street in the dusk of the evening, hesitating a moment, until Brenda walked away, calling goodnight over her shoulder, to which the others called, ‘See you next week!’ Then Mr Muirhead looked down at Elinor.

‘If you’re on your way back to the Primrose, I believe we’ll be taking the same tram. I live in the West End myself, or at least my mother does, and I share her flat.’

‘Nice,’ she commented.

‘Yes, though I’ll probably find a place of my own eventually. Just haven’t got round to it.’

They walked in companionable silence to the tram stop, where they stood only a moment or two before their tram arrived and they climbed on, Mr Muirhead insisting on paying for Elinor’s ticket.

‘What’s a penny between friends?’ he asked lightly over her protests. ‘I don’t think it’ll break the bank.’

As they were shaken along on their short journey, she was aware of his grey eyes often on her face and racked her brains for something interesting to say, only nothing came to mind. Finally, she asked where in the West End his mother lived.

‘Shandwick Place. We live over a dress shop.’

‘My folks live over a shop, too. Dad’s a cobbler; we live over the shop he rents.’

‘And where’s that?’

She hesitated, looking for his reaction.

‘Friar’s Wynd,’ she said at last, and found no real reaction at all, apart from a polite nod.

‘Here we are!’ she cried, gladly rising for their stop. ‘This is us.’

When they’d left the tram, he said he would see her to the club, looking surprised when she immediately said that that wouldn’t be necessary.

‘Thanks all the same, Mr Muirhead, but it won’t take me a minute to get to the club. I’ll be quite all right.’

As though she could possibly risk being seen with him outside the Primrose! There might well be someone looking out, and she could just imagine the questions that would be thrown at her when she got in, after they’d seen her with her handsome escort.

‘As you wish, then,’ he answered, touching his hat. ‘Goodnight, Miss Rae. We’ll meet again next week, I hope.’

‘Oh, yes, next week – I’ll be there! Goodnight, Mr Muirhead.’

Wonderfully relieved, she darted away through the traffic, knowing he was watching until she’d turned at Maule’s Corner and was out of his sight. By the time she’d reached the Primrose, she knew he would be home in Shandwick Place, probably telling his mother about his class, probably not mentioning her, just as she would eventually be talking about the class, too, and not mentioning him. Thinking about him, though.

‘How did it go?’ asked Mattie and Gerda in their attic room, when she was back, taking off her jacket, unpinning her hat. ‘Did you enjoy it?’

‘Went very well. Yes, I enjoyed it. Met some interesting people.’

‘Any men?’ asked Mattie.

‘The class is nearly all men, as it happens.’

‘Aha!’ cried Gerda. ‘Told you, I might be signing up for night school next year.’

‘Me, too,’ said Mattie, as Elinor turned aside, smiling a secret smile.
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Saturday afternoon found Elinor back at Friar’s Wynd, walking with a light step through the children playing the old games she remembered playing herself – peevers, which was a sort of hopscotch, giant steps and baby steps, tig, cock a roosty – how the old days came back! Some of the boys were playing kick the can again. Hadn’t that been the game Barry Howat had joined in? Said he played football, and he looked fit enough. But her thoughts were only with what she’d find at home, and how relieved her mother would be to see her.

Her father was still at work in his little shop when she looked in – with a customer, too, so that was promising. Not that Mrs Angus from one of the tenements, wearing a shabby shawl, looked as if she’d be paying out much. Elinor could hear her asking her dad if he could do anything with the ancient boots he was studying. ‘All I’ve got,’ she was saying. ‘I’ve had to come out in just ma slippers, look. Now, see what you can do, Mr Rae, and I’ll come in Monday. They’ll no’ be too dear, eh?’

‘I’ll do what I can,’ Walter replied, looking over a pair of half-moon spectacles at Elinor and, to her relief, appearing pleased to see her. ‘Off you go, then, Mrs Angus, and I’ll see you Monday. Here’s my daughter coming home.’

‘Wee Ellie?’ Mrs Angus exclaimed, turning to look at Elinor with a smile on her worn face. ‘Seems no time at all since you were playing peevers wi’ Jeanie. Now you’re both grown and Jeanie’s married. A babbie on the way, and all.’

‘Hadn’t heard that!’ Elinor cried. ‘Will you remember me to her, Mrs Angus? Tell her I hope all goes well.’

‘I surely will.’ Mrs Angus, letting herself out, waved goodbye as Elinor approached her father.

‘Here I am, then, Dad. I said I’d come.’

‘Aye, and I’m glad to see you. You go on up and see your ma – I’ll be up when I shut up shop.’

For a moment, they exchanged long, steady looks, then Elinor hurried up the stairs.

She was, of course, greeted with rapture as Hessie hugged her, then held her at arm’s length to look at her, then hugged her again, and burst into tears.

‘Now, didn’t I tell you your dad was missing you?’ she cried. ‘Didn’t I say he’d come round?’

‘Come round in more ways than one,’ Elinor answered, laughing, as she released herself and took off her hat. ‘Did he tell you he came to the Primrose? Just when I was setting off for evening class, too.’

‘Told me when he came back, said everything was fine. You could’ve knocked me over with a feather. I mean, I knew he wanted to make things up, but I never dreamed he’d go round to your club. That took some doing, for him.’

‘So, how’s he been?’ asked Elinor, filling the kettle. ‘The way he was when I saw him on Thursday, you’d never think he could be in a bad mood.’

‘Aye, that’s the way he is.’ Hessie shrugged. ‘Blew up a bit this morning, to be honest. Found a hole in his sock and you’d have thought it was the end of the world. Then he settled down and was all right again. But tell me about this class you’ve joined. I want to hear all about it.’

And of course, Hessie wasn’t the only one who wanted that. When Elinor had finished giving her the details over a cup of tea, she had to repeat them all over again when Corrie came in, and then yet again when Walter came up, by which time tea was on the table and the atmosphere was the happiest she’d known at home for a long time.

‘Seems funny to me, lassies going out to that sort of work,’ her father remarked. ‘But I suppose it’s as good as being in service, as long as you take care and don’t get mixed up with any fellas, eh?’

‘Why, Walt, Elinor might meet some nice young man with a good job!’ Hessie cried. ‘She’s never likely to meet any at the Primrose Club. They’re all women there.’

‘Any men on this new course?’ Walter asked, and Elinor had to admit that there were.

‘But girls as well, Dad, and I sit next to a nice young woman who could be a friend.’

‘Elinor can look after herself, anyway,’ Corrie put in. ‘I think it’s grand that she’s thought of going to night school. I’m planning to go to a class myself next year.’

‘What next?’ asked his father, but not too sharply. ‘Everybody seems set on going back to school, Hessie. Looks like you and me will have to join something.’

‘Dad, you could,’ Elinor said seriously. ‘The WEA runs all sorts of classes – history, painting – everything. And they don’t cost a lot.’

But Hessie shook her head and said she’d never have the time, and Walter said he’d other things to do when he finished work. Everyone knew what those things were, but no one mentioned the Dragon or the Castle. This was a pleasant time they were all enjoying, and no one wanted to spoil it.

‘The chap who takes our course actually works for the WEA,’ Elinor volunteered, as they cleared the table. ‘He’s quite important, really, has to organize all the courses.’

‘And is he nice?’ asked Hessie. ‘No’ too strict, I mean?’

‘No, no, he keeps us all in order but you couldn’t call him strict. A very good teacher, as well.’

‘That’s grand. I’m glad you’re meeting all these new people and enjoying yourself.’

‘Gives you something to look forward to,’ remarked Corrie.

‘True,’ Elinor agreed, but said no more. What she looked forward to was her own affair.
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For the following week’s class, Elinor tried so hard to make up for her previous lateness that she arrived too early. At least, that was what she thought, but when she got to the classroom, looking this time as composed as possible, it was to find Mr Muirhead already at his table, surrounded by young women. Even Brenda was there, admiring photographs of various pieces of equipment he was passing round and listening closely with the others to his descriptions – which left Elinor feeling rather taken aback. How foolish! Why shouldn’t the other girls be early? She knew it was only the way they were all looking up at the tutor that annoyed her. And that was foolish, too.

Standing in the doorway, she cleared her throat, at which Mr Muirhead looked up and smiled and laid down his photographs.

‘Miss Rae! Come in. I’ve just been showing some pictures of a mechanical calculating machine – that’s the Hollerith – and other aids you might find in a large office, but I’ll keep them for later, as it’s time for class.’

‘At least I’m no’ late this time,’ Elinor murmured, moving to be near Brenda again, who said that the fellows were just arriving.

‘Sound like a herd of elephants, eh?’

True enough, the heavy footfalls of the young men all coming in together were thunderous, but at the sight of their tutor they hastily quietened down, with even Tam MacLean taking his seat and sending a grin to Brenda, which she, of course, ignored. Everyone seemed keen to listen to Mr Muirhead, who was expanding on some of the items he’d discussed the previous week, relieved perhaps that this time there were no interruptions and no need for threats.

How different evening classes were from classes at school, Elinor realized. Unlike many young pupils, adult students were keen to learn, not only because they’d paid good money for their course, but also because their learning could lead to better things. They were proof, it seemed to her, that she’d been right: education of one sort or another was the key to a better life, and the more she dwelled on it, the more passionate she felt that everyone was entitled to that better life.

When the bell rang for the end of another class, Mr Muirhead looked obviously pleased that it had gone so well. There had been plenty of questions, plenty of interest, from the girls as well as the men, for it was clear enough that they had already determined they weren’t going to lag behind, and as Brenda murmured to Elinor, ‘Snibs to Tam MacLean, eh?’

‘I don’t think we’ll have any more trouble from him,’ Elinor said. ‘Though he’ll never admit it, even if we do prove him wrong.’

‘How about that cup of tea we said we’d have? Can you make it this week?’

‘Yes, I mentioned it to the manageress and she said it’d be all right.’

‘Let’s go, then.’

At the outer school door, however, Mr Muirhead appeared, just as before, and asked if Miss Rae was going for her tram. Elinor and Brenda exchanged glances.

‘As a matter of fact, we were just going to Rossie’s café for a cup of tea,’ Brenda told him, at which his face lit up.

‘What a good idea! Mind if I join you? We can celebrate the beginning of the course.’

‘Yes, please come,’ Elinor said quickly.

‘Why not?’ asked Brenda.

The café, only a few minutes’ walk from the high school, struck Elinor as being quite busy for what she thought of as a late hour, though perhaps it wasn’t really as late as all that; she was just not used to being out and about after nine o’clock. The pubs would still be open, anyway, and that’s where most of the male students from the evening classes would probably be.

Mr Muirhead had just ordered tea and sandwiches for the three of them, however, when the café door opened and several of the male students from the course walked in, led by, of all people, Tam MacLean.

‘Well, well, fancy meeting you!’ he cried cheerfully, disregarding the frozen looks on the faces of his tutor and Brenda. ‘Never expected to see you here.’

‘And we never expected to see you!’ Brenda retorted. ‘Thought you men would be in the pub.’

‘Why, we’re teetotal, aren’t we, lads?’ Tam cried, winking, and was all for pulling up a chair, until the young men with him made him move elsewhere, obviously not wanting to join their tutor, who just as obviously would rather they didn’t.

‘What a thing to happen,’ Brenda murmured. ‘Never thought those lads would want to come in here.’

‘It’s a popular place after classes,’ Mr Muirhead said evenly. We can’t expect to keep it to ourselves.’

‘Would be Tam MacLean who came, though, wouldn’t it?’

‘He’s no’ so bad,’ said Elinor. ‘He doesn’t mean any harm, Brenda.’

‘I agree,’ the tutor murmured, but Elinor could tell that he wasn’t thinking of Tam MacLean, only of his own regret that Tam had seen him in the café. Studying his abstracted face, it seemed to her that he was even better-looking than she’d first thought. His features were so regular, his brows so even, and a lot of women would envy that blond hair of his. No wonder his girl students liked to come in early to talk to him. No wonder she’d wanted to do that herself.

But was there some reason why he didn’t want to be seen with her and Brenda? Perhaps tutors were not supposed to meet women students outside class? He’s like me, she thought, worrying about being seen by other people, and felt depressed that there would probably be no more meetings with him like this one.

‘I think perhaps I should be going,’ she said, rising after they’d finished their sandwiches. ‘Shall we settle up?’

‘Don’t worry, this is on me,’ Mr Muirhead replied, leaping to his feet, but Brenda shook her head.

‘Oh, no, thanks all the same. We like to pay our own way.’

‘Look, we are not going to have three bills – that would be ridiculous.’

‘All right, you pay, and we’ll give you the money,’ Elinor offered, at which he groaned and settled the bill, not looking happy at that, or at Tam’s cheery call of ‘Goodnight’ as they made for the door.

‘See you next week, eh?’ one of the other young men shouted, and with hasty nods, Mr Muirhead, Elinor and Brenda left the café.

‘I’m sorry those chaps spoiled things,’ Brenda murmured, as she pressed some coins into the tutor’s hand. ‘But I’ll be on my way. Goodnight, then, and thanks.’

‘For what? Are you two some of these modern women, then? Not willing to accept a sandwich and a cup of tea from a man?’

‘It’s the principle of the thing,’ she said seriously. ‘Not that I’d say this about you, Mr Muirhead, but some men think it makes them seem superior, paying for women.’

‘It’s more practical than that,’ he said quietly. ‘Men usually have more money than women.’

‘And whose fault is that?’ Brenda walked off, waving. ‘See you next week, then.’

‘Thank God we’re on our own,’ Mr Muirhead murmured with feeling. ‘Miss Cordiner is one tough young woman. Let’s go for our tram, Miss Rae.’
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As they made their way to the tram stop again, Mr Muirhead said suddenly, ‘Miss Rae – I called you that just now, didn’t I? But I was wondering, may I say Elinor? I think you know my name is Stephen.’

She stared at him, amazed. First names – they were for relatives and close friends only. Her family, people at school, people she worked with – those were the only ones who called her Elinor. As for calling him Stephen, she couldn’t imagine it.

‘Out of class, of course,’ he was saying quickly. ‘Have to be formal there. But Elinor is such a pretty name, suits you so well.’

‘Ma told me she found it in a book of names someone lent her.’

‘May I use it, then?’

‘If you like.’ She was self-conscious, her dark eyes searching the road. ‘But here’s our tram!’

‘And you’re not going to argue over the fare, are you?’

‘I’ll let you win that one,’ she said, managing a laugh.

‘Know what I wish?’ he asked, as they took their seats. ‘That you’d let me take you back to the Primrose.’

She shook her head. ‘I told you, there’s no need.’

‘No need, I’d just like to, that’s all.’

‘I was wondering, though – you seemed upset when Tam MacLean saw us tonight – is it wrong for you to be with us after classes?’

He hesitated. ‘There’s nothing wrong with tutors having a cup of tea with students in a friendly way.’

‘Why did you mind Tam seeing us, then?’

‘I suppose I just didn’t want his jokes.’

‘So, that was all right, then?’

‘Yes. What’s really frowned on is for a tutor to form a relationship with one of his students. I work for the WEA; I know that that can lead to complications.’

‘I expect it could,’ she said, suddenly feeling inexplicably low.

‘Nothing I’ve said means I can’t take you back to the Primrose,’ Stephen said quietly, his eyes, as usual, fixed on her face. ‘Why won’t you let me?’

‘Here’s our stop,’ she cried, rising from her seat, and as he gave her his hand, his smile was wry.

‘We can still talk,’ he told her as they left the tram, and in the street, touched her arm as she was turning away.

‘Come on, Elinor, what’s wrong with my seeing you home?’

‘It’s a bit like you with Tam,’ she said reluctantly. ‘Girls I work with might see you, and there’d be questions and teasing. The manageress might no’ like it, either.’

‘Might not approve? I’m perfectly respectable.’

She laughed. ‘Oh, Mr Muirhead – I mean, Stephen – I know you are! No, it’s just – well, you understand, eh? How it is?’

‘I suppose so.’ He sighed deeply, looking through the West End evening crowds towards his own street. ‘I wouldn’t want you to be embarrassed. We’ll just say goodnight, then.’

‘Goodnight, Stephen. And thank you.’

‘Oh, not for that sandwich, for heaven’s sake! But we’ll meet again next week, I hope. You are enjoying my class, aren’t you?

‘Oh, yes, it’s grand. I’m just hoping I can keep up.’

‘Of course you can, you’re very bright.’

‘I was always good at sums at school, but I’m a wee bit worried about the accounts side of things.’

‘No need to worry, I’ll be there to help.’

They both stood, prolonging the moment of farewell, until Elinor began to move away.

‘Goodnight again, Stephen.’

‘Goodnight, Elinor.’

She knew he was watching her again as she hurried across the road, and when she turned back at the corner of Maule’s department store, she saw that he had not moved. She gave a quick wave and, as he waved back, went on her way, so churned inside with feelings she couldn’t face that it was a relief in a way to reach the club and have a problem to solve.

The front door was locked. The area door, she knew, would have been locked by Mrs Petrie some time before, but the main door was not locked until ten. Surely it wasn’t as late as that? Yet she knew she was later back this week than last. There was nothing for it but to ring the bell.

‘Elinor!’ It was Miss Ainslie in the doorway, her face rather serious. ‘I’ve been wondering what had happened to you. Do you know it’s almost half past ten? Come in, come in, and I’ll lock up again.’

‘I’m really sorry, Miss Ainslie,’ Elinor said hurriedly, when the manageress had relocked the front door and they were standing in the quiet reception hall. ‘I didn’t realize it was so late. Some of us went to the café for a cup of tea, that’s what took the time. You remember, I did ask if it’d be all right for me to go and you said I could.’

‘Yes, on the understanding that you would be back by ten.’ Miss Ainslie shook her head. ‘But half past ten – that won’t do, Elinor. Any country members staying here inform me if they wish to stay out late and that is quite in order, but I am responsible for you and the other staff. I can’t have you wandering around after dark, not knowing what time you are coming back.’

‘I’m very sorry, Miss Ainslie. I should have checked the time.’

Miss Ainslie’s expression softened a little. ‘I don’t want to be hard on you. I know it isn’t easy for you, as you have no watch, but there are clocks around, and I’m afraid I must ask you to be in by ten. We always managed that after the meetings, didn’t we?’

Her suffragette meetings, Elinor thought, with a sigh. How much easier things were when she was just attending them.

‘I won’t be late again,’ she promised. ‘Goodnight, Miss Ainslie.’

‘Goodnight, Elinor.’ Miss Ainslie paused. ‘And the course you’re doing – you’re enjoying it?’

‘Yes, thanks, I think it’s worthwhile.’

‘That’s good. Well, better get to bed now. Try not to disturb Mattie and Gerda.’

Disturb Mattie and Gerda? They were both awake, waiting for her, looking at her with wide eyes, when she reached their room at the top of the house.

‘Hey, what happened to you?’ Gerda asked. ‘You get lost, or something?’

‘Bet you got stick for being late,’ Mattie said with a giggle. ‘Miss Ainslie would’ve locked the door, eh?’

‘I did get ticked off,’ Elinor admitted. ‘Some of us just went for a cup of tea at a café near the school.’ She took off her hat and jacket and began to take the pins from her hair. ‘I’ve promised to be in by ten next week, so I think I might give the café a miss.’

‘Oh, what a shame!’ cried Mattie. ‘It sounds nice, eh, going out to a café with friends?’

‘Might have been.’ Elinor, beginning to get ready for bed, gave a shrug.

If there’d been any excitement for her in having Stephen watch her the way he did, it had quite faded away by the time she finally tumbled into bed. What was the point, anyway, in getting excited? There could be no way forward for her where the tutor was concerned, for they were, both of them, surrounded by rules that would keep them apart as surely as a prison fence. Best not to think of him, then.

Easier said than done. She sighed into the darkness, listening to the steady breathing of the other maids, and knew it would be some time before she too could sleep.
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When class night came round the following week, Elinor made a special effort to be at the school as early as possible, desperately hoping that she would be able to catch Stephen before all his other women students gathered around him. Her luck was in. When she arrived at the classroom, she found him alone.

‘Elinor!’ He sprang forward to greet her. ‘You’re early!’

‘I wanted to speak to you.’

‘Nothing wrong, is there?’

‘No, no, it’s just that I was late back last week and Miss Ainslie had to unlock the door for me. She said in future I must be in by ten – that’s the rule, you see. Well, it’s nine, unless we have special permission, so I couldn’t expect her to give me any more time.’

‘She’s a bit of a stickler for rules, is she?’

‘No, it’s just that she says she’s responsible for us girls, that’s all.’ Elinor kept glancing at the door, hoping no one else would join them. ‘I thought I’d like to tell you, because I won’t be going to the café any more. I’d have to keep watching the clock in case I was late again and I couldn’t risk that.’

‘I suppose not.’ Stephen heaved a long, deep sigh. ‘That’s the end of Rossie’s for us, then.’

‘Needn’t be for you.’

‘Oh, don’t worry about me. As a matter of fact, I’d just as soon not see Tam MacLean again at the café.’

‘I thought you said it was all right for you to be there?’

‘Yes, but as we were saying, there could be teasing, and that’s not for me. I’m just sorry you’re going to miss out.’

She was about to tell him she really didn’t mind, when more students burst in and she moved away.

‘You’re nice and early,’ Brenda remarked, when they were at their desks.

‘Late back last week, though.’

‘You didn’t get into trouble?’

‘Got told I’d have to be in by ten. Means there’s no time for me to come to Rossie’s any more.

‘Oh, Elinor, that’s terrible! What right have they to tell you when to come in?’

‘It’s usual in service to have to be in by certain times. The manageress feels responsible for us.’

‘Responsible!’ Brenda snorted. ‘You’re quite capable of being responsible for yourself, I should’ve thought. Just tell her you’ll be back when you’re ready.’

‘And start looking for another job?

Elinor’s smile was rueful as Stephen called his class together and began to discuss the financial aspects of office organization, something they might not have to handle themselves for some time, but would need to understand. It was an absorbing lesson, requiring even more concentration than usual, and when the bell rang at the end of the evening, Elinor and Brenda sat back with some relief.

‘Sure you don’t feel like coming for a cup of tea?’ Brenda asked. ‘I’m sure there’d be time if we leave quickly.’

But Elinor shook her head. ‘I hate having to worry.’

‘I’ve got a watch.’

‘Don’t tempt me!’

They were putting on their hats and coats when Tam, followed by several young men and the rest of the girls, came up with what was for him a polite smile.

‘You lassies coming over to Rossie’s?’

‘I have to get back,’ Elinor said at once.

‘Ah, no!’ one of the men groaned.

‘How about you then, Miss C?’ Tam asked Brenda, at which she hesitated, but when one of the girls, a tall, spindly girl named Pearl, took her arm, she agreed that she would come.

‘Let’s away, then,’ said Tam, leading his flock down the corridor, but at the outer door, he paused to look back.

‘Sure you don’t want to join us?’ he asked Elinor, who was lagging behind.

‘I have to catch the tram. Mustn’t be late.’

‘If you say so. Where’s Mr Muirhead?’’

‘Still in the classroom, I think.’

‘Och, I get the feeling he’s no’ keen on being with us anyway. Come on, let’s get something to eat – I’m starving.’

As soon as his students had departed, Stephen emerged to join Elinor.

‘Wait for me,’ he told her. ‘I’ll just have a word with the caretaker, then we can go.’

At their usual tram stop, the late September air was cold around them, the evening sky already dark. Their mood, too, was dark, as fallen leaves blown by the wind rolled down the street, and they stood close, as though that might help.

‘What happened to summer?’ Stephen asked.

‘Just a memory,’ Elinor answered, holding on to her hat.

When their tram came and they were sitting together, she asked him the time and he pulled out his watch.

‘Half past nine.’

‘You see, there wouldn’t have been time to go to the café, would there?’

‘I know a little place in the West End where we might have snatched a cup of something.’

‘No’ worth the worry. I’ll just go back to the club.’

‘For God’s sake!’ he cried out. ‘Why are things so difficult?’

She had no answer for that.

When they left the tram, he took her arm.

‘Still twenty-five minutes to go. What shall we do?’

He gently put his hand against her face. ‘I suppose you don’t have a key to those gardens in Primrose Square?’

‘A key?’ She laughed shakily. ‘If only I had. But we couldn’t have sat there, Stephen. Just imagine, if anyone looked out of the club and saw us there together, what would they think?’

‘To hell with what they’d think.’

‘It’s no’ so easy for me to talk like that.’ She shook her head. ‘Though I’d like to.’

‘We could still go to Princes Street gardens,’ he said softly. ‘They’re not busy at this time of night.’

‘It’s too late, I’d better go.’

‘What am I thinking of, anyway?’ he muttered. ‘Asking you to walk with me in the gardens. Your father’d be right to knock my head off. Or this Miss Ainslie you talk about. If she’s responsible for you, she’d have something to say to me.’

‘As Brenda says, I’m responsible for myself!’ Elinor cried. ‘And I would walk with you in the gardens if I could, but it’s too late. I’ll have to say goodnight.’

‘Look, let’s think of a way to meet,’ he urged. ‘We want to be together, don’t we? Promise me you’ll think of something.’

‘I will, I promise. But now I have to go.’

Once again, she left him, running to Maule’s Corner, turning, waving. Once again, he watched her, before walking slowly homewards.

Back at the club, the front door was open and Miss Ainslie was in the hall, greeting Elinor with a smile.

‘Well done, Elinor! No problems tonight getting in on time.’

Oh, no problems, Elinor thought on her way upstairs. No problems at all.

In spite of everything, though, her heart was light. It was true that she and Stephen were so fenced round by rules they might never be able to meet. But Stephen wanted to, didn’t he? And that was something new. A wonderful man wanting to be with her. An admirer, a follower, something she hadn’t even thought she wanted, but now found she wanted very much indeed. She felt like telling everyone, but knew she wouldn’t tell a soul, not even Ma. Oh, certainly not Ma, who’d be sure to tell her father, and heaven knew what he would say.

Getting ready for bed, chatting to Mattie and Gerda as usual, her secret stayed firmly that, locked away for herself alone, to take out when she was able, as though it were some precious object to polish and cherish, before closing it up again.



Nineteen

As the year declined towards winter, through cold, bright October and into grey November, neither Stephen nor Elinor solved the problem of how to meet. They had their snatched moments after class when they travelled home on the tram, and their long farewells at Maule’s Corner, and did once try the little café Stephen had mentioned. That, however, was a failure, for they barely had time to sit down with coffee before Elinor was asking about the time, and Stephen was groaning.

‘Why do you worry so about your manageress?’ he asked, searching Elinor’s face with the grey eyes she so much admired. ‘I mean, what’s the worst that can happen if you do get back late? She gives you the sack and you find another job? Well, why not?’

‘I don’t want another job – I mean, in service. Unless I can find something better, I want to stay at the Primrose. It’s much better than being in a household; Miss Ainslie is good to us, and  . . . well, I like the gardens.’

‘Even though you’ve no key?’

‘I can still see them.’ Elinor was putting on her gloves, getting ready to leave. ‘And if you’d ever lived in Friar’s Wynd, you’d know what it means to see a garden.’

‘I understand,’ he said quietly. ‘But if you get an office job, you’ll have to leave the gardens here.’

‘I know, but I won’t forget them; I’ll still see them when I can.’

He nodded. ‘Ah, well, we’d better go.’

Outside, though, on the pavement still filled with passers-by, he made her stop her hurried walk and return his gaze.

‘You promised me you’d think of something, but here we are, unable to go for a meal and talk and get to know each other as we should.’ He ran a hand over his brow. ‘It’s getting me down, Elinor. You must feel there’s something special between us.’

‘Yes,’ she whispered, knowing what he said was true, scarcely daring to believe it.

‘You feel it, too?’

‘I do.’

‘And yet, we get nowhere. Look, we can’t talk here; I’d better see you on your way.’

It was the following week, when they left the tram that he again suggested they might just walk for a little while in Princes Street Gardens, which were so close to hand and so shadowy that no one would see them. He promised they wouldn’t stay long.

‘We just need to be alone, don’t we?’ he whispered urgently. ‘I mean, being all the time with other people, it’s a form of torture. Yet it seems impossible to get away from them.’

‘Let’s go to the gardens, then, though there might be people there, too, you know.’

‘Not at night, and as I say, if there are people around, they won’t see us.’ He seemed strung up, on edge, as he took her arm. ‘You’re sure you’re happy about this?’

She nodded, as excited as he, and together they made their way into the West Princes Street Gardens; by day, filled with strolling visitors taking in the park-like atmosphere, looking at the statues of famous Scots, listening to the band, but now, of course, dark and quiet. Not completely empty, though. Elinor was sure there must be other couples around somewhere. She decided not to try to see them.

‘The thing is, I feel guilty,’ Stephen was murmuring. ‘Asking you to walk with me here at this time of night. What would your parents say?’

‘I’m a grown-up; I’ve a right to walk with you if I want to.’

‘You know that’s not how it is. Girls – they have to be protected.’

‘Protected?’ Elinor smiled. ‘Have you seen the way some folk live in the tenements? Girls there have to learn to protect themselves.’

‘Have you had to do that?’ he asked quickly, but she shook her head.

‘No, I’ve been lucky.’

‘There have been men in your life, though?’

‘No. No men.’

‘Come, there must have been. Someone who looks like you – you’re telling me there’ve been no admirers?’

‘Stephen, when would there have been men in my life? When I left school, I went straight into service where the only man was the lawyer married to my employer and he never even looked at me. Then I moved to a women’s club.’ In the semi-darkness, Elinor’s smile was now gently teasing. ‘So, you see, no men.’

‘No men.’ He drew her slowly into his arms. ‘And no kisses?’

‘No,’ she whispered. ‘No kisses.’

He held her close. ‘Would you mind if I kissed you now?’

‘You’re asking?’

It all seemed strange to her, not what she’d expected from this closeness in the darkness of the gardens. Did men usually ask before they kissed a woman? It wasn’t what she’d heard. But perhaps men like Stephen did. Men who felt guilty if they walked with a girl and her father didn’t know?

‘No, I’m not asking!’ he suddenly cried, and kissed her on the mouth, holding her shoulders with his hands, making the kiss long and at first gentle, then stronger, until he finally let her go and they stood together, breathing hard.

So this was what kissing meant? This was why men wanted it and girls liked it, Elinor was thinking, for it stirred up so much feeling, so much pleasure. She knew, of course, what it could lead to, although only in theory, for it was true what she’d told Stephen: there had been no men in her life, and certainly no kissing. And certainly not what could follow kissing, either, though she knew about that, too. Had seen the lassies with their bairns, sometimes with wedding rings, sometimes not. So, in a way, she felt herself experienced. But this was her first kiss.

‘You minded?’ Stephen asked anxiously. ‘That I kissed you?’

‘No.’ She put her fingers to her lip. ‘I knew you would.’

‘Oh, God, I knew I would, too. Look, I’m sorry.’

‘Stephen, there’s no need to be sorry. I didn’t mind, I liked it, but now I have to go, eh?’

‘Yes, of course. Of course, you have to go. The last thing I want is for you to be late.’

They began to hurry from the gardens, hoping, in their moment of intense feeling, that no one would see them, or, at least, would take no notice of them, and no one did. Together, they ran across the road to Maule’s Corner, but when Stephen sighed and said he supposed he’d have to let her go on by herself, Elinor told him not to look so glum.

‘I’ve thought of a way we could meet.’

‘You don’t mean it! How, Elinor, how?’

‘Well, you know I’ve been going home twice a month on free Saturday afternoons? It suddenly came to me that I could see you on one of ’em. I could say I had to go shopping, or something. Then we could meet, have tea, walk somewhere?’

‘Oh, that’d be wonderful!’ His eyes were shining, his hand in hers, pressing hard. ‘Oh, Elinor, what a terrific girl you are! When will it be? When can we meet?’

‘I’ll tell you at the next class,’ she promised, and for a long moment they stood, holding hands, exchanging looks, until she pulled herself free and they both walked fast away, feeling, as their feet touched the old pavement flags, that they were walking on air.



Twenty

‘Oh, my, where’s the jug, then?’ asked Mrs Petrie, fixing her eyes on Elinor coming into the kitchen on a Saturday afternoon two weeks later. Lunch was over and Maisie was toiling over the washing-up, as Vera scrubbed the table and Mrs Petrie herself sat drinking tea by the window. Elinor, in her dark brown winter coat and large fawn hat trimmed with ribbon, stopped and stared.

‘What jug, Mrs Petrie? What d’you mean?’

‘The cream jug, of course! Don’t tell me you’ve no’ seen yourself? You look just like the cat that’s been at the cream – is that no’ true, Vera? Sal?’

Sal, looking in from the scullery, blushed, nodded and retreated. Vera, setting down her brush, gave a thin smile.

‘Aye, you’re looking very happy, Elinor.’

‘Very pleased with herself, I’d say!’ cried Mrs Petrie. ‘All this just to see your folks, then?’

‘It is my Saturday afternoon off,’ Elinor replied smartly. ‘I suppose I can look happy if I like?’

‘You’ve looked happy for days, is what I’ve noticed. Got a secret admirer, then?’

‘No!’ Elinor cried, a flush staining her cheeks. ‘Look, I’m off. See you tonight.’

‘Well, don’t be late. There’s plenty work waiting.’

‘No need to tell me.’

Elinor, closing the back door with unnecessary force, ran up the area steps with her brows drawn together and her mouth set in a straight, angry line. Oh, trust Mrs Petrie to try to spoil things, eh? Couldn’t let a lassie enjoy her time off without putting her spoke in, doing her best to cause trouble. Well, she wasn’t going to spoil this precious afternoon with Stephen, that was for sure. No, no, she must control her feelings, stop frowning, look happy – for she was happy, radiantly happy, to be snatching a few hours off with the man who would be waiting for her at Maule’s Corner. The nicest man in the world, in Elinor’s view. Aye, and probably would be, too, in Mrs Petrie’s, if only she could see him.

How wonderful it would have been, if she and everyone else could have seen him, if he need no longer be a secret. But it wasn’t possible. At least, not yet. For now, it was best to keep him hidden, safe from comment, disapproval, and maybe envy. Yes, for now, that was the best thing to do.

By the time she arrived at the familiar corner, she had smoothed out her brow and relaxed her lovely mouth, so that when she saw him waiting for her, leaping forward, in fact, to greet her, she had no worries that he would need to ask her what was wrong. For nothing was wrong, everything was amazingly right now that they were together again.

As he took her hands and looked at her with shining grey eyes, she gave a little inward sigh. On that cold day, he was wearing a fine dark overcoat and trilby hat, which he had just replaced after sweeping it off at sight of her, and it seemed to her, as it so often did, a thing of wonder that anyone like him should be waiting for her. Yet mixed with that wonder was a little question. Why shouldn’t he wait for her? Why was it the way of the world that it should be so surprising? She knew it was, though, and as they stepped aside from the Saturday shoppers, her question died and her wonder remained.

‘Oh, Elinor,’ he was whispering, ‘I was so afraid you might not come, might not be able to come, I mean. That somebody’d said you couldn’t have the time, or something  . . .’

‘Nothing would have stopped me from coming,’ she said firmly. ‘But tell me, where are we going? I’ve to be back by six.’

‘Six? My poor Cinderella.’ He laughed, tucking her arm in his. ‘Oh, but I wish you were Cinderella, and then you’d have till midnight. Where are we going? To the station; we’re catching a train.’

‘A train? Why, Stephen, you know we haven’t got time for train journeys!’

‘We’re only going to Colinton, takes fifteen minutes, or less. There’s country there and a nice place for tea, so let’s be quick and get the tram to Waverley.’

‘I’ve never been to Colinton,’ she told him as they ran for a tram. ‘Is there really country there?’

‘You bet. Why, it’s a village. Not part of the city at all, though they say that’ll be coming.’

‘I’d love to see it; love to see some real country.’ As a tram rolled up and they took their seats, Elinor’s smile lit her face. ‘Nearest I get to it is the square, but then I love that, too.’

‘This’ll be different from the square, I promise you. It used to be our favourite day out, to go to Colinton, before my father died.’

‘You’ve never told me about your father.’

‘We’ve had so little chance to talk at all.’ His eyes were serious. ‘But today, I want to learn all about you.’

Her gaze fell. ‘Nothing much to know about me, Stephen.’

‘Now, why do people always say that?’ He leaped up. ‘Here we are – here’s Waverley. Let’s hope we don’t have to wait too long for a train.’

They were in luck. As soon as Stephen had bought the tickets and they’d found the platform, their little train came steaming in and they were aboard, Elinor as excited as though she was going to London at least, and Stephen indulgently smiling.

‘Don’t tell me you haven’t been on a train before,’ he murmured, as they took their seats in a compartment with only one other passenger, an elderly man reading a newspaper.

‘Of course I have!’ she cried. ‘We did a trip from school to North Berwick, to see the sea.’

‘Never went on holiday anywhere?’

She only looked at him, her brows raised, and he coloured a little.

‘Sorry, probably wasn’t possible.’

‘You’re right. But this’ll be sort of a holiday, eh? Seeing somewhere new? And the country?’

‘Wish it could have been longer.’

‘I’m lucky it’s happening at all.’

Certainly, their journey was short enough, for they’d hardly settled into their seats when they were rising again, and a porter was calling out, ‘Colinton!’

‘We’ll take the lane away from the village,’ Stephen told her on the windy little station platform. ‘I thought we’d walk a bit first, then come back to the teashop. What do you think?’

‘Oh, yes, I want to see some grass and trees. Cows as well!’

‘When we came with my dad, we always went to the Dell, where you can see the Water of Leith and the weir, but there are always people there, and we want to be alone, don’t we?’

He took her arm, guiding her away from the steep main street of the village towards a lane that wound away into open country, explaining that she would get her chance to see a cow or two in the fields, and horses, too: they would be passing a little farm very soon.

‘A farm?’ she cried, charmed. ‘Oh, Stephen!’

It was all he could do to drag her away from the farm premises when they came to them, for she was exclaiming over the chickens, the milk churns, the tackle lying everywhere, the dogs barking as she looked through the gates, and the farmer’s wife at the washing line.

‘No, no, Elinor, we can’t stop,’ he cried desperately. ‘We need time alone. You want it, too, don’t you? We want to be together.’

‘Oh, yes, I want to be with you,’ she told him. ‘It’s just – well, you don’t see many farms in Edinburgh, eh?’

‘But there are the cows you wanted to see, in that field there. I daresay there’ll be horses further on.’ He pressed her arm against his side. ‘I hope you’ll spare me a look, too, from your beautiful eyes.’

She laughed delightedly, until he took her hand and led her into a little copse of trees at the side of the lane, where she became serious, following his mood, which was not just serious, but intense. They didn’t speak, just went into each other’s arms and stood for a moment. Then began to kiss.

It was wonderfully sweet, that kissing. Elinor had been expecting it, knew that she wanted it, and responded wholeheartedly. But then it began to dawn on her that Stephen was holding back, that his kisses and caresses could have been much more passionate, much stronger, except that he seemed afraid.

Afraid? He was afraid of her? Or of himself? Her great eyes on his face were filled with more wonder.

‘I won’t break,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t worry about me.’

‘How quick you are!’ He shook his head, running his hand over his brow. ‘You don’t need to be told anything.’

‘I want you to kiss me,’ she said softly. ‘It’s why we’re here. Why we wanted to be alone.’

‘Yes, but I think we should go back now.’ He straightened up, putting on his hat which he had thrown aside. ‘We’ll go and have tea, shall we?’

‘You don’t want to kiss me any more?’

‘Elinor, I want it too much. Look, let’s go. We have to think of the time, you know.’

She had to hurry to keep up with him as he strode back down the lane, but by the time they’d passed the farm again, he’d slowed down and seemed calmer. She took his arm.

‘I know what kissing can lead to,’ she told him. ‘Girls like me, where we live, we learn. But it doesn’t have to happen, eh? What I’m saying is, there’s no need to worry.’

‘I do worry, that’s the point. Your parents don’t know you’re with me, do they? What would they say if they knew?’

‘Why, they’d understand,’ she said uneasily, wondering if they would. Stephen was not the sort of young man they’d have expected her to get to know, maybe not the sort they’d trust, because of his position as a professional man. Where’d be her hope for a future with him? they’d be asking, and she wouldn’t be able to tell them. She wasn’t, in any case, thinking about the future.

‘Let’s leave worrying about them now,’ she said quickly. ‘Let’s just keep on as we are.’

‘Meeting in secret?’

‘Well  . . . have you said anything about me to your mother?’

‘Not yet. Only because you seem so anxious for other people not to know about us.’

‘I thought you were anxious, too,’ she said evenly.

He flushed and bit his lip.

‘You’re remembering what I said, I suppose.’

‘About tutors and students? Yes, well, you did say it was frowned on, forming friendships.’

‘I know, I know, I did say that. Look, everything will be fine when the course is over at the end of March. Then we won’t be tutor and student.’ He was relaxing, managing a smile. ‘Elinor, we can be just what we want to be.’

‘So, for now, like I said, we keep on as we are?’

‘For now.’ He looked along the narrow village street. ‘See, the café’s just here. Shall we have tea, then?’

‘Oh, yes, please!’

‘Are you hungry? I am. Must be this wonderful country air.’



Twenty-One

They were given the last free table in the tea room for, it being Saturday, the café was busy, but it was a table they might have chosen anyway, being in a corner and not too close to any other.

‘Now you can tell me more about yourself,’ Stephen was beginning with some satisfaction, when a tall young waitress appeared with the menu.

‘Scones, teabread, assorted fancies, pound cake,’ she reeled off, ‘and mince pies.’

‘Mince pies?’ Elinor repeated. ‘It’s no’ Christmas yet.’

‘We always serve mince pies in December,’ the waitress said firmly. ‘Folk like ’em.’

‘May we just have tea and buttered scones?’ Stephen asked. ‘And cakes afterwards? That all right, Elinor?’

‘Oh, yes, grand,’ she answered, but as soon as the waitress had gone, she turned to Stephen and groaned.

‘Mince pies! I’ve just remembered, I promised to make some for our do.’

‘What “do”?’

‘Why, we break up next week, and we all said we’d bring something for our party. You said it was what all the classes did.’

‘Oh, God!’ He put his hand through his fair hair. ‘I did say that, I remember, but it had gone right out of my mind that we’d be breaking for Christmas next week.’ He gave an apologetic laugh. ‘But you see what you’ve done to me, Elinor. There’s nothing in my head except you.’

‘No, no, when you’re taking our class, all that’s in your head is your work. Teaching us what we should know.’

‘I’m glad you think so, or I’d be feeling guilty.’

‘No more guilt.’

As the waitress brought their tea and scones and she began to busy herself with the tea things, Elinor shook her head at him, smiling, and he smiled back.

‘Come on, now, talk,’ he whispered. ‘As I keep saying, I want to know all about you.’

‘And I keep saying, there’s nothing much to say.’

She passed him a scone, took one herself.

‘You know my dad mends shoes for a living, and we live in Friar’s Wynd. Well, my grandfather was a cobbler, too, and Dad learned his trade from him, but he never had his own shop and neither has Dad. Grandad’s dead now. So are all the grandparents. We’ve very few relatives at all.’

‘But you’ve a brother, you once said?’

‘Cormack – we always call him Corrie. He’s two years younger than me, works at the tyre factory but wants to be a draughtsman. Thinks he might go to night school.’

‘I can give you all the information,’ Stephen said eagerly. ‘He sounds just the sort of chap we want to help.’

He covered her hand on the table.

‘You sound a very happy family, Elinor.’

She bent her head over her plate. ‘Things are better than they were,’ she said in a low voice.

‘How d’you mean?’

‘I don’t want to say too much, but Dad – well, he’s no’ the easiest of men. Still isn’t, though Ma says he’s mellowed a bit. We’re getting on better now.’

Stephen’s hand on hers tightened, his eyes sharpening.

‘Elinor, he – doesn’t  . . .?’

‘No, no.’ She met his gaze. ‘Ma said we were lucky, he’s never been one for the belt. Just  . . . well  . . . likes his own way. Got a bit of a temper. Like some more tea?’

‘Please.’ He sat back, sighing. ‘Things can be difficult, I know, for some families.’

‘Cakes?’ asked the waitress, placing a loaded cake stand on the table. ‘I can recommend the macaroons.’

‘Your turn,’ Elinor said quietly, when the girl had gone. ‘Let me hear about you.’

‘Supposing I say, like you, there’s not much to tell?’

‘You could tell me about your father, anyway. I’m sorry he died.’

‘Yes, it was a tragedy for us. He worked in a bank, thought he might rise to manager.’ Stephen passed the cake stand to Elinor. ‘Then he caught a chill, it turned to pneumonia, and he never survived the crisis.’

‘The crisis?’ She shivered. ‘I know about that. I’ve heard of folk in the tenements going through it.’

‘Comes after about six days. Everything depends on how the temperature works. If it goes down, you recover.’ Stephen shrugged. ‘If it keeps going up, you don’t. Father didn’t.’

‘How old were you?’ she asked gently.

‘Twelve. My sister, Jeannie, was nine. It was hardest for Mother, of course, because she’d to carry on, bringing us up on very little money. She sold the house, moved to a flat, did a wonderful job, managing. An uncle paid for our schooling, I went to university, learned something about business in a city broker’s firm, but then when the WEA started up, I got interested. Thought it was just what was needed to help poor folk learn what they’d missed.’

‘Like me!’ Elinor cried. ‘Oh, you’ve got the right ideas, Stephen!’

‘The rest you know. There’s really no more to tell. Jeannie married and went to live in Canada; I’m still in Mother’s flat, looking round for my own house, working for the WEA.’ He leaned forward. ‘And very happy to be here with you, Elinor.’

‘No’ for much longer,’ she told him, suddenly rising. ‘I can see a clock over there and it’s time for me to go. I mustn’t be late.’

‘I’ll get the bill, but don’t worry. You’ll be back in time, I promise you. Just wish you hadn’t always to be watching the clock.’

‘Everybody watches the clock, Stephen, if they go to work.’

‘Not the way you have to watch it, though.’ He helped her on with her coat, watched her pull on her gloves, adjust her hat. ‘Forever worrying about being late.’

‘Nothing I can do about it, is there? If I want to keep my job?’

‘Aren’t you looking for something better? You’re wasted, doing what you do.’

‘You really think I could get something different?’ Her eyes glinted. ‘Because of your course?’

‘Because you’re you,’ he said quietly. ‘You have a good brain, Elinor, only you’ve never had the chance to use it. Like a lot of people, you’re held back by circumstances.’

‘Exactly what I say, Stephen,’ she told him eagerly. ‘Folk need chances, they need education. That’s what we should work for.’

‘I think you’re already on your way. Here’s the girl – I’ll pay the bill.’

In the train moving fast towards Waverley, Elinor, feeling so re-assured by what Stephen had said to her, had quite forgotten to think about the time until he told her again that she need have no worries.

‘It’s as I said, we’ve plenty of time, you’ll be back well before six.’

‘It’s been a lovely day, Stephen, I’ll never forget it.’

‘Why, it’s going to be the first of many, isn’t it?’ His smile was uneasy. ‘We’re not saying goodbye, you know. We’ll meet for our “do”, won’t we?’

‘But then there’ll be no more classes till January, and on days off, I’ll have to see the family. Ma’s looking forward to it.’

He lowered his eyes and for some moments was silent, as the train continued on its way. ‘How are we going to get through?’ he asked at last.

‘I don’t know. Things are difficult.’

‘What about Christmas, then? Surely, we’ll meet over Christmas? Or do you have to spend every minute with your family?’

She sat, thinking, as the train began to slow down for its platform at Waverley. ‘Maybe Christmas Eve, we could meet? Miss Ainslie always closes the club on Christmas Day and Boxing Day, and we take it in turns to have Christmas Eve off. This year, I’m the lucky one.’

‘I’ll say!’ Stephen cried delightedly. ‘That sounds wonderful! Why didn’t you tell me about it before?’

‘I’ve only just thought of it. Look, we’re stopping. So, what time is it, Stephen?’

‘Oh, to hell with the time! Let’s look forward to Christmas Eve!’

‘Our “do” first,’ she reminded him. ‘And I’ve got to think of a way of making the wretched mince pies.’

‘One thing I needn’t worry about,’ he told her with a laugh, as they joined the crowds leaving the station. ‘But now I know when we’re going to meet again, I don’t feel so worried, anyway. Something to look forward to – that’s what I like, don’t you?’

She didn’t reply that things to look forward to had been rather rare in her life until then, only said she’d certainly be looking forward to their next meeting, mince pies or no mince pies. At which he took her hand.

‘Elinor, if we weren’t in the middle of Princes Street, I’d kiss you. In fact, I might, anyway, and to hell with anyone watching.’

Of course, he didn’t, but when they reached Maule’s Corner where they must part, she told him, teasingly, that if he was thinking about kissing, he’d better prepare himself for the party next Thursday. There were rumours that some of his students were bringing mistletoe.

‘Oh, no!’ he groaned. ‘Maybe I should be indisposed.’

‘No, no, you’re our tutor. Besides, you have to bring the lemonade.’

‘And you mustn’t forget the mince pies.’

‘As though I could!’

Their banter was light-hearted, but as she moved away, waving once, Stephen’s eyes were so tender on her, she knew she was looking ridiculously happy and had to straighten her smiling mouth as she went down the area steps to the kitchen.

Preparations for dinner were in full swing and Mrs Petrie was stirring pans and shouting orders like the captain of a ship, while Vera and Sal were scuttling about and Mattie and Ada were hurrying away with cutlery for the dining room, Gerda following with the glasses. Now was not the time to ask if she might have some oven space on Thursday, Elinor decided, but when would be the right time, she couldn’t imagine. At least no one was taking particular notice of her; no one would spot the happiness she was trying to conceal.

As she ran upstairs to change into her uniform, she let herself relax, look the way she felt, and when she studied her face in the bedroom mirror, was pleased with what she saw. True, she didn’t know where this special relationship with Stephen would go, but it wasn’t yet time to worry about that. Even if it went nowhere, she could enjoy it for now.



Twenty-Two

On the afternoon of the class party, Elinor had a piece of luck. Mrs Petrie graciously agreed that she could have stove time to make her mince pies, as long as she told Miss Ainslie, brought her own mincemeat, and made the time up.

‘Ma’s given me the mincemeat and I’ve already spoken to Miss Ainslie,’ Elinor replied. ‘She said I needn’t make the time up.’

‘Did she indeed?’ Mrs Petrie’s eyes snapped. ‘I don’t know how you lassies do it, but anything you want, you get, eh? Talk about twisting Miss Ainslie round your little finger!’

‘Och, she’s no’ as easy as all that!’ Mattie cried. ‘She doesn’t let us just do as we like, Mrs Petrie.’

‘Lets you get away with murder, you mean.’ Mrs Petrie sniffed. ‘Anyway, Elinor, you can make your pies but you’ll have to manage without me. I’ve to be away to the doctor’s about my knee, though he’ll just give me more of his horrible ointment, eh?’

‘I’m sorry to hear your knee’s bad again,’ Elinor said with genuine sympathy, though at the same time, her heart was singing. Mrs Petrie to be out? Not hanging over her, watching her every move? That was bliss, that was.

‘Don’t worry, I’ll manage,’ she said cheerfully. ‘And I’ll clear everything up, leave it neat as a pin.’

‘You’d better, but Vera’s going to keep an eye on you anyway, before she starts the afternoon teas. That right, Vera?’

‘Right, Mrs Petrie,’ Vera sighed.

As soon as Mrs Petrie had departed for her afternoon appointment and Sal had washed and cleared away the lunch dishes, Elinor and Vera set to work.

‘Here’s your flour and lard,’ Vera announced, clearing space on the table. ‘Sugar, if you want to add a wee bit to the mix, and your ma’s mincemeat. This is your bowl and rolling pin, your pastry cutters and baking tins – you’ll need to grease them first. Now, which oven d’you want to use? The stove, or the gas?’

‘Oh, Lordie, which is best?’

‘Well, Mrs Petrie hates the gas, but then she’s the only one knows how to get the stove just right, eh?’

‘Thought you did, Vera!’ Elinor cried worriedly. ‘I’m counting on you!’

‘Afraid it’s all guesswork with me. Let’s go for the gas, eh? I’ll light it for you.’

‘As long as you don’t blow us all up!’ Sal called. ‘I’m terrified o’ that gas, so I am!’

‘Come on, it’ll be fine.’ Vera, striking a match, stooped to light the despised gas oven in the corner. ‘There, by the time that’s hot, your pies’ll be ready to go in, Elinor. You do know how to make pastry, eh?’

‘Sure I do!’ Elinor retorted, though she wasn’t in fact sure at all, not having had much practice. ‘You just rub in the fat and add some water, eh?’

‘Let’s see you do it, then.’

Whether it was beginner’s luck or not, Elinor’s pastry turned out well. The gas cooker did its job, with Vera keeping an eye on progress, and it wasn’t long before Elinor was hanging over a fine collection of cooling mince pies and feeling absurdly pleased with herself.

‘Aye, you’ve done a grand job,’ Vera said, shaking a little sugar over the pies. ‘Mrs Petrie’s eyes’d drop out if she could see these. Thinks nobody can bake but herself, you ken.’

‘Must thank you, Vera, for all your help. Couldn’t have managed without you.’

‘That’s all right. We’ll just get Sal to do the washing-up, eh? This place looks like it’s been in a snowstorm!’

Elinor, however, insisted on clearing up herself, and it was only when all was tidy enough to pass inspection by Mrs Petrie’s eagle eye that the maids sank down at the kitchen table for a cup of tea. Sal had run out with the upstairs letters for posting, but would soon be back, and the others would be coming down for their break.

‘Wanting to see how you got on,’ Vera said with a laugh. ‘Amazed you’re baking, eh?’

‘So am I! I was regretting ever offering, but now I’m glad I did.’

‘Aye, the pies are first rate.’ Vera hesitated a moment. ‘Did you make ’em to please your young man, then?’

‘My young man?’ Elinor stared. ‘What young man?’

‘Why, the young man at this class you go to, of course. Everybody knows you’ve got one, Elinor.’

‘Well, I really don’t know how!’ Elinor retorted, her face glowing red. ‘I’ve never said I had a young man.’

‘Why, you were seen with him, eh? No point denying it.’

‘Who? Who saw me?’

‘Ada, last Saturday afternoon, at Maule’s Corner. It was her time off as well as yours, remember, and she was going to meet her Donald. She said your young man looked ever so nice, quite the gentleman, and seemed so pleased to see you. Then you both ran off, she couldn’t see where.’

‘Surprised she didn’t follow us,’ Elinor said coldly. ‘Seemingly, we’re no’ allowed any private life here, with folk spying on us all the time.’

‘Ada wasn’t spying. She just happened to see you. And there’s always somebody to see you, if you don’t want to be seen, eh?’

‘I suppose so.’ Elinor gave a long sigh. ‘Oh, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have called Ada a spy. But she needn’t have told everybody.’

‘She didn’t tell everybody. I mean, Miss Ainslie doesn’t know, and neither does Mrs Petrie.’ Vera grinned. ‘You’ll be giving thanks for that. But you know the rest of us are interested, Elinor. We’re pleased for you. It’s nice for you to have a young man. Lord knows, it’s what we all want, eh?’

‘It’s just that  . . . well, I don’t know what’s going to happen. Whether there’s a future for us or not. I was wanting to keep things quiet until I knew.’

‘I’m sorry, then. Maybe we shouldn’t have got to know your secret. But I’m sure there’s no need to worry. Ada said the nice young man looked really smitten.’ Vera stood up and began to gather their tea things together. ‘I’ll just get you some cake boxes to put your pies in – you can bring ’em back tomorrow.’



Twenty-Three

Knowing that all the girls she worked with now knew about Stephen made more difference to Elinor even than she might have imagined. It wasn’t just meeting their excited eyes at teatime that upset her – after all, with Mrs Petrie there, going on about her new knee ointment, no one would say anything; she needn’t worry about that. No, what really hurt was the fact that Stephen was no longer her special secret, but someone she shared with others. And those others would all be wondering and guessing how far her affair might go, which was the last thing she wanted when she didn’t even know herself.

As she changed to go to the class, putting on her best shirtwaist blouse in honour of the party, she felt a great searing feeling of regret that this change had come, for whatever Stephen’s reaction might be when she told him about it, things could never be quite the same again.

Because of his job, his responsibilities, he hadn’t wanted others to know about their association any more than she had, and now that some did know, there would be extra worry for them both. After all, she hadn’t yet told her folks that she was seeing her tutor out of class, and at the back of her mind, there was always anxiety over what her dad might say. He might just go back to his old ways and forbid her to see Stephen again. Might even throw her out, as he had done before. And only to think of risking that kind of trouble again made her feel surrounded by a cold, hostile wind.

I’d better tell Ma, she decided, once again hurrying to the class, this time carrying boxes of her precious mince pies under her arm. I’ll ask her what she thinks Dad would say. It would be good to tell her, anyway. Never before had Elinor really had secrets from her.

As soon as she entered the high school that last evening of the Christmas term, she sensed the different atmosphere about the place. Everywhere was decorated with children’s paper chains and streamers, and the students in the classrooms were all sporting paper hats and laughing and teasing, even though their tutors were desperately trying to keep order on the last festive evening. This was a time to have some fun, obviously.

It was the same in Stephen’s room, of course, where Pearl was placing a paper hat on his fair head, while Tam and others, even Brenda, laughed and clapped, and his desk was already piled with a great spread of sandwiches, sausage rolls, small savouries, cakes and bottles of lemonade.

‘Heavens, I’m no’ late, am I?’ Elinor cried, her eyes on Stephen, who was doing his best to seem at ease.

‘No, no, come in, we’re early, Miss Rae,’ he answered, pulling himself away from the students around him and snatching off his paper hat. ‘We were just about to begin the lesson.’

‘Ah, have a heart, Mr Muirhead!’ Tam shouted, taking Elinor’s boxes from her arms and opening one to inspect the contents. ‘See these grand mince pies Elinor’s brought? You canna expect us to have a lesson with all this food driving us crazy!’

‘The rule is, we do some work first,’ Stephen returned firmly. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll have time to tuck in pretty soon, but now I want you all to take your seats. I’m going to talk more about accounting methods.’

Slowly, but obediently, the class took their places and even made a show of writing in their notebooks as Stephen doggedly continued with his instruction, but there were sighs of relief all round when he finally laid down his chalk, rubbed down the blackboard, and said, with a grin, ‘Let the festivities begin, then. Anybody got paper cups for the lemonade? And paper plates for the sandwiches? My word, this is a splendid show you’ve all put on!’

In dived the students and away went the party food, with everything being admired. Crackers were pulled, hats put on, small contents examined, and under the cover of so much noise and laughter, Stephen was able to approach Elinor and give her a polite smile that didn’t match the look in his eyes.

‘May I taste one of your mince pies?’ he asked. ‘I can see they look wonderful.’

‘Don’t know how I did it, but they’ve turned out well.’

She picked one out and gave it to him, watching him take a bite and pretend to swoon over its taste, all the time looking at her.

‘We’ll be taking the tram as usual?’ he whispered.

She glanced round, before turning her gaze back to him.

‘Hope so. But the others won’t be going to the café tonight after all this; they might be on the tram, too.’

‘Don’t worry, they won’t be going home so early.’

‘Hey, you two,’ said Tam, joining them. ‘No more talking, I’ve got some mistletoe. Don’t look like that, Mr Muirhead! What’s a kiss at Christmas time?’

‘I’m not so sure the WEA plans for kisses in their classes at any time,’ Stephen told him. ‘And, remember, I have to make sure you’re not making a nuisance of yourself to the young women here.’

‘Me, a nuisance?’ Tam asked with an injured air. ‘Why, these lassies expect to be kissed at Christmas parties, Mr Muirhead, just like when they were bairns. But in fact we’re all grown-ups, remember.’

‘But I’m responsible for you,’ Stephen added seriously, then suddenly relaxed and laughed. ‘Oh, go on then, take your mistletoe round, but I’ll be watching, to see if anyone complains.’

‘Watching?’ cried Pearl, sliding up to snatch the mistletoe from Tam’s hand. ‘Why, you’ll be joining in, Mr Muirhead, won’t you?’

And before he’d had time to make a reply, she’d kissed him on the cheek, then stood back smiling, while Elinor also smiled, if a little painfully, and Tam applauded, grinning.

‘Well done, Pearl, you’ve set the ball rolling. Now, where’s Brenda, then?’

‘Oh, no, you don’t!’ Brenda cried, backing away, but when Tam kissed her quite gently on the brow, she only flushed a little and said no more.

‘Now, if you’ve all finished playing around, can we get down to clearing up?’ Stephen cried, when the little mistletoe session had come to an end. ‘We’ve been asked to leave everything tidy and I’ve some bags here for the bottles and paper plates. Any food left, you must take away with you.’

‘Are you joking, sir?’ John Andrews, one of Tam’s friends, asked. ‘There’s nothing left at all.’

‘Except for one sausage roll,’ Dickie Rowan, another crony, said, taking it. ‘Sorry, folks!’

‘At least you won’t need to fill up at the café tonight,’ Brenda remarked, but Tam said that oh, yes, they would. Why, they wanted nice hot tea, didn’t they? They’d only had cold lemonade.

‘Sure you don’t want something stronger?’

‘No, it’s the café for us tonight, so’s we can all say goodbye till after New Year. Who’s coming?’

‘Oh, do come tonight,’ Pearl urged Elinor. ‘You, too, Mr Muirhead.’

But Elinor said she must still get back, and Stephen said he must, too. It had been a wonderful party, though.

‘Thanks for being such good students!’ he called, as they left the classroom as tidy as possible. ‘And a merry Christmas and a happy New Year to you all.’

‘The same to you, sir, the same to you!’ his students cried, moving out into the cold night. ‘See you in 1914!’

‘Wonder what that will bring?’ Brenda murmured, but no one answered, and after giving Elinor a quick hug, she hurried after the others towards the café, leaving Elinor, with Stephen, to set off for the tram.



Twenty-Four

‘Here, let me carry those boxes for you,’ Stephen said cheerfully. ‘My word, I wish they’d still been full of your mince pies! Went well tonight, didn’t it?’

‘Very well. They’re a nice crowd of folk.’

‘They are.’ He gave her a quick sideways glance. ‘Noticed you were quite popular when the mistletoe came out.’

‘So were you. Once the lassies had seen Pearl being cheeky.’

‘You didn’t kiss me, though.’

‘No, and you didn’t kiss me.’

‘I thought I’d better not. Anyway, we don’t need mistletoe to kiss each other, do we?

As they reached the tram stop and stood together braving the wind, Elinor’s great dark eyes searched his face.

‘I’ve something I’d better tell you, Stephen.’

He was instantly alert, though he only said lightly, ‘Something good?’

She shook her head. ‘The girls at the club know about us. Ada, one of the maids, saw us at Maule’s Corner on Saturday.’

‘Oh.’ He moved her boxes from one arm to the other. ‘Well, I suppose it had to happen. It’s not the end of the world.’

‘You’re glad it wasn’t somebody from the class?’

‘That could have made things difficult.’

‘For you. Now they’re just difficult for me.’

‘They’ve told your Miss Ainslie?’

‘No, but now they know about you, they’ll be wondering and asking and teasing – that’s what girls are like. Seeing things that aren’t there.’

‘Here’s our tram,’ sighed Stephen.

Sitting together, he slid his hand over hers, while holding on to her boxes on his knee with the other.

‘Do you think what we have isn’t really there, then?’

‘No! Of course I don’t think that!’

‘What then? What do we have?’

‘Well, I think we like being with each other. When I’m with you, I’m happy.’

‘Exactly how I feel,’ he said in a low voice, his eyes never leaving her face. ‘The very words I’d have used.’

‘Here’s our stop,’ she whispered. ‘Don’t let’s get carried away.’

‘As though we’re not already!’

As soon as they’d left the tram, they turned at once for the gardens, walking through the chill air in companionable silence, he still clutching her boxes, she taking his free arm.

‘Can’t hold you until I get rid of these,’ he told her when they halted. ‘Mind if I put them on this wet seat?’

‘No, but I don’t want to sit there.’

‘Of course not. Just let’s get them out of the way.’

For some time, they stood together, arms around each other, kissing strongly, as the cold seeped into their bones and meant nothing and the night breeze sent old leaves rustling round their feet. Finally, they broke apart and Stephen took Elinor’s hand.

‘It’s wonderful that you’re happy to be with me,’ he said slowly, his eyes shining in the poor light. ‘But the thing is, I feel more guilty than ever. I’m in the wrong, I know I am.’

‘Why do you talk like that?’ she cried. ‘I’ve said I’m a grown-up, I can meet you this way if I like. Why do you keep calling yourself guilty?’

‘Because you’re so young, so inexperienced. I’m older than you – I’m twenty-eight. I should know better than to ask you to meet me as we do – snatched meetings, family not knowing. You deserve something better than that.’

‘It’s difficult for us, Stephen. You have your position to think of, I understand that.’

But you have yourself to think about too, Elinor. I know you’re ambitious. You want to find a better job—’

‘I do! I don’t want to stay a housemaid for ever.’

‘And if it’s what you want, I’d like to help you in that. At the end of the course, I might be able to advise on what to look for, put in a word  . . .’ He hesitated. ‘If it’s what you want.’

‘I do, I’ve said.’

‘But then, you might like to think about us.’

‘Us?’

‘Well, we are so happy together, mightn’t we  . . . mightn’t there be  . . .’ Again, he was hesitating. ‘A future – for us both?’

Her lips parted, she held his hand tightly.

A future – for them both? Had he really said that? Did he really think she could be a part of his life? There’d be breakers ahead, if he did. She knew that, if he didn’t. There would so obviously be those who’d say she wasn’t right – his mother for one, her father for another, each with their different reasons. But if Stephen thought, as she did herself, that she would fit in, well – why not? But it all seemed very far off, their future. She couldn’t really picture it.

‘I never got as far as thinking about that,’ she said huskily, knowing he was waiting for her to speak.

‘Perhaps it’s not time for you, yet.’ Suddenly he moved his hand to touch her cheek. ‘As I say, you’re very young. You have your whole life before you.’

‘What are you saying, Stephen?’

‘Oh, God, I don’t know!’ He kissed her again, with passion. ‘Shall we just go on as we are? Until the end of the course? Shall we just be happy together when we can, until then?’

‘I’d like that.’ Recovering new strength and reaching up, she returned his kiss with equal feeling. ‘But listen – what time is it?’

‘Oh, Lord, time to go, as usual.’ He shook his head. ‘If there’s one thing I want to do, Elinor, it’s to rescue you from the tyranny of the clock.’

At Maule’s Corner, they briefly embraced, casting glances round to see if anyone was watching, and spoke of their meeting on Christmas Eve.

‘Could we meet for lunch?’ asked Stephen.

‘If you like. But I’ll want to be home for teatime, seeing as it’s Christmas Eve.’

He sighed. ‘I suppose it’s difficult for you, keeping us all happy. You’re like one of those conjurors spinning balls in the air.’

‘Your mother might want to see you home early, too.’

‘True. Well, at least we’re meeting for lunch. Would you be happy to go to Colinton again?’

‘I’d love it!’

‘Doesn’t seem such a good idea to meet at this corner now, does it? Shall we say, half past eleven under the clock at Waverley?’

‘I’ll be there.’

His look on her was long and melting, until he remembered her boxes.

‘Oh, see, I still have these. Does it seem a long time ago since you unpacked your mince pies?’

‘Years,’ she replied, taking them from him.

Miss Ainslie was in the hall again when Elinor slipped in, but it was all right, she wasn’t late, and there was no trouble.

‘Your party went well?’ the manageress asked pleasantly. ‘Everyone enjoy your baking?’

‘Oh, yes, Miss Ainslie, thanks, and the party was grand. We all had a good time.’

‘So glad. You’re looking very well, I must say.’

‘Am I? Must be because of the party.’ Elinor moved hastily away. ‘I’ll take these boxes down to the kitchen and then get to bed.’

‘Goodnight, then, Elinor.’

‘Goodnight, Miss Ainslie.’

After replacing the boxes, Elinor climbed the stairs to bed, certain she would have to face more questions, this time from Mattie and Gerda, but for once they were both asleep. Something to be grateful for, even though, as usual, she had no hope of finding sleep herself.



Twenty-Five

The meeting on Christmas Eve might have been a repeat performance of their previous day out at Colinton, except that they were now aware their relationship had taken a step forward. Though nothing could formally be announced until the end of the course, when they would no longer be tutor and pupil, the future had become something they could discuss – even look forward to – and in the meantime, they could continue as they were, enjoying their snatched meetings. Not an ideal arrangement, maybe, but as long as it was temporary, it suited them both.

As for Elinor’s idea of telling her mother about Stephen, it seemed the time was not yet right for that. Hessie would almost certainly believe that Walter should be informed, and the more she thought about it, the less Elinor felt like risking it. Maybe it would be best to leave the matter until real decisions were taken? Yes, much the best, she decided, and heaved a great sigh of relief.

After their blissful exchange of kisses in the Colinton woods, lunch at the little café where they had tea before was delicious. Nothing Christmassy, except for the offer of mince pies with the coffee, but a lovely light soup, followed by chicken in white sauce which was as good as anything Mrs Petrie made for the club – praise indeed.

‘Oh, that was so nice,’ Elinor told Stephen, when the coffee and mince pies arrived. ‘A lovely Christmas present, I’d say. Thank you very much.’

‘Only thing is, I have a real Christmas present for you. I’ll just get it from my coat pocket.’

It was a beautiful silk scarf in autumn colours of copper brown and crimson, perfect for Elinor’s dark good looks, and so obviously chosen to please her, it brought the tears to her eyes.

‘Stephen, I don’t know what to say,’ she murmured. ‘I’ve never had anything like this before. It’s – well, it’s just so lovely, I’ll always treasure it.’ She smiled and opened her bag. ‘I have a wee present for you, too, but I don’t know if I dare give it to you, it’s so ordinary.’

‘Something for me? You shouldn’t have spent your money on me, Elinor.’

‘Didn’t cost much and some of it I did myself.’

She put a package into his hand, which he slowly opened, shaking his head, but when he took out the white linen handkerchiefs each with a hand-sewn monogram of his initials, he smiled.

‘Elinor! Did you stitch these for me yourself? They’re amazing! Beautiful!’

‘Och, they’re only handkerchiefs, Stephen. And any lassie at school could sew initials like that.’

‘But these weren’t sewn by any lassie at school,’ he said seriously. ‘These were sewn by you for me, which means I have something to treasure, too.’

‘You’re meant to use handkerchiefs!’ she said, laughing, making him laugh with her, so that people at the next table smiled indulgently and said how nice it was to see young folk so happy. But of course it was Christmas Eve, wasn’t it? A magical time.

The magical time for Elinor and Stephen had to come to an end, however, when they reached Waverley Station and had to say goodbye, knowing they would not meet again until the next class in January. Christmas must be spent with their families, and as for Hogmanay – not only did Elinor have to work over the holiday, Stephen had already agreed to accompany his mother to Peebles to visit cousins. There was nothing they could do.

‘Couldn’t we meet on your free evening?’ Stephen asked desperately. ‘There must be one in the calendar somewhere.’

‘There is, but there’ll be so much to do when we open again after Christmas, I’ve already agreed to work all that week. And the following week Ma’s invited some neighbours in – she thought I’d be free.’

‘So you are, for her,’ Stephen commented gloomily. ‘But not for me. Oh, well, roll on January. At least I know you’ll be coming to the class. Did I ever tell you what it was like for me, waiting to see if you’d come to the first one?’

‘You were waiting for me?’

‘Sure I was. As soon as I saw you trying to sign up for the typing, I hoped you’d join my class instead. And when you did, I couldn’t wait to see if you’d really come.’ He grinned. ‘And then, that first evening—’

‘I was late!’ she cried. ‘Oh, Stephen, I never realized – I’d no idea!’

‘Just as well.’ His eyes went over the crowd of travellers and last-minute shoppers hurrying around them, and his grin faded. ‘This is no place to say goodbye, is it? May I see you home, Elinor, just once?’

‘To Friar’s Wynd?’ She gave a little smile. ‘Better not. Too many people know me there.’

‘I could just come on the tram with you, then.’

‘And they all know me on the tram, too. Stephen, they’d put their eyes through you.’

‘At least I could see you to the tram? I mean, it’s Christmas!’

‘All right, as it’s Christmas,’ she agreed, laughing, and together they made their way to yet another tram stop, where her tram arrived all too soon, and he had to stand, waving, his eyes on her lovely face beneath her large hat, until she was borne away. After a moment, he too turned away, to make his own way home, feeling desolation that his Christmas was in fact already over.



Twenty-Six

Boxing Day arrived, the dreariest day in the year, some thought, and Elinor was one of them. All presents had been exchanged, the Christmas food eaten, the card games played, so what was there to do? Go for a walk round Friar’s Wynd in the wintry weather?

Washing up the dishes after their dinner of cold beef and pickles, Elinor sighed and wished again that she might have seen Stephen, but she’d been unable to think of an excuse to leave her family, and he was in the same boat. Now, if they had had a real future all mapped out, if they’d been engaged, for instance, no one would have expected them to stay in all day with their families, but glancing at her father, frowning over an old newspaper, she felt only relief that she wasn’t going to have to introduce Stephen to him just yet.

True, her dad had been pretty good over Christmas so far. There’d only been a couple of nervous moments when he’d looked as though he might blow up – one when Corrie had refused to go to the pub with him on Christmas Eve, the other when Hessie hadn’t made enough gravy for the Christmas dinner – but he’d simmered down earlier than expected, even enjoying a game of Rummy and not complaining when he lost. Now, though, he was missing his pub outings and his family was treading carefully.

‘Just wish there was something to do,’ Elinor sighed, seeing Corrie come in wearing his outdoor coat and scarf. ‘Where are you off to, then?’

‘Football match. Want to come?’

‘Football? Me? When have I ever gone to football?’

‘Come on, it’s only a friendly – couple of local teams. Won’t cost anything and you’ll get the fresh air.’

‘Aye, it’s no’ a bad idea,’ Walter said with sudden interest. ‘I might go, eh?’ He threw aside his paper. ‘Come on, we’ll all go.’

‘No’ me,’ Hessie said hastily. ‘I’ll have your tea ready for when you get back. But you go, Elinor – Corrie’s right, you’ll get the fresh air and Lord knows you don’t get much of that.’

‘All right,’ Elinor agreed, suddenly deciding that anything would be better than staying in. ‘Wait, I’ll get my coat and hat.’

Outside, the air was not only fresh but icy cold, with the promise of more sleet, and they had to walk fast to try to keep warm. Luckily, the field at the back of the local school where the match was to be played was not far away, or Elinor might have turned back and even Walter was having doubts.

‘I’m no’ so sure this was a good idea,’ he muttered, pulling his cap down over his brow as they finally took their places in the small crowd of spectators. ‘We’re likely to freeze to death here, eh?’

‘Come on, we’ve got to support our lads,’ Corrie told him. ‘Western Athletic, eh? The others are Bernard’s Academy – it’s their field they’re playing on.’ Screwing up his eyes in the wintry air, he pointed to the players coming on to the pitch. ‘I know a couple of chaps there – you might know ’em too, Elinor.’

‘Who are they?’ asked Elinor, covering her cold nose with her gloved hands and watching the footballers without much interest. ‘Why should I know ’em, anyway?’

‘They were at school with us. Georgie Howat was in the same class as me, his brother would’ve been in yours.’

‘Barry Howat? Oh, yes, I do remember him. Where is he?’

‘He’s the one with the curly brown hair, the key man, the centre forward.’ Corrie grinned. ‘I call him Twinkle-Toes. Just watch his footwork.’

‘And what does he do?’

‘Scores goals!’ her father said, with a laugh. ‘Ah, they’re off. Now, pay attention, Elinor, try to work out what’s happening.’

‘Wish I could join in – it’d be warmer running about than standing here.’

Without knowing much of what was going on, Elinor felt she was quite simply being chilled to the bone. She had almost decided to go back when the curly-headed centre forward scored two goals in rapid succession to so much cheering she decided to stay where she was. At least clapping might get her circulation going, she murmured to Corrie, who grinned and said it was now half time. Not so long to go now.

Not so long? The second half seemed interminable, with no more goals, though ‘Twinkle-Toes’, as Corrie called him, earned his reputation, racing up and down the pitch, doing his best, until the final whistle went with a win for Western Athletic. As their supporters began cheering again, even Elinor joined in, because now they could go home.

‘Hang on a minute,’ said Corrie, ‘let’s wait to say a word to the lads, eh? They played well.’

‘You mean stay on?’ Elinor cried. ‘No, I’m frozen, Corrie, I’m going home.’

‘We can wait inside the school. They’ve opened it specially, just for the game. It’ll no’ take long – Dad, you’ll come?’

‘Aye, might as well. Be glad to get out o’ this cold for a few minutes, anyway.’

Sighing aloud, Elinor watched her breath float in a cloud before her, but resignedly followed Corrie and her father into the lobby of the school, where it was, if not warm, at least not icy. Shouts and laughter from some distance away signalled that the teams were in a changing room, from where, Elinor gave thanks, they soon emerged, looking scrubbed and fresh in their outdoor clothes. Very pleased with themselves, too, in the case of the Western Athletic team, but as people went forward to congratulate them again, Elinor stayed in the background. All she wanted to do was go back home to warmth and tea, but then someone called her name.

‘Elinor?’

She turned to see Barry Howat, the hero of the day, smiling at her.

‘Remember me?’

Oh, yes, she remembered him, not just from school, but from that time she’d seen him in Friar’s Wynd, kicking a can for two young laddies. No wonder he’d sent it so far.

‘Saw you no’ long ago,’ she told him. ‘Never knew you were such a star.’

‘Never knew you were interested in football.’

‘Don’t know that I am.’

‘Don’t know if I’m a star.’

He stood watching her and laughing, a slim young man of medium height, not handsome, but with the open, sunny sort of face people found attractive and provided no threat. His hazel eyes were clear, his brow untroubled, and even if she couldn’t be sure it was true, it seemed to Elinor that he would be one never to have a care in the world, which she found comforting.

‘You just came with Corrie, then?’ he asked her.

‘And Dad.’

‘Oh, yes, from the cobbler’s shop, eh? Well, I’m glad you did. What’s happening to you these days, then? You got a job?’

‘Oh, yes, I’m in service – at the Primrose Club.’

‘Posh, eh?’

‘It’s a fine place. How about you? Still doing house-painting?’

‘Afraid so.’

‘You’d rather be playing football?’

‘You bet.’ His eyes were dancing. ‘Well, it’s been good to see you. Maybe we can meet again, some time?’

At the casually said, friendly words, without warning, a tide of colour swept up Elinor’s face to her brow and she had to look away, making no answer. It was with immense relief that she heard hoarse voices calling Barry back to his fans, and when he said he must go, she only nodded, still too embarrassed to speak.

Why had she reacted in the way she had? There had been no need for her to colour up like that when he hadn’t actually asked to meet her, was just being polite, the way people were. And there had certainly been no need to think of Stephen, and yet there he was, in her mind.

It was further relief when her father came up and said they should be going, that it would soon be dark, and why all the chit-chat with Barry Howat, then?

‘We were at school together, Dad. I remembered him.’

‘Oh, yes? Well, he seems a good lad, eh? A very talented footballer.’

‘Good at playing the piano, too,’ said Corrie, joining them, as they left the school. ‘According to Georgie, he can play anything. All by ear, never from music.’

‘They’ve got a piano?’ Elinor asked with interest.

‘Aye, seemingly they’re a musical family. Parents are dead now, though.’

‘I never heard that. How sad!’

‘Aye, Bettina – that’s the lads’ sister – keeps house for ’em.’

Elinor was looking thoughtful. ‘You know, I never would have taken Barry to be musical. Just shows how wrong you can be.’

‘Och, he’s no Beethoven!’ Corrie cried. ‘Plays in pubs, mainly, sets all the feet tapping.’

‘Now you mention it, I’ve heard him,’ Walter remarked. ‘Funny thing is, he’s no drinker, either. The pints line up and he just hands ’em on.’

‘No’ everyone’s a drinker,’ Corrie murmured.

‘Well, you certainly aren’t!’ his father muttered. ‘What a killjoy, eh?’

‘Barry’s thinking of his football. Likes to keep fit.’

‘That makes sense,’ said Elinor, but no more was said of Barry Howat as the Raes hurried home through the darkening afternoon, looking forward to the heat of the range and the taste of Hessie’s Christmas cake.



Twenty-Seven

Slowly, the winter passed and March arrived, with the promise of spring. More than that for Elinor, for the end of March would bring the end of Stephen’s course and probable changes to their relationship. Maybe even to her job, for nothing was certain.

She knew she had done well on the course, would be sure to be given a good reference, as Stephen had told her often enough, but whether or not she looked for a new job depended on more than a reference. With the end of the course, she would no longer be Stephen’s student, and at their secret meetings, he often said he could hardly wait for that day to come. Nor could Elinor, of course, but for her there was always a little apprehension. How would it all work out? Could she really be so lucky? She tended to put the thought of decision time to the back of her mind.

So wrapped up was she in her own concerns, it came as a shock when Brenda admitted to her and the other girls in the WEA class that she and Tam MacLean were ‘walking out’ together. Like the rest, Elinor had noticed nothing.

‘You and Tam?’ she’d cried. ‘Why, I’d no idea! You two never got on!’

No one could believe it, but Brenda’s rather sheepish expression said it all. Seemingly, they did now ‘get on’. Very much so, but Brenda said maybe they wouldn’t tell Mr Muirhead. No doubt he wouldn’t approve of his students going out together.

‘Oh, no doubt,’ Elinor had agreed, her spirits sinking, wishing with all her heart that she could tell Brenda the truth about her own relationship with their tutor, but determined all the same not to say a word just yet. She couldn’t help rather envying Brenda, though, that everything for her seemed so straightforward.

One morning after tea break, she was surprised to find Miss Denny calling to her from Reception as she passed by. Outside, as she had seen from the upstairs windows, the first daffodils were already flowering in the square and now through the open front door, she could see buds on the magnolias and forsythia and many shrubs she couldn’t name. How she wished she could have just stepped out, unlocked the garden gate, smelled the air and walked on the strong fresh grass for a little while! But of course that wasn’t possible.

‘You wanted me, Miss Denny?’ she asked, approaching the desk.

‘Yes, there’s a letter for you, Elinor. I have it here.’

‘A letter?’ Elinor was astonished. She never received letters, for who would need to write to her? Something business, was it? To do with her job?

No, the envelope Miss Denny handed over was small and blue, quite cheap-looking, certainly nothing official, and whoever had written her name in large uneven capitals didn’t know how to spell it. ‘Miss Eleanor Rae,’ she read, ‘Care of the Primrose Club’.

Well, here was a mystery.

‘All right, dear?’ Miss Denny asked, turning to attend to a club member who had just arrived.

‘Yes, thanks, Miss Denny.’

Elinor walked hurriedly on towards the back corridor she was due to clean, but as soon as she’d checked there was no one about, she opened the letter and took out the one sheet of paper it contained. As she read its signature and few lines of wavering handwriting, her eyes widened and two spots of colour burned on her cheekbones. Hurriedly, she looked round to see if anyone was about, but seeing no one, read the letter again.

‘Dear Eleanor,’ it ran, following an address in a street in the South Bridge area, ‘hope you won’t mind me writing to you, but I am doing some work for a firm in the square and I’ve been looking out for you but never seem to see you. Do you never get time out of that club? If you could come out in your dinner hour, say twelve o’clock, I will be at the far side gate to the gardens. We could have a nice wee chat. Yours ever, Barry.’

Her heart beating fast, Elinor stuffed the letter into her pocket, just as Mattie arrived, carrying a mop and feather dusters.

‘You’ve beaten me to it this morning,’ she said breathlessly. ‘I’ve just seen Miss Ainslie and she said, could we be sure to do the picture rails this morning?’

‘We always do the picture rails,’ Elinor answered absently.

‘Aye, but she doesn’t know, eh? Just thinks on now and again what we should be doing.’ Mattie glanced curiously at Elinor. ‘Are you all right, then? You’re awful red in the face.’

‘Got a headache. Think I might just run out to the chemist’s before I come down for dinner. See if they’ve got anything.’

‘I’ve some wee cashews might help.’

‘Thanks, but I’ll just check first what they’ve got. Will you tell Mrs Petrie where I am if she asks?’

‘Sure, I’ll tell her. And she’s sure to ask.’

Sensible Barry, Elinor thought, as she slipped out at twelve o’clock. He knew they would not be so easily seen at the far gate as at the one nearest to the club, and now all she had to hope was that he’d be there, at the far gate, for she hadn’t much time.

He was there, dressed in his painter’s white overalls, a cap on the back of his head, as he’d worn it when she saw him in the Wynd that time, and she gave a sigh of relief. Until she saw a large van parked quite close, with the name of a painting and decorating firm on its side, and immediately thought his painting colleagues must be about, watching them. Not that they would know her, of course, but she felt so strung up, so uneasy, anyway, it was upsetting.

‘Is that your firm’s van?’ she asked without preamble. ‘Are there people you know in there?’

‘Ashamed of being seen with me?’ he asked, smiling.

‘No, of course not, just wondered if they might be watching.’

‘There’s nobody there, they’re all at the back o’ the house, having their piece. Thanks for coming, anyway. You got the wee note?’

‘Yes, I was so surprised. Why ever did you write to me?’

‘Wanted to see you again.’

She gave a little laugh. ‘You’ve taken your time about that.’

‘I’ve thought about you ever since Boxing Day,’ he said seriously. ‘But I wasn’t sure you’d be interested. Then I got taken on to help in this big job here, doing up a house, and it seemed too good to miss the chance of seeing you. So I wrote you that letter.’

‘Spelled ma name wrong.’

‘Oh, glory, did I? What should it’ve been?’

When she told him, he shook his head.

‘That’s me, eh? Trying to cut a dash, and I get your name wrong. But it’s grand to see you again.’ His bright eyes were searching her face. ‘I was wondering – maybe you’d like to go out with me? There’s a Mary Pickford picture on this week. Thought we might go.’

For a moment, her eyes met his, then fell. When she spoke, her lips were dry.

‘I’m very sorry, Barry, I’ll have to say no.’

‘No?’

‘I  . . . well, I have  . . . someone.’

‘Suppose I’m no’ surprised. A girl like you, there’d have to be  . . . someone.’

She was silent, still not letting her eyes meet his.

‘On the other hand, why come out to meet me today?’

As she said nothing, he moved closer to her.

‘Must’ve wanted to see me,’ he said softly.

‘I think I just wondered  . . . what it was about.’

‘Now you know, would it matter so much? Just going to the pictures?’

‘You know it would matter.’

‘Aye, I guess so. I was just being hopeful.’

‘I couldn’t meet you, anyway, Barry. I only get one evening off and that’s when I go to evening class.’

‘Evening class?’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘You doing handicrafts, or something?’

‘Office management. I want to get a better job.’

‘Ah.’ He grinned. ‘And you’ve probably got the brains for it. No’ like me. All my brains are in my feet. But, look, maybe we could meet after this class, then?’

At the expression on her face, a look of understanding swam into his eyes. ‘That’s where he is, eh? This someone? Looks like I’ve really missed the boat.’

But Elinor was becoming preoccupied with time again.

‘I’m sorry, I have to go. I shouldn’t really be here, anyway.’

‘I’ll walk back with you.’

‘Better not.’ She gave a hasty smile. ‘Thanks for asking me out. It was nice to see you.’

‘Do you never get an afternoon free? A Saturday, maybe? You could come and see me play again. The team often plays on a Saturday.’

‘I do get a Saturday sometimes, but I usually see my folks at home then.’

‘Bring ’em with you. Why not? Look, tell me when your next Saturday is and we’ll work something out.’

She was beginning to turn away, shaking her head, when he took her hand, pressing it in his own, and she stopped and stood very still. His touch. His hand in hers. She’d never before experienced such a sudden a rush of feeling. It was ridiculous. Crazy. He was only Barry Howat, somebody she’d known at school and who’d never meant a thing. Why, even when she’d seen him playing kick the can in the Wynd that time, she’d felt nothing for him. How had it come about that she felt so much now? Just when she shouldn’t be feeling anything at all?

She knew she must go and walked away fast, skirting the railings of the gardens, not looking back, until she reached the area entrance to the club. On the steps down, she paused to straighten her hat and jacket before facing the staff at dinner, but Mrs Petrie’s sharp eyes still saw something awry.

‘My word, Elinor, what’s up with you? You look as though you’ve got the furies after you – whatever they are.’

As Elinor, taking off her hat, made no reply, Mattie asked sympathetically if she’d found something for her headache.

‘They said they had this aspirin stuff, but it’s really silly – I forgot my purse.’

‘All that rush for nothing!’ the cook cried. ‘And now you’ve to be quick with your dinner, time’s getting on.’

‘It’s all right,’ Elinor sighed. ‘I’m no’ very hungry, I’ll just have a cup of tea.’

‘Hope you’re no’ sickening for something,’ Mattie said, rising to put the kettle on. ‘You were that flushed before and now you’ve lost all your colour.’

‘It’s to do with that silly class you’re going to,’ Mrs Petrie declared. ‘No wonder you’re getting headaches, studying and that. What’s it all for, anyway?’

As the maids at the table looked at one another, Elinor knew they were thinking of her ‘young man’, the one she’d met through the class. And so was she. At least – she hugged the thought to her – she hadn’t told Barry when she had the next Saturday afternoon free. He wouldn’t come to her home; he wouldn’t know when she’d be there.



Twenty-Eight

‘Guess who was here last week?’ her father asked from his shop counter, when Elinor arrived home on Saturday two weeks later.

‘Who?’ she asked, turning cold.

‘Why, that footballer laddie, Barry Howat. Said he was playing football again, asked if we’d like to go.’ Walter gave a grin. ‘Think he was more interested in you going than us, mind.’

‘You told him I wasn’t here?’

‘What else? I told him I was working and Corrie was out, and your ma wouldn’t be going anyway. She came down and had a word with him, though. Said what a nice laddie he was.’

‘I certainly don’t want to go to another football match,’ Elinor announced, as she began to climb the stairs. ‘So he needn’t come here again.’

‘Now, there’s no need to be unfriendly. He means no harm. When you see him, try to be nice, eh?’

‘When I see him?’

‘Aye, I told him you’d be here today. Said he’d be along.’

There was nothing for it but to go on into the flat, where Hessie sprang up, and said she’d put the kettle on.

‘Think you might have an admirer calling today, Elinor! Did your dad tell you about Barry Howat coming round? He said he’d come back – wants you to go to the football.’

‘Where’s Corrie?’ Elinor asked, frowning. ‘He could go.’

‘Gone to the swimming baths with a pal from work. Look, Barry’s a good lad. Why’d you no’ want to see him play?’

‘I’ve just got no interest in football.’

‘You don’t have to be interested in football to be interested in the players, Elinor. Or one player in particular.’

‘Anybody home?’

Barry Howat was standing in the doorway, Walter behind him, smiling as though he was personally responsible for this appearance, while Barry himself was looking straight at Elinor, his eyes full of appeal.

‘Hope you don’t mind me barging in, Mrs Rae,’ he murmured, turning to Hessie after a moment. ‘Mr Rae said it was all right.’

‘Of course it is,’ Walter said breezily. ‘Now you just have a cup of tea while I get back to the shop.’

As he clattered out, Hessie, thrilled, began setting out cups, but Elinor made no move.

‘Shouldn’t you be going to your match?’ she asked, noticing that Barry was wearing a jacket and flannels. He didn’t look as though he was on his way anywhere.

‘No match today,’ he replied cheerfully. ‘Other side had to cancel. Messed up their dates, seemingly.’

‘What a shame!’ cried Hessie. ‘Well, you sit yourself down, Mr Howat  . . .’

‘Barry, please.’

‘Barry, then. You sit down and have some tea – it’s freshly made  . . .’

‘Thanks very much, Mrs Rae, but if it’s all right with you, I was wondering if Elinor and me could go for a walk. It’s a grand day.’

‘You might ask me, I’m standing right here,’ Elinor said coldly.

‘Now, now, Barry’s just being polite,’ Hessie said soothingly. ‘I’m sure that’d be lovely, eh, to get out in the sunshine. Elinor, you’d like to go, eh?’

For a moment, she met the appeal in Barry’s eyes again, then looked down at the hat she’d just taken off.

‘Might as well.’ Moving to the mirror, she replaced the hat, as he watched. ‘All right, I’m ready. Though I’ll have to keep an eye on the time.’

‘You both come back here for your tea, eh?’ Hessie urged. ‘Just like you usually do, Elinor.’

But there was nothing usual about this Saturday afternoon, Elinor knew, as she and Barry, nodding goodbye to her father, went out into the rare sunshine of Friar’s Wynd.

‘Where shall we go?’ Barry asked, putting a felt trilby hat over his thick hair. ‘Any ideas?’

‘Nowhere much to walk round here,’ Elinor muttered.

‘Have to take a tram somewhere. Botanic Gardens? The Meadows? All be crowded, of course, on a fine afternoon like this.’

‘That’s why I like the square. It’s never crowded.’

‘Canna get in, though, can you? Need a key and I bet you haven’t got one.’

She tightened her lips. ‘No, I haven’t, but I can see the gardens very well.’

He shrugged. ‘Look, let’s no’ waste time, eh? I say we get the tram down Nicholson Street and go walking in the Meadows. Plenty of space there, even if there are folk about.’

‘And won’t take too long. I have to be home for tea and then get back to the club for six.’

‘What a life! No wonder you’re looking for another job.’

‘We’re pretty well treated at the Primrose, to be honest.’

He smiled as they reached the tram stop. ‘If you say so.’

Sitting next to him on the tram, Elinor was afraid he would take her hand again but he didn’t, just bent his head to hers and whispered that it was good of her to agree to come out with him. He’d had no great hopes.

‘I don’t know why you still asked me, after what I told you.’

‘Thought it was worth a try. Seeing as you came over to meet me in the square.’ He added, in a lower tone, ‘And you’re here now, eh? You agreed to come.’

‘It was awkward for me, with Ma listening. I didn’t know what to say.’

‘Your Ma and Dad know about this someone you’ve got?’

She stared out of the window at the shops and crowded pavements of Nicholson Street.

‘No, they don’t.’

‘Thought they couldn’t, the way they were welcoming me.’

The colour rushed to Elinor’s face. ‘That’s just their way. Doesn’t mean anything.’

‘Our stop, I think,’ he said blandly. ‘Melville Drive.’

From the lengthy road that was Melville Drive, they turned into the Meadows, a park made up of two large tracts of land, the east and west sites divided by a long walkway. As Barry had predicted, it was crowded with people, some playing ball games, others running around with children and dogs, or hurrying along the walk that was a short cut to the other side of town. Italian ice-cream men and balloon sellers were doing a good trade, and with the cries of the children, the barking of the dogs, and general atmosphere of holiday mood, Elinor turned to Barry and laughed.

‘See what I mean about the square being different?’ she asked.

‘I see you laughing,’ he replied. ‘That’s the first time today.’

As she immediately grew serious, he took her arm.

‘There’s an empty seat over there – let’s grab it.’

‘We’re supposed to be walking,’ she said, conscious of his arm against hers.

‘No, we’re just supposed to be together. When a man and a woman go for a walk, they’re no’ usually thinking of the walking.’

When they had had hastily reached the vacant seat, they sat down, taking off their hats and fanning themselves, smiling in triumph, until Barry’s smile faded.

‘Now,’ he said softly, leaning a little towards her, ‘tell me about this man in your life. The one that stops you seeing me. So you say.’
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Stephen. He wanted her to tell him about Stephen. How could she, when she felt so bad? For a moment, she closed her eyes, seeing Stephen’s handsome face, picturing it twisting, questioning, and it seemed to her that she should go. Just go, without saying a word. End whatever was happening here without another moment of regret  . . .

But when she opened her eyes, she found Barry’s gaze on her and made no move.

‘I – don’t want to talk of him just now,’ she said quietly.

‘I’d like to know about him.’

‘It seems wrong, though.’

‘You could say where you met him. I mean, is he in that class you go to?’

‘He’s the tutor.’

‘The tutor? He’s in charge? Teaches you?’

‘That’s right.’

‘An educated man, then?’

‘Yes, he went to the university here.’

Barry whistled and took out a packet of Woodbines.

‘Mind if I smoke? I’m trying to cut down – bad for my game – but I could do with one now.’

‘I don’t mind. Go ahead.’

‘Thing is, I understand why you didn’t want to tell your folks.’ Blowing smoke, Barry nodded his head. ‘You thought they’d no’ approve, eh? A university man – he’d never be right, never think you were right, so what’s he playing at, they’d be asking? That what you thought?’

‘More or less. But there’s another thing – tutors aren’t supposed to get involved with students, so Stephen said we should wait to tell folk until the course was over. Then we’d be free to do as we liked.’

‘Stephen  . . . I’m glad you said his name.’

‘I wish I hadn’t.’

‘No, it’s good. Makes him more real to me.’

‘More real? Why would you want that?’

‘Because I want to win the battle with him. Canna fight a shadow.’

‘Barry, what are you talking about?’ Elinor had risen from the bench, her face turning white. ‘There’s going to be no fighting! No battle!’

‘Come on, I don’t mean real fighting!’

Barry, laughing, stood up with her and took her hand.

‘You know I mean I’m going to try to make you forget him and go out with me.’

‘Look, this is all hopeless.’ She snatched her hand from him. ‘I’m never going out with you, so there’s an end to it. Let’s go back now.’

‘Wait.’ Barry ground out his cigarette in the grass and turned to face her. ‘Just hear me out, eh? I’d never try to steal another man’s girl if I thought she truly cared for him. Come between two people like that – it’d be the last thing I’d want to do.’ He slowly put his hands on her shoulders. ‘But I don’t think you do care for this Stephen, Elinor. Can you look me in the eye and say you do?’

‘You don’t know me, Barry. How can you say you know what I feel?’

‘I’ve got the cheek of the devil, but I think I know, all right.’

He was drawing her closer to him, gradually enfolding her, his eyes steady on her face, and she was making no move to pull away, her great eyes returning his gaze as though they would never look away, until he kissed her lips, and then her eyelids closed.

‘Why did you come across the square to me?’ he whispered, as her eyes flew open and she began to free herself from his arms. ‘Why are you here with me now? If you care for him?’

‘People will be watching,’ she gasped, putting her hand to her mouth. ‘Let’s go, Barry, let’s go.’

‘There’s no one watching. We needn’t go yet.’

But she was already on her way, hurrying from him, as though that would solve everything, knowing it wouldn’t, but not looking back. Of course, he caught up easily, stretching out his arm to take hers, but she shook her head.

‘No, it’s no use, Barry, I couldn’t  . . . I couldn’t do what you want. I couldn’t hurt him. Don’t ask me to.’

‘All I’m asking is you do what’s right.’

As they reached the tram stop, he let go of her arm and they stood together, breathing fast, not speaking until the tram arrived and they could take their seats.

‘You have to do what’s right for both of you,’ Barry murmured then. ‘That’s only fair.’

‘I do care for him,’ Elinor declared. ‘You’re wrong to say I don’t.’

‘You think you do. But you were just flattered, eh? Carried away that your teacher should’ve fallen for you. That’s all it was, Elinor, I promise you.’

‘Talking like that will do no good, Barry. I’m no’ listening, anyway.’

‘I’ll say no more, then,’ he said cheerfully. ‘But I bet you’ve heard what I’ve said. Think about it.’

‘You’ll come in for your tea?’ she asked, when they were back in Friar’s Wynd, but he shook his head.

‘Please thank your ma, but I’d best get back. Bettina will have something ready.’

She hesitated. ‘Your sister looks after you and Georgie very well, I expect. I’m sorry about your mother and father.’

‘Aye, it’s been hard. Specially when Ma went. Only two years ago.’

‘Look, are you sure you won’t come in? My folks will be disappointed.’

‘Another time, eh?’ His hazel eyes sparkled. ‘Or won’t there be another time?’

She shook her head. ‘Goodbye, Barry.’

Though he made no move to kiss her again, she turned quickly into her father’s shop anyway, leaving him to touch his hat and walk away. Without, she noticed, saying ‘Goodbye’, or indeed anything at all.

All the rest of that day and most of the night, she seemed to feel the strength of Barry’s kiss on her lips, so strong, so disturbing, and with that feeling came the memory of his words, moving round and round in her mind, round and round, so that she wanted to put her hands over her ears to shut them out  . . .

‘I don’t think you do care for this Stephen, Elinor. Can you look me in the eye and say you do? You were just flattered  . . . carried away that your teacher should’ve fallen for you  . . . that’s all it was, I promise you  . . .’

In the middle of the night, while Mattie and Gerda slept the sleep of the just, she actually sat up and cried silently into the darkness, ‘No, no, no more, please!’

But in the morning, after an uneasy sleep that did no good, she knew what she must do. There were two Thursdays left of the course, and on the first one that came at the end of the coming week, she must speak to Stephen. Not to say that she didn’t love him, for she did, in a way; he was so special. So fine a character, so handsome, clever, everything a woman could want. But she knew now that he was not the one for her. She didn’t love him as she should, as Barry had already guessed; therefore it wouldn’t be fair to pretend that she did. The future they had hoped to plan couldn’t happen, and she owed it to Stephen to tell him as soon as possible. Which would be Thursday.

But, oh, God, how was she going to get through the days till then? She had said goodbye to Barry, she was quite on her own. How could she face telling Stephen? Watch his face change? Feel the pain of the dagger she had slipped into his heart?

Perhaps he wouldn’t be as hurt as she thought. Perhaps she was making too much of what she meant to him. She wasn’t vain, she didn’t want to think she had the power to hurt him, but her own heart told her that she wasn’t making a mistake. Telling him the truth of her feelings was going to wound. And not only him.

As she tried to find the courage to face the next few days, she knew that no one must know, or guess, what she was going through. Secrets, secrets. There had been too many. When all this was over, she vowed never again to have a secret in her life, but just then she couldn’t imagine being as free as that.



Thirty

Stephen knew, of course, as lovers do, that there had been a change. Though Elinor had tried to be just as usual at his last-but-one class, she could tell, by his thoughtful look on her whenever she glanced up from her notebook, that he had sensed something was different. She herself was thanking heaven that the session was mainly devoted to revision; for all her thoughts were with the time to come when she would be alone with him, she could never have learned anything new.

At the end of class, when she was putting on her jacket, he managed to catch her eye before being surrounded by other students, and nodded imperceptibly. A sign, she knew, that they would meet as usual on the tram, which was what she wanted, yet sent her heart sinking. Surely someone would notice that her hands were trembling as she adjusted her hat? Surely, she had become very pale? Even Brenda, however, noticed nothing.

‘Oh, next week’s going to be so exciting, eh?’ she whispered to Elinor. ‘When we all get our references?’

‘What references?’

‘Weren’t you listening? Didn’t you hear Mr Muirhead say he’d be giving references to all who wanted ’em, and of course, we all do!’

‘Oh, yes, I remember,’ Elinor lied, for her attention had been elsewhere even when Stephen was speaking. ‘Thing is, Brenda, it’s possible I mightn’t be here next week. I might be needed for something at the club.’

‘Why, you’re never going to miss our last class?’ Brenda cried, her eyes wide. ‘That’d be awful. We’re planning to have a celebration, we’re going to take Mr Muirhead out for something to eat, and we thought just for once you’d come as well. And now you say you might not be coming at all?’

‘It’s no’ definite,’ Elinor said hurriedly. ‘But if I don’t appear, I’ll be in touch. I’ve got your address and we’ll meet somewhere.’

‘Oh, yes, that’d be grand, but try to come to class if you can. Mr Muirhead’ll be so disappointed if you don’t, you know. He’s always had a soft spot for you, eh?’

Brenda smiled at Elinor’s expression and gave her a quick hug. ‘Think we didn’t notice? ’Course we did! But here comes Tam, we’re away to the café.’

Everyone was on their way, there were waves and goodbyes and cries of ‘See you next week’, and suddenly Elinor and Stephen were alone and waiting for the tram.

‘Thank God,’ Stephen said simply. ‘Thought this moment would never come.’

His tone was light, but his eyes were anxious. Pretending to look up the road for the tram, she tried not to meet his gaze, and even when the tram arrived, only smiled briefly as they climbed aboard.

‘What’s wrong?’ he asked quietly, sitting close beside her. ‘Please don’t deny that something is.’

She turned her eyes on him at last. ‘I  . . . have to talk to you, Stephen.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘Away from the tram.’

‘In the gardens, then.’

‘Yes.’ She glanced out of the window. ‘It’ll be light, though.’

‘Spring is here.’ He smiled a little. ‘And we prefer the dark.’

Yes, the gardens, even since their last visit, were different now, with daylight still lingering and people still strolling by, or sitting talking on the seats. There would be no kisses that evening, but then there would be none anyway, whatever the light, and a little stab of pain made Elinor catch her breath. There had been such sweet moments with Stephen, she would never deny them; she only wished from the bottom of her heart that she didn’t have to say what she had to say.



Thirty-One

‘I’m beginning to have a bad feeling about this,’ Stephen was murmuring. ‘You look so sad. Has something happened to upset you?’

They had stopped beneath trees, away from passers-by, and she turned to face him, bravely holding his gaze again, as he waited for her to speak.

‘Stephen, I’m the one who’s feeling bad. I  . . . don’t know how I’m going to tell you  . . .’

‘Tell me what?’

‘That we have to say goodbye. I mean, what we had – it was grand, it was lovely – I’ll never forget it – but  . . .’

‘But what?’ The colour was already leaving his face. ‘Elinor, what are you saying?’

With his hands on her shoulders, he held her quite still so that he could search her face with eyes that appeared dark, were not like his eyes at all. It was as though he was becoming a stranger, as though she had made him one, just as she’d made herself a stranger to him.

‘What’s all this about saying goodbye?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘What has happened? What’s made you talk like this? I thought you were happy with me. I thought we had a future. Elinor, we were making plans, and now it’s goodbye?’

‘I was happy with you! I was!’

‘So what’s changed? For God’s sake, what’s changed? You always knew my feelings for you. If you were happy with me, you must have felt the same for me. You did, didn’t you? You cared for me?’ His hands on her shoulders grew stronger, he seemed about to shake her, then suddenly let her go. ‘So what’s happened? Tell me, Elinor. Just tell me!

‘I realized  . . . it came to me  . . .’ She stopped, feeling her voice hoarse, and put her hand to her throat. ‘That I don’t feel  . . . as I should. If we’re to be together.’

‘Don’t feel as you should  . . . what you mean is, you don’t love me?’ He put his hand to his brow. ‘Don’t love me as I love you? Is that it?’

‘I thought I did,’ she said desperately. ‘I did think so, Stephen.’

‘But you didn’t. Maybe you never did.’ He laughed shortly. ‘Only thought you did. Is that what you’re telling me?’

For long moments, they both stood without speaking, each taking in the reality of loss, until a man walking past called ‘Good evening!’ and they had to reply. When he had gone, they moved further into the trees and Stephen’s eyes lost their darkness and began to glitter.

‘Why did you suddenly come to this conclusion, though?’ he asked roughly. ‘How did it come to you? Out of the blue? Or is there something you haven’t told me?’

She was silent, gazing away from him, desolate that he was beginning to guess the one thing she had wanted to keep from him.

‘Have you met someone else?’ he pressed. ‘Have you? I always thought I was safe. You said you never met any men. Is there someone, Elinor? You must tell me; you owe it to me.’

‘I know.’ She bent her head, tears welling into her eyes. ‘There is someone, then. He isn’t my young man, I’ve only been for one walk with him and I don’t know if I’ll see ever him again, but  . . .’ Her voice trailed off. ‘But he’s the one I met.’

‘And you’ve fallen in love with him.’ Stephen gave a long, shuddering sigh. ‘Tell me about him. Let me know about him. Let me know how I’ve lost.’

‘He’s someone I knew at school. Then we met again.’

‘What does he do?’

‘He’s a house painter.’

‘And what’s he like?’

Elinor moved uneasily, unwilling to talk of Barry, but aware she must. ‘He’s friendly, he’s cheerful. He plays the piano.’

‘Talented, then?’

‘Yes, but his real interest is football. He’s very good at football.’

‘A footballer?’ Stephen gave another short, hard laugh. ‘Well, I’d never have stood a chance against him, would I? Without doubt, I was the worst who ever played football at Heriot’s. Always the last to be chosen for a team, always dreading match days. Oh, you’ll be very happy with a footballer, Elinor!’

‘Stephen, I’m so sorry I’ve hurt you. You don’t know how sorry. I never wanted things to be like this, never, you must believe me!’

‘You had such high hopes,’ he murmured. ‘Such a longing to do well, find a better life for yourself. And you could have had it, you know. I don’t just mean with me. You could have found a good job, had a career – but you’re going to throw it all away, aren’t you?’

‘No! No, I’m still the same, still want the same. Why, I don’t even know if I’ll even see this man again.’

‘Oh, yes, you will, nothing is clearer than that. You’ll see him again and that will be that. Nemesis.’ Stephen turned aside. ‘Come on, it’s growing dark, you’re going to be late. I’ll walk with you to Maule’s Corner.’

Without speaking, they left the gardens and took their last walk together to Maule’s Corner, from where they had made in the past so many bittersweet farewells. But this farewell was different.

‘Will you be coming next week?’ Stephen asked. ‘It’s the last class, as you know.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘I’ll send you your reference, then. Care of the Club.’

‘Oh, don’t!’ she cried, and burst into tears. ‘Don’t be nice and reasonable!’

‘Nice?’ He shook his head. ‘Don’t worry, Elinor, I’m not being nice. You came to my course, it’s fair you should have a testimonial, the same as everyone else. But I have no nice or reasonable feelings for you. I can say I hope all goes well for you, but I’m very glad you aren’t coming to my class next week. I really don’t want to see you again.’

With that, he touched his hat and left her, walking fast, not looking back, and after a long moment she turned and made her way to the club, walking blindly, not caring if she was late or not, or if anyone saw her tears. In fact, luck was with her. Miss Ainslie had not yet locked up, Mattie and Gerda were busy mending their stockings and took no notice of her, which meant she could slip into the maids’ bathroom and put cold water on her eyes. As for the pain of her remorse, she just had to bear it. There was nothing else to do.



Thirty-Two

It took a while for Elinor to get over that last scene with Stephen, but then she’d never expected to escape lightly from what she’d done. Guilt was her burden and must somehow be borne, which meant she would make no move to seek out Barry Howat, and was relieved when he made no effort to see her.

Stephen had said she was in love with Barry, and perhaps she was, but she really tried not to think of him. She felt bad enough, anyway, especially when her reference from Stephen arrived and she saw how good it was. Tears came swiftly to her eyes, but she’d already decided not to use it. Looking for a new job without his blessing – she hadn’t the heart. She put it away, together with the lovely silk scarf he had given her, and decided just to keep on working at the club until she felt better.

Mattie asked her once, very sympathetically, what had happened to her young man, now that her classes were finished? He’d looked so nice, Ada had said. Quite the gentleman. They’d all been very pleased for her. Well, except Mrs Petrie, of course, but then she didn’t know about him.

‘All over,’ Elinor replied after a moment or two.

‘Oh, no! Oh, Elinor, what a shame! What happened?’

‘We just said goodbye. These things happen.’

‘He didn’t want to pop the question?’

‘I didn’t want him to.’

‘Oh, well, then.’ Mattie’s look was wary. ‘Mebbe you had to say goodbye. There’s sure to be someone else, though. Plenty of good fish in the sea, as they say.’

‘For you, too.’

‘Aye, I’d best cast the net out!’ Mattie retorted, laughing merrily, and to Elinor’s relief gathered up her dusters and led the way to their next round of cleaning.

Towards the end of April, on one of her Saturday afternoons at home, Elinor was finishing off doing some sewing for her mother, when Corrie came in, pulling on his jacket.

‘Just off,’ he announced.

‘Where to?’ asked Hessie.

‘Football. Just another friendly at the school again. Season ends soon.’

Hessie’s eyes had brightened.

‘Will that nice laddie be playing? Barry, the one who came here?’

‘He always plays.’

‘Elinor, what say you go with Corrie?’ Hessie cried. ‘I’m sure that young man is sweet on you. He came seeking you, remember. So, why no’ try to see him?’

‘I’ve hemming to finish on this sheet, Ma,’ Elinor murmured, keeping her eyes on her work.

‘Och, give it here! I can do that any time. Now you put your hat on and go see Barry again. Your dad likes him, you ken, and that means a lot.’

‘If you’re coming, come on then,’ Corrie ordered, glancing at the clock over the range, and Elinor, slowly rising, put aside the sheet she’d been hemming and obediently put on her hat and her blue jacket. Seemed her actions had been taken out of her hands, she told herself, then shook her head. She knew she couldn’t say that. She was ready to see Barry Howat again.

‘Different weather today from when I came before,’ she remarked to Corrie as they walked through the streets in the pleasant spring air. ‘Remember how cold it was?’

‘Certainly do.’ His light blue eyes on her were thoughtful.

‘Pity Dad couldn’t have come as well. He never gets a Saturday afternoon off.’

‘Reckon we’re better off without him today. Notice his mood? Some customer’s annoyed him; he’s looking pretty dark.’

‘He’ll be over it by the time we get back. On the whole, he’s been better lately.’

‘Plenty of room for improvement. Elinor, mind if I ask you something?’

‘Anything you like.’

‘Well, I was just wondering why you’d want to come to the football again. Is it just to see Barry Howat?’

Elinor hesitated. ‘Ma wants me to see him.’

‘Aye, but what do you want?’

‘Why these questions?’

‘Just interested. Barry’s a charmer, all right, but I didn’t think he’d be your cup o’ tea.’

‘I don’t know if he is or not. No harm in seeing him play football, though.’

‘Main thing is never to get serious. That way, you don’t get hurt.’

‘You’re the expert, eh? When did you take girls out?’

‘Hey, I’ve been out with one or two!’

‘And never got serious? I hope not, at your age.’

‘Never got serious. Never got hurt.’

‘I won’t get hurt,’ Elinor said tightly, not able to tell Corrie that she was hurt already, because she’d badly wounded someone else.

When they reached the football field, the rival teams were already assembled, and this time Elinor had no difficulty in picking out Barry Howat. There he was, slim, strong, in dark blue jersey and shorts, his brown hair blowing in the soft breeze of the day, his eyes going round the watching crowd. And spotting her.

She knew he’d seen her, even before he raised his hand, by the way he seemed to stiffen for a second or two, but then as she raised her own hand to wave, he had to turn away. The match was about to begin.

‘Think he’ll get two goals again?’ she asked Corrie, as calmly as possible.

‘Could do. He’s been doing well lately. Just as long as he watches the ball and no’ you.’

‘All that matters to him is the game.’

She didn’t know if that was true, but she had a feeling that it was.

Certainly, Barry concentrated well enough to score in the first half. Only one goal, but so brilliant, it had Corrie jumping up and down and giving Elinor a full analysis of how it had been done, which didn’t mean a lot to her. Much more important was that when the whistle went for half time, Barry came over to speak to her and Corrie.

He was breathing hard, his hair and face dark with sweat, his jersey damp and sticking to his body, but his hazel eyes were shining as they went from Corrie to Elinor, and finally rested on her.

‘You came, eh? That’s grand, really grand. Never thought I’d see you here.’

‘I always watch the team play,’ Corrie murmured.

‘Aye, but Elinor doesn’t. Look, I’ve got to go but wait for me at the end, eh? Don’t go away.’

‘We’ll wait,’ Elinor told him, and watched as he sped off, his feet moving as fast as on the pitch, his energy buzzing like something tangible.

‘You’re right to call him Twinkle-Toes,’ she remarked to Corrie, who said that yes, it was a joke name, but Barry was certainly quick on his feet. Georgie, too, but Elinor already knew that Georgie was but a pale shadow of his brother, always a step behind.

‘What’s Bettina like?’ Elinor asked. ‘I don’t remember her from school.’

‘Well, she’s two years older than Barry, so she’d be ahead of you at school. Looks after the lads and does some part-time work as well, I think.’

‘Seemingly, they’re lucky to have her.’

‘Aye, but she’s got a young man. What’ll they do if she gets wed?’ Corrie laughed. ‘Might have to learn to cook, eh? Unless they get wed themselves. Men have been known to marry for that very reason.’

Or other reasons, thought Elinor.

In spite of all Barry’s efforts, that day his team lost and, at the end of the match, trooped disconsolately off to the school to wash and change and put a brave face on defeat. Elinor and Corrie were fearing the worst from Barry and Georgie, but when they appeared, it seemed they’d already put it behind them. The season wasn’t over yet, they declared, and this was only a friendly – they’d do better in the remaining matches, no question.

‘Aye, if you make yourself a few more chances!’ cried a small, dark-haired young woman wearing a red two-piece and a large red hat. ‘Isn’t that right, Alfie? They just gave it away, eh?’

‘Just gave it away,’ a tall, long-faced young man repeated, but Barry punched him lightly on the shoulder and told him to get playing himself, if he was so full of advice.

‘Here, Elinor!’ he cried. ‘Come and meet my sister, Bettina, and her friend, Alfie Daniels. Bettina, Alfie – this is Elinor Rae. Think you know Corrie Rae, eh?’

‘Oh, we know Corrie,’ Bettina answered, her hazel eyes as bright as Barry’s, fastening on Elinor. ‘He always comes to the matches, the lovely laddie. But haven’t seen you before, Miss Rae. What did you think of this lot then? Och, I was that disappointed!’

‘Canna win ’em all,’ said Georgie. ‘Elinor did see us win when we played here before.’

‘Must come again, then. But how d’you come to know Barry, Miss Rae?’

‘Oh, please call me Elinor. We were at school together, then met again by accident.’

‘Fancy. I was at the same school, but a couple of years ahead. Well, we’d better be on our way. Who’s coming back, then?’

‘I am,’ said Georgie, but Barry was already at Elinor’s side.

‘I’ll walk back with Elinor and Corrie. Don’t wait tea for me.’

‘Suit yourself.’

As the little group broke up to go their different ways, Bettina said something about maybe seeing Elinor again, but it seemed to Elinor that her manner was not particularly friendly. Of course, she could be imagining it, for why should Barry’s sister not be friendly? Perhaps she was a bit of a tartar? Certainly looked as though she might be.

Turning to Barry, she asked if he’d like to come back to have tea at her mother’s? He’d be very welcome.

‘If you’re sure? I mean, it’s a bit much, inviting myself.’

‘No, it’ll be all right. I know she’s got ham and cold stuff. There’ll be plenty.’

‘But aren’t you due back at work at six?’ Corrie asked Elinor, at which she frowned and said there’d be plenty of time if they hurried.

‘Skates on!’ Barry said cheerfully. ‘And when we’ve had our tea, I’ll take you back to the club, Elinor.’



Thirty-Three

This he did, after a pleasant meal at the flat over the cobbler’s shop, during which he charmed Hessie and Walter as easily as though he were a magician, while Corrie looked on without expression and Elinor’s dark eyes were wide with wonder. Pleasing her mother was one thing, but her father, that was another! Still, Dad seemed to have got over his bad mood and when Barry and Elinor rose to go, urged Barry to come back and see them any time. Any time, now mind, and he’d be very welcome.

‘Thanks very much, Mr Rae, I might take you up on that,’ Barry said politely, and after handshakes and thanks all round, he and Elinor escaped for the tram.

‘You don’t know how much it meant to me to see you at the match,’ Barry murmured, sitting close. ‘Never thought I’d see you again, after the way we parted.’

‘I did want to see you, Barry, but I didn’t think I could.’

‘What happened, then?’ He pressed her hand, made her look at him. ‘Something changed, eh? Must’ve done.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

She met his eyes, saw that they were sympathetic, but still looked away. It wouldn’t be right, she felt strongly, that she should speak of Stephen to Barry.

‘All right, I understand. But try no’ to worry too much, eh? If you said goodbye to him, you did the right thing. The right thing for both of you.’

‘You think so?’

‘Aye, it’s obvious. There’d be no point in pretending you felt something you didn’t. He’d soon have found out, and then you’d have hurt him, anyway.’

‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘I know I’m right!’ He squeezed her hand hard. ‘But let’s cheer up. I can never stay serious for long. Just remember that we’ve met again and we’re happy. Will that bring the smiles back, Elinor?’

‘Yes!’ she told him, giving one of the wide smiles that could so change her face. ‘What a wonderful chap you are, then, for looking on the bright side!’

‘That’s me,’ he said with a grin, rising for their stop. ‘We get off here, eh? Means we leave all these people behind.’

‘And join more crowds in Princes Street,’ she told him, laughing, as they left the tram. ‘You’re never alone at Maule’s Corner.’

‘Who’s going to Maule’s Corner?’

‘Well, that’s where we can say goodnight,’ she said, her smile fading, as she remembered other goodnights. ‘But we can cut through to the square instead, if you like.’

‘Through this lane here, you mean? Leads to the post office, but what we want is a doorway.’

‘A doorway?’

‘Don’t you know what doorways are for?’

With dancing eyes and a teasing smile, he guided her into the shadows of the post office lane towards the entrance of a shuttered shop.

‘This is better,’ he whispered. ‘It’s so damned light these evenings, you feel there’s nowhere to go. I mean, if you’re poor homeless folk like us.’

‘Homeless?’

‘With nowhere to say goodnight. But at least it’s darker here, and you see, I’ve found a doorway. Where I can kiss you. And you can kiss me.’

‘Barry  . . .’

‘What’s wrong? Too proud to kiss me here?’

‘Someone might see us.’

‘If they’re walking past, they’ll look away. Who cares?’

She said no more, only slid into his arms, let his mouth find hers, and felt the world was sweet. No longer did any thought of onlookers worry her. No memory of her first kisses with Stephen interrupted her rapture. No one, she felt, could ever stir her as Barry stirred her, could ever open up the world of love as he did, and when they released each other and exchanged looks, she knew that he’d recognized his power over her.

But he only said, breathing hard, ‘Better be getting to your club, sweetheart. You go in the front door, or the back?’

‘The area,’ she answered huskily. ‘But you needn’t come with me.’

‘What do you mean? I’m seeing you to your door, wherever it is.’ Catching her expression, he shook his head. ‘Och, you’re no’ worrying about folks seeing us again? To hell with that. I’m no’ skulking round corners for anybody.’

‘No, you’re not,’ she said with sudden decision. ‘There’s no reason why you shouldn’t be seen with me. We’re allowed followers, anyway.’

‘And I’m a follower!’ He laughed and took her arm. ‘But don’t be late, eh? Or they’ll blame me.’

They arranged to meet on her next Thursday evening off, not at Maule’s Corner, but at the Scott Monument in Princes Street, and as she waved goodbye to Barry at the top of the area steps, Elinor was already wondering how she would get through the days until then.

But she took comfort, not only in the memory of those doorway kisses, but also in a feeling of intense relief that was just beginning to make itself felt. There need be no more secrets. She need never worry about secrets again. If people saw her with Barry, fine. She’d every right to be with him and no one need object. In fact, her parents liked him, which was the most amazing weight off her mind. Even when she opened the door to the club kitchen and saw Mrs Petrie glowering and everyone running around preparing dinner, she felt as free as a bird. A bird in love! What could be better?



Thirty-Four

The summer weather of 1914 was glorious. Everyone thought so. Everyone said they’d remember it, though when they said that, they didn’t know they would have special reason for remembrance. They didn’t know it was to be the last summer before the world changed.

The staff at the Primrose admired the sunshine as much as anyone, their problem being that they couldn’t spend much time in it. With no access to the gardens of the square, they could only take their tea break in the area, where the views were of the feet of passers-by and where there was certainly no greenery. On the other hand, at least, it was better than sitting in the kitchen, with the range sending out heat and Mrs Petrie’s face, bent over her day-old newspaper, getting redder and redder.

‘Could you no’ use the gas cooker for the lunches?’ Gerda had the temerity to ask one day in June, at which Mrs Petrie’s face grew redder still, while Vera and Sal shut their eyes, fearing the storm.

‘Now, Gerda, don’t you be telling me how to do my cooking!’ Mrs Petrie exploded. ‘I’ve always cooked on that range and a bit of summer weather’s no’ going to stop me now.’ Folding her newspaper, she adjusted her spectacles, glaring around over the top of them. ‘Anyway, seems to me we’re all going to have more to worry about than what I cook on, if this paper’s anything to go by.’

‘How’s that, Mrs Petrie?’ Mattie asked politely.

‘Why, it’s all here, read it for yourself. Seemingly all Europe’s dying to go to war. There’s France and Germany at loggerheads, and Austria and Serbia, and Russia stirring the pot, so that the least little thing might set ’em all off. And then we’ll be in trouble, too – so the paper says.’

‘Why?’ asked Elinor. ‘Why should it matter to us if other countries start fighting?’

Mrs Petrie’s brow was furrowed. ‘I’m no’ sure, to be honest, but looks like we’ll join in. They’re all men in the government and you ken what men are like. Anything for a scrap!’

War. As the maids returned to their duties in the heat of that Scottish summer’s day, it didn’t seem at all likely. Not that any of them knew anything about war, of course, except that there had been some fighting with the Boers in South Africa, but that was a long time ago and it hadn’t affected anybody they knew.

‘Och, these papers, they’ll say anything, eh?’ Ada muttered. ‘Just hope they’re wrong, anyway.’ She stood still, looking down at the pile of starched dining-room tablecloths she was holding. ‘Just hope my laddie would never have to go to war.’

‘Or yours, Elinor,’ Mattie said sympathetically, for of course, like all the staff at the Primrose, she knew about Barry.

Hadn’t they all seen him on Thursday evenings, saying goodnight to Elinor at the area gate? Such a cheerful-looking fellow, eh? Not so handsome as the one before him, as Ada reported, but still the sort you wouldn’t mind walking out with, that was for sure. Even Mrs Petrie, who’d spotted him once or twice, seemed to approve. What more could anybody ask?

For a moment a shadow crossed Elinor’s face, but then she smiled and put her arm round Ada’s shoulders.

‘Don’t worry, it’s just like you say, Ada, the papers write rubbish – they only want to sell copies. There isn’t going to be any war.’

‘I think you’re right,’ Ada murmured, sniffing a little. ‘Why, I’ve never even heard o’ this Serbia! Trust Mrs Petrie to go worrying us all!’

It was Miss Ainslie who explained why Britain might be drawn into a conflict – not that she thought there’d be one, anyway. She had passed Elinor and Mattie taking down curtains for washing from some of the unoccupied bedrooms, and had stopped to ask if the girls were managing all right in the hot weather, her eyes resting mainly on Elinor.

Oh, Lord, she’s going to ask me about the suffragette meetings again, Elinor thought, groaning inwardly, for Miss Ainslie had more than once tried to persuade her to go back to the meetings once her course was over. Even when Elinor had explained that she now had a young man she saw on her free evenings, the manageress had still remained hopeful. Perhaps an occasional evening, Elinor could attend, she’d suggested, not having any idea how Elinor longed to spend every minute of her time with Barry and would never sacrifice an evening with him for a suffragette meeting, however much she believed in the cause.

Before anything could be said about meetings, however, Mattie, after saying they were managing well in the heat, had piped up with a question about the newspapers. Did Miss Ainslie believe what they said? That we might get drawn in to fighting?

‘They’re only thinking of Belgium,’ Miss Ainslie explained. ‘You see, if little Belgium were to be involved, we’d have to help out.’

Belgium? The girls exchanged glances. What on earth had Belgium to do with anything?

‘We signed a treaty long ago, promising to take care of the Belgians in the event of trouble. So it would be a question of keeping promises.’

‘And we’d go to war for that?’ cried Elinor. ‘Doesn’t seem right to me.’

‘Don’t worry, it won’t come to war.’ Miss Ainslie’s tone was decisive. ‘There’s not even a real hint of it at present, the papers are just looking for a story. My advice is not to read them. Elinor, may I have a word?’

‘I don’t like to keep nagging,’ Miss Ainslie said in a low voice, as Mattie went out with an armful of curtains, ‘but you were such an asset to us, Elinor, I’d very much like to see you back at our meetings. You really don’t think you can manage one or two?’

‘I’m afraid not, Miss Ainslie. I’d like to, but  . . . well, I’ve no time.’

The manageress sighed. ‘Time, our enemy. Well, maybe in the future, it might be possible. Don’t forget us, anyway.’

‘I won’t do that, Miss Ainslie.’

‘There’s one other thing – I was just wondering, this course you did – weren’t you going to try for an office job when it ended?’

Elinor lowered her eyes. ‘I was, but I haven’t done anything about it yet.’

‘Because of the young man, I suppose? Well, we must be grateful that this means you’ll be staying with us a while longer. Unless, of course, you get married.’

Deep colour rose to Elinor’s hair and she turned aside.

‘There’s no talk of that yet, Miss Ainslie.’

‘That’s another relief, then.’ Miss Ainslie began to move away. ‘Well, I must let you get on. I’m glad we’ve had this little talk, Elinor, but do tell the others not to worry about a war. Why spoil these lovely summer days?’

‘What was she on about, then?’ Mattie asked, when Elinor joined her. ‘The suffragettes again? You were her only taker from here, that’s why she canna let you go. Bet she asked about Barry as well, eh?’

‘Why should she?’ Elinor called down from the stepladder she was standing on to reach more curtains.

‘Well, she might be wondering if you’re going to get wed.’

‘Look, I’ve only been out with him a few times, there’s no talk of marriage.’

‘He’d be right for you, though, is what we think. I mean, better than the other one. That’d never have worked, eh?’

As Elinor descended the steps with a load of dusty material, Mattie smiled.

‘Why, I bet he never took you to see his ma, did he? That other one? Bet Barry will take you, and pretty quick, too.’

‘Barry’s mother is dead,’ Elinor said quietly, at which Mattie’s face grew serious, but not for long.

‘That’s very sad, but just think, Elinor, you’ll have no mother-in-law!’

‘How I wish you’d stop talking like that!’ Elinor cried, folding curtains with wide sweeping movements and coughing in the dust. ‘Why’d you do it, Mattie?’

‘Sorry, Elinor.’ Mattie’s round eyes were woeful. ‘It’s just that I’ve got no laddie of my own yet, and I know if I had, I’d be thinking of getting wed all the time.’

Elinor set down her folded curtains and said, after a pause, ‘It’s all right, Mattie, I understand. I shouldn’t have snapped at you.’

But she kept her thoughts on getting wed to herself.



Thirty-Five

‘I understand,’ Elinor had told Mattie. Perhaps too well, for if Mattie would have liked to be thinking about marriage, Elinor actually was thinking about it – and after all her reservations! All her hopes just to make something of her life herself. Even when she and Stephen had seemed so close, she realized now that she’d always been wary of the idea of commitment. When he’d talked of their future, she’d seen the snags. Whereas now  . . . well, things were different.

Different because of Barry. The way she felt about him, it was only natural she should be looking forward to taking the next great step. And she knew he was feeling the same. They were just so happy together, so much at ease, for Barry was himself so easy-going, so good-natured. Having seen at close quarters a father whose moods and tantrums had ruled his family’s life, she could hardly believe her luck that someone like Barry who had no moods or tantrums should be hers.

‘An absolute tonic to be with,’ was how Elinor described him to her mother, who absolutely agreed with her. So fond was she of Barry, she was even happy that Elinor should spend her free time with him, rather than visiting home.

‘Och, when you’re courting, we don’t expect you to spend time with us!’ she cried. ‘That’s the way things go, eh?’

‘I don’t know that we’re exactly courting,’ Elinor said. ‘I mean, there’s nothing been said.’

‘There will be,’ Hessie told earnestly. ‘I can tell by the way he looks at you. Oh, yes, he’ll want to be wed; he’s just like a lot of men, scared of the idea. End of being fancy-free for them, you see, but they all come to it one day. The only way they can get what they want, eh?’

Suddenly, her look on her daughter sharpened. ‘That’s why the lassies have to be careful, Elinor. Or you know what can happen.’

‘Don’t worry, Ma. It won’t happen to me.’

‘Just remember what I’ve said, though. And hold out for the wedding ring, eh?’

If only life weren’t so difficult, though, Elinor often sighed to herself. If only there didn’t have to be worries about making love – ‘going all the way’, as folk called it. If only no one need have a baby unless they wanted one. Talk about pie in the sky! No point in wishing for the impossible, was there? Just had to take as much pleasure as you could in kissing and caressing and not expect more until you were married. Which was why Elinor’s thoughts dwelt on marriage as never before.

And they did have some wonderful times together, she and Barry, on her evenings off, or her free Saturday afternoons. Sometimes going to the cinema to see the silent films where they watched Charlie Chaplin or Mary Pickford, and listened to the piano keeping up with the action, while they sat at the back, holding hands and looking forward to exchanging kisses on the way home.

Or, maybe going for walks in the beautiful weather, in the Meadows or by the Water of Leith, hiding themselves under trees if possible, where they might even lie together, though Elinor was cautious at first about that. Barry had laughed and drawn her down to him, saying it was an old Scottish custom for a couples to lie together still in their clothes, now hadn’t she heard of it? No, she hadn’t, she’d laughed, she was sure he was making it up, but she’d lain beside him all the same, and had given herself up to delight in being so close.

Sometimes, though, it was all much more tranquil, just having tea in a little cafe, Elinor handling the teapot, Barry watching, then walking slowly back to the Primrose, maybe looking over the railings at the gardens, before saying goodbye on their best behaviour, conscious that some eyes somewhere would be upon them.

How Elinor wished days like these would never end, but in late June Barry suggested something new. A visit to his home with Bettina and Georgie on her next free Saturday afternoon.

‘It’s time we had a get together,’ he told Elinor. ‘And you can hear me tinkle the ivories and all.’

‘Barry, that’d be perfect! I’d love to talk to Bettina and Georgie and hear you play the piano. It’s very kind of Bettina to ask me.’

‘Oh, she didn’t ask you,’ he said carelessly. ‘It was my own idea. She’ll be glad to see you, though. Georgie, too.’

‘You’re sure?’ Elinor asked doubtfully.

‘Sure I’m sure. It’s all arranged. You be thinking of what tunes you’d like to hear and I’ll play ’em for you.’

‘June twenty-seventh is the next Saturday I can take. Shall we make it then?’

‘That’ll be fine. I’ll tell Bettina.’

‘She mightn’t be free.’

‘She will be,’ Barry said airily. ‘I’ll call for you same as usual.’



Thirty-Six

The Howats’ flat was in a side street off the South Bridge, not part of a tenement but the ground floor of a small terraced house. From the look of the exterior, no maintenance had been done for some time, but the flat itself was beautifully clean and tidy, something that Barry commented on with a grin.

‘Aye, Bettina here keeps the inside as neat as a pin, but seeing as I’m a painter, the outside gets neglected. But then, why should I do the landlord’s work for him?’

‘Why not, if it makes the place look better?’ Bettina cried, after she’d shaken Elinor’s hand and thanked her for the little posy she’d brought. ‘But getting Barry to do something for me is just impossible!’

‘It’s the same at home,’ Elinor said quickly. ‘Our shoes are always last to be mended, though my dad’s a cobbler.’

‘That right? Well, please take a seat, while I get the tea. Georgie’ll be back in a minute, he’s just away to the dairy.’

Though she seemed pleasant enough, Elinor felt there was still a certain reserve in Bettina’s manner. She had Barry’s looks, but as with Georgie, Barry’s natural charm was missing, perhaps in Bettina’s case to be replaced by strength of character. In other words, she liked her own way, was Elinor’s verdict, whose fascinated eyes were now moving round the flat, taking in the shining range and well-brushed matting, the framed country scenes and photographs on the walls, the sofa and chairs with protective covers, the table set for tea with currant loaf already cut and a large ginger cake.

So this was Barry’s home? It seemed to be more Bettina’s. There was no feel of Barry about it, somehow, except for the old, yellow-keyed piano in the corner, at which he was already seating himself and waving to her to come and sit close by.

‘Here goes!’ he called. ‘The great concert begins. What d’you fancy, then?’

‘Oh, Barry, I don’t know. I never hear much music.’

‘Ah, that’s a shame. Our folks used to sing a lot, at the kirk and local concerts, and Bettina sings, too, and plays the piano.’ Barry was already running his fingers up and down the keys. ‘Georgie and me, we’re no singers, but I earn a few bob at the pubs with the piano, and Georgie plays the organ.’ Barry laughed. ‘At the kirk, of course; we’ve no organ here. How about if I play you an old favourite – “Shine on Harvest Moon”?’

‘That sounds lovely,’ Elinor cried, already enraptured. Not since she was at school had she really heard anyone play the piano; certainly no one played anything in Friar’s Wynd.

While Bettina moved around in the background and Georgie arrived with a can of milk, Barry played his own selection of popular tunes – some Scottish, some from theatre shows, some from the ragtime music he said were his favourites.

‘Ah, listen to this!’ he cried. ‘This is Scott Joplin’s “Maple Leaf”! Hear that rhythm? And here’s his “Solace” – you’ll like this, Elinor – so romantic, so sad.’

‘Almost brings the tears to my eyes,’ she told him, at which he switched to ‘Pine Apple Rag’, quick and snappy, to make her smile, and seemed ready to play for ever, until Bettina cried, ‘Tea’s ready!’

‘One last one,’ he told them and finished with Harry Lauder’s ‘Roamin’ in the Gloamin’’, a song even Elinor knew, and they all went humming to the table.

‘I thought you played really well, Barry,’ Elinor told him earnestly. ‘You could play anything, I’m sure.’

‘Not from music,’ Bettina said smartly. ‘The trouble with Barry is that he’ll never bother to learn anything properly. I mean, Ma offered him piano lessons same as me and Georgie—’

‘Aye, a shilling a time with old Mrs Hossack,’ Barry put in serenely. ‘I told her to save her money.’

‘So you just vamp out tunes you’ve heard and if anyone shows you a piece of music, you canna play it. I don’t call that clever!’

Did Bettina really not like Barry? Elinor was wondering, observing her cold expression as she filled up cups and passed the currant bread. If so, she’d be the first person Elinor had met not to respond to his charm. He and Georgie seemed to get on well, though, so perhaps Bettina was just somehow resentful of Barry’s sliding through life without doing any of the work she had to do. Must have been hard for her, having to take on her mother’s role.

‘Can I help you clear away, Bettina?’ Elinor asked quickly at the end of the meal when the two brothers moved to sit down and light cigarettes. Must show willing, she thought; must get on the right side of Barry’s sister.

‘Thanks,’ Bettina replied, stacking the tea things on a tray. ‘If you come this way, I’ve a wee scullery out here where I do the dishes and the washing.’

Handing Elinor a tea towel, Bettina gave her a quick glance.

‘At least you’re one to help,’ she murmured. ‘No’ like some.’

‘You mean the laddies?’ Elinor smiled. ‘They’re never keen to do the washing-up.’

‘As a matter o’ fact, I was thinking of the lassies.’

‘What lassies?’ Elinor had paused in her drying of a plate, but Bettina was now working fast, setting dishes to drain.

‘The ones we’ve had here,’ she replied. ‘Barry’s lady friends. Never offered to do a thing.’

A cold little feeling trickled down Elinor’s spine.

‘He’s brought other girls here?’

‘One or two. Two, to be honest.’ Bettina’s colour suddenly rose and she put her hand on Elinor’s arm. ‘Look, I shouldn’t have said anything. I said to myself before you came, I’ll say nothing, but then I suppose it’s all right, eh? I mean, you’d expect somebody like Barry to have had a few lady friends?’

‘I suppose so.’ Elinor began slowly to continue drying dishes. ‘They’re in the past, anyway.’

‘Sure they are!’ Bettina, smiling warmly on Elinor, seemed now to be trying to make amends for her earlier coldness. ‘And I think he’s more interested in you than the others. You’d probably be good for him, too. Just don’t butter him up too much, eh? He thinks enough of himself as it is.’

On the way back to the club, Elinor was subdued, undecided whether or not to mention what Bettina had told her. It had been a blow to hear that Barry had taken other girls home, but then it was true what his sister had said. No one would expect him not to have had other girls before herself. Still, to take them home, as though they were special, as she’d thought herself special, that was what hurt.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ Barry asked as they left the tram and approached the lane where they usually paused to exchange kisses. ‘You’ve been as silent as the grave all the way back. What have I done, then?’

‘Nothing.’ Elinor’s fine eyes rested on him with a considering look. ‘It’s just that I didn’t know you’d taken other girls home.’

‘Oh, hell, Bettina’s been blabbing, eh?’ Barry heaved a long sigh. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have left you alone with her. Thing is, what’s it matter? I’ve been out with other girls, nothing unusual in that. I’ve no’ been living in a monastery.’

‘But taking them home, as though they meant something to you – that’s what surprised me.’

‘They didn’t mean anything to me, that’s the point.’

‘And I don’t either?’

‘No, you’re different.’

They had reached the lane and left the bright sunshine for its shadows. Barry, taking Elinor into his arms, kissed her swiftly. ‘And remember this, sweetheart. Didn’t you go out with your tutor fellow before you met me? And have I ever got upset over him?’

‘No,’ she admitted reluctantly.

‘Because he’s in the past, like the girls I took home. Let us live for today, eh?’

They made their passionate goodbyes, which gradually soothed Elinor’s pain, until they had to make their way to the area gate of the club, where they were, as always, very decorous in saying goodnight.

‘See you Thursday?’ Barry whispered. ‘Just as usual?’

‘Just as usual,’ she murmured happily.

But the headlines in the Monday morning papers gave the news that was to prevent anything being usual in their lives ever again, even if they didn’t know it.

‘Archduke Franz Ferdinand and wife Sophie assassinated in Sarajevo!’ screamed the banners. ‘Heir to the Austro–Hungary throne shot by a Serb!’

What would happen now? asked the editorials. How would France retaliate? Where would Germany stand? And Russia? And Great Britain?

‘Why, whatever has it got to do with us?’ the maids asked at the Primrose, for nobody seemed to have mentioned Belgium, which Miss Ainslie had said might be important.

On the fourth of August, they were to find out what it had to do with them. On that day, their country was at war.



Thirty-Seven

Seemingly, it all came back to Belgium, after all.

For there it was, in the club’s newspapers that the maids rushed up to read before the members arrived – the whole awful list of events that had involved Belgium and their own country in war.

Like a fall of dominos, one event had triggered another, with the Serb’s assassination of the Archduke being the start, causing Austria to declare war on Serbia, Russia to declare support for Serbia, Germany to declare war on Russia, then France, and – because they needed to get through it and weren’t given permission – Belgium. What could Great Britain do? They had to keep their promises. As the last domino to fall, after a failed ultimatum, they declared war on Germany.

‘Oh, Lord,’ groaned Gerda, ‘it’s just like Miss Ainslie told us. We promised to defend Belgium, so there we are.’

‘She didn’t think there’d be a war, though,’ sighed Ada.

‘Got it wrong, then. Quick, we’d better get downstairs before anyone catches us reading the members’ papers.’

‘Aye, what’ll Mrs Petrie say if she finds out we’ve read ’em before her?’ asked Mattie, but they all knew that for once they had more to worry about than Mrs Petrie’s temper.

Four days had to pass before Elinor could see Barry on Thursday evening. Four days during which war fever seemed to grip the country, a sort of euphoric relief that the talk was over and action lay ahead, and away went hordes of young men to enlist, while flags were waved and people were proud.

Not Elinor and Ada, however, who wondered why anyone should want to go to war and hoped that their young men would not be called up by the government, to go whether they wanted to or not. They’d never be fool enough to volunteer, they were sure of that, and with so many men already enlisting, plus the regular army, perhaps there’d be enough to fight without conscripting any others. Besides, the papers were saying everything would be over by Christmas, which meant they wouldn’t be needed anyway.

Thank God Corrie was not rushing off to join up either, Hessie told Elinor. He’d thought about it, but Walt had told him not to be so daft. It was only that some lads at the factory had got together to join up as a ‘Pals’ unit – friends going together – and Corrie had thought he should go, too. But he’d seen sense in the end and it was to be hoped Barry would feel the same.

‘Barry?’ Elinor cried. ‘Why, he’d never volunteer. He wouldn’t want to leave his football!’

‘Or you,’ Hessie said fondly.

They were to meet at the Scott Monument in Princes Street, walk up to the Old Town to a café for high tea, then maybe go to one of the cinemas. The evening, still full of sunshine, was warm, the air relaxing; maybe they shouldn’t go and shut themselves in the darkness, but light was their enemy and the cinema a welcome place to be together and not be seen. First, though, Elinor wanted to hear Barry’s ideas on the war.

‘What d’you think of it?’ she asked, when he came strolling up, a cigarette at his lip. ‘This awful war?’

‘Had to happen.’ He discarded his cigarette and kissed her cheek. ‘The Kaiser’s wanted it all along, eh?’

‘Why, though? Who would want a war?’

‘For power, maybe.’ Barry shrugged. ‘Plenty are pleased about it, anyway. Sort of – clears the air.’

‘Clears the air? I should think it’d do the opposite.’

‘Means we know where we stand.’ Barry slipped her arm into his. ‘Come on, let’s get to the café. I’ve something to tell you.’

Something to tell her? Afterwards, she’d wondered why she hadn’t been more afraid. But he’d been so much his usual self, his eyes bright on hers, his smile easy. Why should she have been afraid?

In the café, they sat opposite each other at a corner table that gave them privacy and ordered their usual – ham and salad for Elinor, sausages and mash for Barry.

‘Oh, dear,’ Elinor sighed, pointing at the sausages. ‘Barry, you should be having salad like me.’

‘Rabbit food? No’ me. I’m stocking up on ma favourites. They say you only get bully beef in the army.’

‘In the army?’ Her eyes were wide. ‘What’s that got to do with you?’

‘I’ve enlisted,’ he said calmly. ‘I’ve joined the Royal Scots.’

The silence that followed was not really a silence at all. True, she wasn’t saying anything, but in her head were beating all kinds of noises, jangling, terrible noises, as though guns were already firing, and she wondered if she would ever be able to speak again through the mesh of sounds.

‘Don’t look like that,’ Barry was saying, cutting up a sausage. ‘It’ll no’ be for long. All going to be over by Christmas, then I’ll be back.’

‘Why?’ she asked at last, her lips so dry she could scarcely speak. ‘Why volunteer?’

‘Show willing, eh? For King and country. Got to do your bit.’

‘They’re no’ calling men up. You may never be needed.’

‘Och, I want to go! I want to tackle the Kaiser, show him what’s what. It’ll be better than house-painting any day of the week, I can tell you.’

‘You don’t mind leaving your football?’

‘I’ll probably get some football in the army, and besides it’ll be there when I get back. And so will you, sweetheart. I tell you, I’ll no’ be gone long. Now you eat up that green stuff, eh? No waste allowed.’

But she couldn’t eat anything and didn’t even try. Putting her knife and fork together, she leaned forward to look at Barry, her lips parted, her eyes enormous.

‘Barry,’ she said softly, ‘can we be married before you go?’

Another silence fell, but this time there were no noises in Elinor’s head, no fear that she might not speak again, for she was waiting for Barry. He had finished his meal and was looking down at his plate, finally pushing it away and raising his eyes, their look on her as bright as ever.

‘Phew!’ he said lightly. ‘That took me by surprise.’

‘Because I shouldn’t be asking?’

‘No, no. It’s just – well, out of the blue. I’d no idea it was in your mind.’

‘No idea it was in my mind?’ Elinor’s face was flushed, her eyes flashing. ‘Wasn’t it in yours?’

‘Ah, look  . . .’ He reached over the table for her hand but she held it back. ‘Look, you know me. You must know I’m no’ the marrying kind. I thought you understood.’

‘Understood what?’

‘Well, that I live for the day. I’ve said so, eh? I live for the day; I don’t plan for the future. I’m no’ ready for that and neither are you. Look at the way you didn’t want a future with your Stephen.’

‘I never said I didn’t want a future with you.’

‘Never came up, did it? We were enjoying ourselves, weren’t we? Just going out together, that’s what we had. I’m no’ saying I wouldn’t want more, but I wouldn’t expect it from a girl like you, and I wouldn’t want to be married to get it, either, so what we had suited me and I thought suited you and all.’

‘It was  . . . just temporary?’ she asked, after a pause.

‘Why are we talking as if it’s over?’

‘Just temporary?’ she repeated.

‘Well, wouldn’t have lasted, nothing does, but it was grand, eh? I was much happier with you than any of the others.’

‘Were you?’ Elinor turned her head, looking for their waitress. ‘Shall we go?’

‘Hey, what about some tea? And treacle tart? They’ve got nice cakes here.’

‘Well, you order some tea and treacle tart, then. I have to go.’

‘Go where?’ For the first time, she saw his sunny expression fade, his eyes sharpen. ‘Elinor, you’re never leaving me? Come on, I’ve explained how things are. We can still meet when I come home.’

She was beginning to feel ill, her face tightening with the effort to keep back tears. She knew she must get away, away from Barry, out of the café, and prayed he would not follow. People were staring as she pushed aside her chair and rose from the table. Perhaps she was looking odd – perhaps they were expecting her to faint. She would not faint. No, she would not.

‘Goodbye, Barry,’ she whispered. ‘No, don’t come. Pay the girl, eh?’

‘Wait!’ he cried, as she reached the door. Heard the bell jangle. Was out in the fresh air, taking deep gulps of it. Knew he was behind her, saw the tram. And ran.

Her last sight of him was his strangely puzzled face as she was borne away, tears slowly moving down her face at last, aware that she might never see him again but still unable to wish him luck. As she had put a dagger into Stephen’s heart, so had Barry put one into hers; she owed him nothing. All the same, she should have wished him luck. He was going to risk his life; he might never come back.

But she couldn’t think of that. Couldn’t think now of anything at all. Not even the war, and what it would mean. Soon, she would begin to feel again, she knew it, but as the tram rattled on down the Mound, she felt only numb. Slightly unreal. A single cardboard figure sitting alone, when so often there had been someone with her, holding her hand, looking into her eyes.

But this was how it was going to be. This was her future. It was lucky she still couldn’t feel anything about it, and let her drenched eyes rest on her city, looking so beautiful in the dusk of the summer evening, until the tram reached her stop and she had to get down. Brace herself to face the people at the club. Needn’t tell them anything yet. Oh, not yet.

Walking slowly, she passed the gardens of the square and paused to look at the green of the grass and the leaves of the trees and shrubs, all so lovely in the soft light of dusk. They had always given her solace. Still did, but she knew she must wait – wait for time to do its work before she could fully take delight again in the gardens. Or anything, for that matter.

Here was the gate to the area, the worn steps down to the back door, and she could hear voices, probably from the girls making cocoa. Faces would be turned to hers. Someone would notice her tears. They would be wondering  . . .

Ah, maybe she would just tell them. She and Barry had parted. He was going to the war, but they had parted anyway. Yes, she would tell them, let herself begin to feel, come alive, however bad it was.

The back door opened, Mattie was on the step, shaking a cloth.

‘Why, hello, Elinor!’ she cried. ‘Want some cocoa?’



Thirty-Eight

Over by Christmas? The war? That was a joke. Though nobody was laughing.

In fact, barely three weeks after war had been declared people had discovered that there was nothing to laugh about in this war, nothing to make it an adventure, or a great lark, or better than going to work. They discovered it the hard way, when news came of the retreat by the British in France after the Battle of Mons, defeated by the Germans at the cost of 1600 men. A further defeat followed, at Le Cateau, where the casualty list was huge. No more euphoria, then, even though recruitment still continued, but at least the volunteers knew now what really lay ahead; they no longer carried false hopes of a speedy victory.

Meanwhile, strange things were happening at home, as people gradually became used to the idea that they were now at war. At first, there had been the problem of panic buying of food, but when that had been resolved, real shortages began to show up, as manufacturers began to switch from goods for the home to equipment for war. Worse for some, even than the shortages, was the sudden disappearance of servants, as women took the places of men, making munitions, working in factories, and saying goodbye with a light heart to domestic work.

‘Can’t get staff now,’ the older lady members at the Primrose complained to Miss Ainslie. ‘The girls just don’t seem to exist any more.’

Just like some of my staff and our younger members, Miss Ainslie would have commented to Miss Denny, except that Miss Denny had gone to learn to drive an ambulance and would soon be leaving for France. And the younger club members? They, too, had vanished to take up voluntary work, leaving the club an echoing shadow of its former self, while Vera had deserted Mrs Petrie for the munitions factory, along with Gerda.

And when Mrs Petrie demanded how she was going to manage with only wee Sal to help, Miss Ainslie had to tell her gently that only a handful of ladies were requiring meals now, and with no country members staying overnight, the time might soon be coming when even the number of maids that remained might have to be reduced.

‘I really don’t know what is going to happen,’ Miss Ainslie admitted later to Elinor. ‘This whole thing is becoming a nightmare.’

‘It is,’ Elinor agreed, as the manageress gave her a sympathetic glance.

Everyone, of course, knew of Elinor’s own private nightmare, though she never spoke of it after her first announcement, and showed little of her inner turmoil in her strong, lovely face. For, of course, her numbness hadn’t lasted long. She’d had to suffer, and was still suffering, not only from loss of love, but also a certain humiliation that she should have offered herself as a wife to Barry and been turned down. In a way, she rather hoped that that feeling would crush out her heartache, but it hadn’t happened yet.

Nor did she know what had happened to Barry. He had turned up at the club with another note, offering to meet, but she had thrown away the note and had not contacted him. It was lucky, anyway, that he was departing, for her father was all set to seek him out and give him ‘what for’, which would have been disastrous – for Walter, rather than Barry. Yes, she thanked God that he was away, out of her life, and also that Stephen Muirhead would never know how her affair with him had ended. But what had happened to Stephen himself? She just hoped, wherever he was, that he was safe.

‘To tell you the truth,’ Miss Ainslie was saying, ‘I’m afraid now that the club will have to close. It’s what the owners believe.’

‘The Primrose? To close?’ Elinor’s eyes were filled with horror. ‘Oh, no, that couldn’t happen, Miss Ainslie, it couldn’t!’

‘I know how you feel. I feel the same. But there’s a war on, places are closing all around us. It will only be until things get back to normal.’

The two women exchanged long, sorrowful looks. Back to normal? When would that be? They knew now that trench warfare was becoming established and that battles could rage for weeks on end before being won in no decisive way and with enormous loss of life. There was no point in even talking about peace at this stage.

‘When d’you think there might be a decision?’ Elinor asked a little huskily. ‘On closing?’

‘Fairly soon.’

‘Suppose I should be thinking about some war work, anyway,’ Elinor murmured after a pause. ‘Mattie’d like to go for the munitions, but I’d rather do some sort of nursing. I’ve done a bit at the Red Cross centre and enjoyed it.’

This was true. Working at the centre on her free Thursday evenings had been the best thing Elinor had found for taking her mind off the man who’d spent other Thursdays with her. In nursing, there simply was no time to think of anything but the work in hand.

‘Why, that’s excellent, Elinor. If you’d like to have extra hours there, I could give you some time off.’ Miss Ainslie gave a tired smile. ‘As you know, we’re not so busy these days.’

Barely a week later, the blow fell. Miss Ainslie called everyone together to her office for an important announcement.

‘No’ about the suffragettes this time, eh?’ Mattie whispered, and even Elinor smiled.

Everyone knew that the women’s suffrage movement had temporarily ceased its activities, with most of its members busy with war work. When things returned to normal, they would resume their quest for the vote, but for the time being, there were other needs to be met.

‘What I have to tell you will come as a surprise,’ Miss Ainslie was saying now, at which Elinor heaved a deep sigh, believing that she knew what to expect. In fact, she didn’t, for she was as surprised as everyone else when the manageress announced in her cool, clear tones that the club had been taken over by the government.

‘Requisitioned, as they call it. The Primrose, as we know it, is to close, but will reopen, when conversion is complete, as a small convalescent hospital for soldiers. Some will be recovering from wounds, some from neurasthenia – what’s known as shell shock. This will be its role until the end of hostilities.’

Those listening exchanged glances. Requisitioned? That was a long word with an unwelcome meaning. For them, at least, as it was certain they would all be losing their jobs.

‘So we’ll all be given the sack, Miss Ainslie?’ Ada asked, to make matters clear.

‘I’m afraid so, but it’s quite possible that when the conversion is finished, there’ll be jobs going here. For domestic workers, or assistants to the Queen Alexandra’s nurses who will be looking after the patients.’

Again, glances were exchanged.

‘It’s munitions for me,’ Mattie said firmly. ‘Vera and Gerda say the wages are no’ bad and you can do overtime.’

‘I’ve always been in service,’ Ada sighed. ‘I’m no’ keen on factory work.’

‘Nor me,’ said Sal. ‘I’m going to stick to cooking.’

‘Ha!’ Mrs Petrie exclaimed. ‘And where are you going to pass yourself as a cook, may I ask?’

‘Miss Ainslie, how long will the conversion take?’ Elinor asked quietly. ‘I’d like to try for an assistant nursing post.’

‘I’m told by the owners that it should be finished by next February. All our furnishings will have to go into store, of course, and temporary fitments will be going up for the wards, but there’ll be no need for operating theatres or anything of that sort. The patients here will either be convalescing, or, as I say, shell-shock sufferers.’

Miss Ainslie, clearing her throat, looked from watching face to watching face.

‘I’d just like to say, I know it’s hard, to lose your jobs, and this has been, I hope, a happy place to work, but perhaps we should think – you know – of the club’s new role.’

‘How d’you mean?’ asked Mrs Pierce. ‘It’s no’ our role, eh? We’re leaving.’

‘That’s true, and we’re all upset about it, but at least we can take some comfort knowing that the club’s not going to be left empty. It will be providing a place where some of the war casualties can come after treatment, to rest and build up their strength, get used to injuries that can’t be healed. That’s why I say we should be glad of our club’s new purpose. To help those who’ve fought for us. So many have been killed already, it’s good that something’s being done for those still alive.’

There was a short silence, during which the maids lowered their eyes, and Mrs Pierce blew her nose.

‘Aye, that’s true,’ she admitted, after a moment. ‘You put it very well, Miss Ainslie. I wish there was something I could do, but I think I’ll just be taking a wee rest. How about you?’

‘Me?’ Miss Ainslie smiled. ‘I’m following Miss Denny’s example – I’m joining the VAD – that’s short for Voluntary Aid Detachment.’

‘Sort of nursing?’ asked Mattie.

‘Well, nursing and anything and everything. Serving where you’re needed, I suppose.’

‘Make a change from working at the Primrose Club,’ Mrs Petrie remarked, but Elinor smiled.

‘Serving where you’re needed? Sounds pretty much like working at the Primrose Club to me.’



Thirty-Nine

It was early March before the transformation of the Primrose Club into a small military hospital was completed. By then, of course, the staff had made their tearful farewells and taken their last tours of the building they knew so well. Exchanged last hugs and promises to keep in touch – and scattered: Miss Ainslie to her VAD training, Mattie to a munitions factory, Sal to the kitchens of one of the hotels still functioning, Mrs Petrie, in spite of her talk of ‘resting’, to cook for a titled family in the New Town who welcomed her with open arms, they having had no one to cook for them for months.

As for Elinor, as she’d planned, she’d applied for a post as nursing aide at the new hospital and, after an interview with a stern-faced QA nursing sister, had been accepted, while Ada had surprised everybody by announcing that she was finally going to get married. Aye, it was about time, eh? But after her Bob, against all her protests, had put himself in the army and was now due to go to France very soon, they were determined to marry first. A registry office wedding, no fuss, but would everybody come?

Of course they would, and on a cold bright day in February, with Gerda and Vera joining in, the old friends from the Primrose met at the registry office together with the families of the young couple, and threw their confetti and shed a few tears. Afterwards, there was a meal at a nearby café, and then the ‘going away’, which was only as far as a boarding house off Lothian Road, while the guests thanked Ada’s parents and separated.

Not before sighing and exchanging bleak looks, for wartime weddings were not like other weddings. You couldn’t necessarily hope for a long and happy married life for the couple, could you? Not with the casualty lists from France and Belgium as long as they were, not with the dreaded telegrams being delivered to relatives every day of the week.

‘Bob might be all right,’ Mattie said with a brave attempt at optimism. ‘I mean, there has to be some who come back.’

‘Very true,’ Mrs Petrie agreed, but even her sharp eyes were shadowed, and no one else had the heart to say anything. Certainly, there were no looks or questions directed at ‘poor’ Elinor, whose young man had gone to war but had seemingly made it plain she needn’t wait for him. She wouldn’t even know what had happened to him, would she, whether he was alive or dead?

No, she didn’t know, and tried not to think about it. These days, after all, she was thankful she had other things to occupy her mind, such as the new job she must soon take up at the converted club, which she was already worrying over. That nursing sister had been pretty stiff in the interview, hadn’t she? Emphasizing all the difficulties that Elinor, as an unqualified nursing aide, would face, how she must be prepared for any job that came her way – cleaning the sluice, emptying bedpans, helping handicapped soldiers with dressing, shaving, walking, et cetera. And, above all, not minding what she saw.

‘The effects of modern warfare are not pretty, Miss Rae, as you will have already discovered with your Red Cross training, but in a hospital such as the Primrose Military, you may find some sights even more distressing. Convalescent the patients might be, but all that means is that they’re over their operations. It does not mean that they will be truly recovered and looking as they used to do.’

‘I understand,’ Elinor had replied. ‘And I hope I know what to expect.’

Still unsmiling, the sister accepted her reply, rose, shook her hand and told her she had been successful in her application.

‘I think you will do well,’ she added grudgingly. ‘You’re a strong-looking girl and strength is another thing we are looking for. I believe I forgot to mention that.’

What a relief it would be, Elinor thought, after Ada’s wedding, to begin her new job and be free of anxiety about it. Since the closure of the club, she’d been living at home and working as a temporary sales assistant at Logie’s Department Store, where her mother was still employed as a cleaning lady. There were now plenty of vacancies at the rather grand store, where at one time it had been difficult to get even a foot in the door, and Hessie said she couldn’t understand why Elinor didn’t just stay there, instead of wanting to work in a hospital where goodness knows what sights she’d have to face. After all, she’d wanted to better herself and working at Logie’s was better than being in service, eh? What did she want now, then? What was driving her?’

‘I just want to do something to help, Ma. I want to try to repay what the soldiers are doing for the country.’

‘That’s what Corrie wants to do,’ Hessie said worriedly. ‘You know he’s had one or two of those white feathers pushed in his hand? For no’ being in uniform?’

‘What, from awful women?’ Elinor’s face was red with anger. ‘They make me so cross! Staying at home in perfect safety and going around accusing young fellows of cowardice.’

‘But Corrie thinks they’re right, you see. One of these days he’s going to run off and join up and your dad’ll have a fit. I’m no’ joking. I worry about him, the way he goes on over Corrie.’

‘We’re all worried.’ Elinor sighed.



Forty

Working at the new Primrose, though, turned out to be, for Elinor, no worry at all. Wearing a grey uniform dress similar to the QAs but without, of course, their badges of rank or their outdoor scarlet cape, she slid with amazing smoothness into the routine of the converted hospital, able to use what she had learned and quick to learn more. Though it was true there were things to get used to – more upsetting even than she’d imagined – well, she did get used to them and accepted them, knowing it was, after all, worse for the young damaged soldiers than for her. It was their suffering she had to think of, as well as the torment of those without obvious injury at all – the shell-shock cases, the most difficult of any to treat, it was said.

It had helped Elinor that the people she worked with – the doctors, the other nursing aides and the QAs – were pleasant and friendly, with even the matron in charge being welcoming, and Sister Penny, the senior nursing sister who’d interviewed her, quite relaxed in manner, once she’d seen Elinor’s willingness to learn. All were intrigued to discover that she had worked at the Primrose when it was a ladies’ club, and asked her how she found it now.

‘Very different,’ she told them with a smile, though in fact it was possible for her to recognize the old Primrose beneath all the partitions and new functions of the rooms she used to know. In a way, it had been a little creepy at first, as though ghosts of her old self and the rest of the staff were still there, moving through the places where they’d once worked, mixing with the shadowy club members long departed to their new activities.

Now, the wide reception hall had been chopped up for doctors’ surgeries, the Quiet Room was reserved for treatment by the nurses, the elegant drawing room had become a common room for the men, complete with easy chairs and games tables, and the dining room, where the maids had hurried around, serving Mrs Petrie’s delicious meals, now offered very different fare. Mounds of boiled potatoes, great vats of stew, huge solid rice puddings and spotted dick to follow, all prepared by army cooks in a cheerful, easy-going fashion that would have had Mrs P herself hitting the roof. How lucky that she was no longer there!

Upstairs, small wards seemed to have been magically created, although a number of single rooms remained, one of which Elinor recognized as the one she had shared with Gerda and Mattie, where she had spent many a sleepless hour. Except when on night duty, all staff at the new Primrose lived ‘out’, the QAs in a nurses’ home, Elinor and other aides with their families, which suited Elinor well enough.

Though the atmosphere at home could still occasionally be uneasy, Walter Rae had certainly rather mellowed, though Corrie had to tread carefully whenever the progress of the war was mentioned. Casualty lists were just as high, especially as a new front in the Dardanelles had been opened in April, with the British, Australian and New Zealand forces trying to capture Constantinople in an effort to gain a sea route to Russia. They were not to succeed, many men were to die or be injured, and as one QA remarked to Elinor, some would probably end up in places like the Primrose, trying to get their heads back together and face life again, eh?

Elinor was silent, thinking of the closed faces of the shell-shocked, their blank eyes fixed on sights others couldn’t see and wouldn’t want to have seen; horrors no young fellows should have had to see and forever remember.

It was said that these patients would eventually be moved on to specialist hospitals, but at present there was a shortage of such places, and the doctors at the Primrose had to do what they could. There were some senior army men, it seemed, who didn’t believe there even was such a thing as shell shock, and that those who claimed to be suffering from it were just trying it on, but Elinor couldn’t imagine how anyone looking into the patients’ eyes could believe that. Such desolation could not be faked.

Often, seeing the results of war on men, she thought of her brother and his passionate desire to enlist and do his bit. And end up like the patients she helped to nurse? She couldn’t bear to think about it. Or that Barry might meet the same fate. Not that she often thought of Barry. More often than not, it was Stephen she found herself thinking about, not even knowing if he had joined up. She thought he probably had – it would be like him to want to help his country – but she had no way of finding out where he was and had no right to know, anyway, after what she’d done.

Still, his fine face came often into her mind and, one strange day in April, she thought she saw him. He was in the entrance hall of the Primrose, his tall, straight figure in khaki uniform standing before a nurse at the small table that had replaced Miss Denny’s handsome reception desk. Passing through, on her way to attend to a patient, at the sight of Stephen, Elinor stopped in her tracks, her heart jumping.

‘Stephen!’ she almost called, but then remembered she had no right to expect him to speak to her. Perhaps he had sensed her presence anyway, for he turned his fair head and looked at her. And – oh, God – it wasn’t him, it wasn’t Stephen.

So much like him, with the same height and slim build, the same set to the shoulders and the fair hair she’d always said women would envy. But the face wasn’t his. A nice face, a pleasant face, but not his, and though she half-smiled and he smiled back, before turning to the nurse who was asking him some question, she felt such a pang of disappointment, she longed just to turn aside, go into the gardens and try to be alone for a moment.

She couldn’t, of course, do that, though these days she did have access to keys, for the patients had been given permission to sit in the gardens and it was one of her duties to give them any help needed. To sneak in on her own, off duty, was something she liked to do, hoping no one would notice, but now she must continue on her way, her heart still thumping and crazy questions beginning to form in her mind.

What had she done? Thrown away what had been hers? Which would never be hers again? What madness had come over her? Why had she done it?

Because Barry was exciting, that was why, as she suddenly began to see. He was exciting and he had excited her. Drawn her to him because of the new and strange passion he had caused her to feel, made her forget all that she’d felt for Stephen. But Barry had never intended their relationship to be permanent. He lived and loved for the moment and moved on, while Stephen’s love would have been for a lifetime. A lifetime she knew now she would never share.

Walking slowly on, trying to remember where she should be going, she heard a woman’s voice say her name and turned her head.

‘Elinor! Elinor, is it you? Now, why did you never get in touch?’

‘Brenda!’ cried Elinor, shaken from her thoughts by the sight of the familiar face. ‘Oh, how grand to see you! But why are you here?’



Forty-One

She was looking prettier than Elinor remembered. Pink-cheeked, eyes sparkling, her knot of pale blonde hair looser than before – Brenda had blossomed. And Elinor thought, why, she’s happy! That’s why she looks so different. Everyone knew that happiness was the best aid to good looks, and Brenda was good-looking now.

‘What am I doing here?’ she asked, holding Elinor at arm’s length and studying her. ‘I’m going to be working here, that’s what. I’ve just had an interview to be a nurses’ aide and they’ve taken me on. How about you?’

‘I’m already a nurses’ aide! Oh, fancy you and me doing the same thing – is that no’ strange?’

‘I think it’s wonderful. I start next week and I’ll already have a friend – what could be better? Look, could we talk? I’ve so much to tell you and you never got in touch.’

‘I know, I feel bad.’ Elinor gave an apologetic smile. ‘Thing is, I have to take a patient down for some treatment now, but I get off early today – five o’clock. Could we meet at that little café in South Queensferry Street?’

‘You bet.’ Brenda’s newly attractive face was wreathed in smiles. ‘Elinor, this is a real bonus for me, knowing you’ll be here. It’ll make such a difference, eh? I don’t mind telling you, I’m scared stiff about the new job.’

‘I was the same, but there was no need and you’ll do well. See you at the café, then.’

After they’d hugged and parted, Elinor, on her way to her patient, glanced back at the reception desk, but the fair-haired soldier was already putting on his cap and leaving. He caught her look and again gave a polite smile, but she had the feeling that he was not to be a patient and that she would not see him again. Not that it mattered, he was not the one she wanted to see, yet she marvelled over how things could work out, how a perfect stranger could show her how she felt. And of course that didn’t matter, for there was no point in feeling as she did. It had come too late.

At the West End café, Brenda was already at a table when Elinor arrived, and said she had ordered tea and buttered toast, if that was all right.

‘Wonderful, I’m always starving by this time of day.’

‘You’ll be living at home, eh? Hope you won’t be in trouble, being late back?’

‘Och, no. Ma knows I’m often kept at work.’ Elinor smiled, as the waitress brought their order and Brenda poured their tea. ‘Anyway, I didn’t want to miss seeing you and hearing all your news.’

‘Heavens, can’t you see it?’ Brenda cried, pointing to the pretty pearl ring on her left hand. ‘Tam and I are engaged!’

‘Engaged?’ Elinor, seizing Brenda’s hand to have a closer look at the ring, gave a delighted smile. So that was it? The explanation of Brenda’s blossoming? She might have guessed it, yet was still surprised, Tam and Brenda having seemed so far apart at one time. It was easy to see, though, that Brenda was truly happy, and Elinor congratulated her, saying she couldn’t be more pleased.

‘And it’s a lovely ring, Brenda. When did Tam give it to you?’

A slight shadow crossed Brenda’s face.

‘Before he went to France – just last month. You know he joined the Black Watch? Oh, yes, he must volunteer – nothing I said made any difference – just kept saying he liked a good fight and he’d do his bit against Jerry, et cetera. Then when he had a weekend’s leave, he popped the question.’ Brenda sipped her tea. ‘I told him not to worry about a ring, I didn’t need one, but he insisted, borrowed the money from his dad and there we are. Engaged. Bet you never thought you’d see the day.’

‘I’m sure you’ll both be very happy,’ Elinor said earnestly. ‘Tam’s a bit of a joker, but I’ve always known he was good-hearted under all the show. It’ll be wonderful for you, making a new life with him.’

‘Well, first we have to have the wedding – that’ll be on Tam’s next leave, just something quiet at the kirk. But, thanks to Mr Muirhead, he has a good job to come back to when the war’s over – if he comes back, that is.’

‘Don’t talk like that, Brenda! He will come back, he will!’ Elinor had flushed a little. ‘How’d you mean, thanks to Mr Muirhead?’

‘Well, he gave Tam such a good reference and a note to a paper works manager he knows, that Tam got into the office where they were saying he would do very well. Stephen promised to do something for me, too, but I’d already decided to try for nursing.’ Brenda put down her teacup. ‘Did you know he’d enlisted?’

‘Mr Muirhead? No, I didn’t know.’

‘Joined the King’s Own Scottish Borderers.’ Brenda’s eyes on Elinor were suddenly curious. ‘But what happened between you two?’ she asked softly. ‘Something did, didn’t it?’

‘It would never have worked out for us,’ Elinor answered after a pause. ‘Anyway, I met someone else. And before you say anything, that didn’t work out either.’

‘Oh, Elinor, I’m so sorry. Look, I won’t pry any more. Tell me what it’s like to work at the Primrose, then. Are the fellows all right? I mean, not difficult with the nurses?’

‘The better they feel, the sooner they start teasing and trying to flirt. But, to be honest, most of them aren’t up to taking an interest.’ She hesitated a moment. ‘I expect they warned you, to be prepared for things you mightn’t want to see. I mean, the doctors have done what they can, but some cases – well, they’re still pretty bad.’

‘It’s all right, the sister did warn me, and I know what to expect.’ Brenda raised her hand to their waitress. ‘I did some voluntary work at the Royal to prepare myself for this job, anyway, and I know it’s not going to be easy. But I have to do it, you see – for Tam’s sake.’

‘I understand.’ Elinor stood up. ‘Look, let me get this; it was my idea  . . .’

‘Come on, what’s a pot of tea and a bit of toast?’ Brenda laughed a little. ‘Remember that argument we had with Stephen about paying the bill?’

‘I remember,’ said Elinor, who remembered everything.

Outside, they hugged, saying how much they were looking forward to working together, then both ran for their trams, still waving goodbye.

All had gone to war, then, Elinor mused, travelling home. All the young men she personally knew – Barry, Tam and Stephen. But not Corrie. He, at least, would not be in danger. Would it do any good to pray for the others? She’d pray, anyway, even for Barry. Thank God, though, she needn’t pray for Corrie.

So she believed. Until she reached home and found her mother sobbing and Corrie sitting with his head in his hands.

‘He’s done it!’ her mother cried. ‘Oh, I knew he would. Corrie’s joined up, Elinor, and your dad’s in a terrible mood!’
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Elinor, pulling off her hat and coat, sank into a chair at the table, where the remains of a meal seemed to indicate that the trouble had started in the middle of tea.

‘Aye,’ said Hessie, catching her glance, ‘we said we’d no’ wait for you and I’d just dished up – a lovely bit of finnan haddie, I was lucky to get it—’

‘Ma,’ Elinor sighed, ‘never mind the finnan haddie.’

‘I’m just saying. Well, then Corrie came and sat down and he looks at me and your dad and he says, “I’ve done it,” and your dad says, “Done what?” And Corrie says  . . .’

‘I said I’d volunteered,’ Corrie burst out, raising his head and staring desolately at Elinor. ‘I said I couldn’t stick being out of uniform any longer, and I’d signed up for the Royal Scots. That’s all I said, and he blew up.’

‘Blew up,’ Elinor repeated. ‘Like he used to do?’

‘The same,’ Hessie murmured, putting her hankie to her eyes. ‘When he’s been so much better lately, and all. But he’s only thinking of Corrie, you see. He doesn’t want him to join up, and be at risk. He says why get killed if you don’t have to?’

‘As though anybody can talk like that when the country’s at war!’ Corrie shouted. ‘Conscription’s coming anyway, so what’s the point in hanging about, letting everybody think you’re a coward? Plenty have gone from the factory and I want to be gone, too. I want to do my bit, same as other people, only Dad thinks I should do what he tells me and won’t listen to anything I say.’

‘Well, he heard you today,’ Hessie wailed. ‘He heard you and we all suffered. We none of us could eat anything, with him shouting and turning red, and then he leaps up and gets his jacket and out he goes, thundering down the stair like a herd of wild animals.’

‘Where’d he go?’ asked Elinor. ‘Don’t tell me – the pub?’

‘Where else?’ asked Corrie. ‘At least he’s out of our hair, eh? And with any luck he’ll be in a better mood when he comes back.’

‘Maybe. There’s no saying how he’ll be, with you still going to war.’ Hessie’s eyes were darkly brooding. ‘The thing is, Corrie, you’ve never given a thought to me, have you? How it’ll be for me, waiting for the telegram? Because that’s all mothers do these days, when their sons are fighting. Every day, you see the casualty lists in the paper and you think, will it be today? Will it be tomorrow? One day, your name’ll be there, I know it, Corrie, I know it!’

As she dissolved into tears again, Corrie leaped to put his arms round her and Elinor stood by, tears stabbing her own eyes, until Hessie quietly released herself and said she’d clear the table.

‘It has to be this way, Ma,’ Corrie said in a low voice. ‘Canna just be left to other folk to win the war for us. Think I’d put you through all this if I didn’t believe I had to?’

‘No, no. I can see you have to go.’ Hessie dried her eyes and began to gather up the plates from the table. ‘But it’s hard. Elinor, you’ve had nothing to eat – shall I fry you a bit of fish?’

‘No, I’m all right, thanks. I had some tea and toast earlier on with Brenda – you know, she’s coming to work at the Primrose, too.’

‘Tea and toast’ll never keep you going. I’ll put the kettle on and make you a sandwich. Corrie, you could do with something, too, seeing as we none of us got our proper meal.’

‘When do you have to leave?’ Elinor asked Corrie in a whisper, as Hessie filled the kettle. He lowered his eyes.

‘Next week. I do feel bad about it, but what can I do? I have to go.’

‘I know you do, and Dad probably does, too. He’ll come round in the end, you know, he always does.’

‘Maybe no’ this time.’

Still, with fresh tea and cheese and pickle sandwiches, they all began to feel a little better, though the thought of Walter’s return hung over them liked an ominous cloud. Just wish he’d come in and get it over with, Elinor was thinking, when the sound of a fierce rapping on the downstairs shop door made them all jump.

‘Someone’s knocking!’ Hessie cried. ‘Corrie, go and see who it is!’

‘Mrs Rae, Mrs Rae, are you there?’ they could hear a man’s voice calling, as Corrie began to run down the stairs. ‘Hessie, hen, are you there?’

‘Oh, God, oh, God, that’s Josh Pringle’s voice!’ Hessie, her face paper-white, was following Corrie, with Elinor close behind. ‘One of your dad’s pals, you ken – something must’ve happened. Oh, God, what can it be?’

Corrie, already at the front door, was standing back as a small wiry man came stumbling in, his face as white as Hessie’s, his scared eyes fixed on her.

‘What’s wrong, Mr Pringle?’ Corrie asked, taking hold of his mother’s arm. ‘What’s happened? Is it Dad?’

‘Aye, it’s Walt, he’s been took ill. We were in the Castle  . . . had to get Sammy, the barman, to call the ambulance  . . . they think it’s a seizure  . . .’

‘A seizure?’ Hessie was collapsing against Corrie’s shoulder, while Elinor held her hand. ‘Oh, no! No!’

‘Where’ve they taken him?’ Elinor asked Josh, who was now wiping his brow with the back of his hand; she could smell the alcohol on his breath, though he was sober enough. ‘Quick, where do we go? The infirmary?’

‘That’s right, the Royal. He’ll be there by now; they went off in a great hurry.’

‘We’ll follow, we’ll go now,’ Corrie said decisively. ‘Thanks very much for coming to tell us, Mr Pringle. We appreciate it.’

‘Come on, Ma,’ Elinor murmured, helping her mother back up the stairs. ‘Let’s just lock up the flat and go.’

‘I feel so bad,’ Hessie was whispering. ‘This is what I’ve always dreaded. His face so red, you ken, he sometimes looked as if he could collapse – oh, but where’s Josh? I must thank Josh  . . .’

‘Never mind, Hessie,’ Josh called as he left them. ‘You just tell Walt I’ll be in to see him, eh? Tell him, the lads are thinking of him.’

‘Let’s lock the door and go,’ cried Corrie.

Outside in the street, they stood for a moment, considering how best to get to the Royal as quickly as possible.

‘A taxi?’ Elinor was sorting coins in her purse. ‘I’ve a shilling – that’d be enough, eh?’

‘Aye, a taxi,’ Hessie gasped. ‘A taxi would be best – but where can we find a taxi?’

‘No taxis round here,’ said Corrie. ‘Where’d you find a taxi rank in Friar’s Wynd?’

‘Tram, then!’ cried Hessie, putting her hand to her mouth. ‘Hurry, now, hurry! Oh, d’you think your dad’ll be all right?’

‘Sure he will,’ Elinor told her reassuringly while they ran to the tram stop. ‘He’ll be at the Royal by now and they’ll be taking care of him.’

‘He’ll be in good hands,’ Corrie put in. ‘Try no’ to worry, Ma.’

But of course they were worrying. Elinor, sitting next to her mother in the tram, with Corrie close by, knew their anxiety was natural, yet when their father had led them such a dance, it might have been thought they wouldn’t have been so concerned.

There was no doubt, though, that of late he had mellowed.

Look at the way he had come to seek Elinor out at the Primrose and had even apologized, which had seemed so remarkable because it was so rare! But he’d done it and shown such a different side of himself; she’d longed for him to be like that always. Too much to hope for, perhaps, but he’d certainly become easier. Until tonight, when Corrie had defied him, and he’d reverted to his old ways. He had ‘blown up’, and now was ill, and here they were worrying. Just like any family would, and that seemed right.



Forty-Three

The April evening had gradually darkened by the time they hurried into the Royal Infirmary’s main entrance and found Reception, but the great hospital was still filled with noise and activity, not yet ready for night. Elinor, used to the same sort of atmosphere, still found herself as full of dread as Hessie and Corrie, still as strained as though she were like them, with no experience at all. For of course it was true, she too had never known what it was to have someone close in a place like this. What a difference that made!

‘Walter Rae?’ the woman on duty in Reception repeated, looking down at a ledger on her desk. ‘Oh, yes, he came in recently – he’s with the doctors at present.’

‘Can we see him?’ Hessie asked, twisting her hands together. ‘I’m Mrs Rae – this is Mr Rae’s daughter and his son.’

‘I’m afraid you won’t be able to see him just now,’ the receptionist replied kindly. ‘But someone will come to speak to you soon if you wait in the general waiting room. That’s just to the right there.’

Having thanked her, they made their way to the room she had indicated where several people were already waiting, staring into space, and took seats on hard wooden chairs. There was a low table in front of them, covered in well-thumbed magazines, but they made no move to read anything, only sat like the others, eyes cast down, waiting in silence.

Time passed. A large wall clock ticked.

‘Ma, maybe I could find you a cup of tea?’ Corrie whispered at last, but Hessie shook her head. No tea. Silence descended again, suddenly to be broken by a young nurse who opened the door and called someone’s name. A man leaped to his feet.

‘If you’d like to come this way, please?’

‘Oh, yes, yes!’

Away he went, the door closed, and silence again fell.

‘Oh, God, canna stand this,’ Corrie muttered and, picking up one of the old magazines, was flicking through it when two more people were called, and then another, and suddenly the Raes were alone.

‘What’s happening?’ Hessie wailed. ‘They’ve forgotten us!’

‘No, they haven’t,’ Elinor told her. ‘It’s just that the doctors must still be with Dad – we’ll have to wait till they can tell us anything.’

‘Oh, but where’s that wee nurse, then? I just wish she’d come!’

In fact, it was a doctor who came. A youngish, dark-haired man wearing a crumpled white coat and smelling of disinfectant. He walked with a limp and his expression was grave.

‘Mrs Rae?’ He looked at Hessie.

‘Yes, I’m Mrs Rae.’ Hessie’s voice was thin and reedy.

‘I’m Dr Drewer, one of the doctors who’s been attending to your husband, admitted with apoplexy some time ago.’

Apoplexy. The Raes exchanged glances. Now they had a name for Walt’s illness, and didn’t like it.

‘Apoplexy?’ Corrie repeated. ‘Is that the same as a seizure?’

‘A seizure can cover a number of things, but Mr Rae is certainly suffering from apoplexy – what some call a stroke, or in Scotland, a shock.’

‘A shock?’ Hessie whispered. ‘That’s what I was afraid of. But how is he, Doctor? How is he?’

‘At the moment, he’s stable and has been transferred to a side ward, but he’s not conscious and we’re monitoring him. Tomorrow we’ll be carrying out some tests and will be able to give you a better prognosis then. I mean, a better idea of  . . .’

Dr Drewer hesitated and Corrie asked quietly, ‘Of his chances?’

‘We’ve every hope he will pull through, but, of course, these cases are difficult at this stage to assess.’

‘Can I see him?’ asked Hessie. ‘Can we all see him?’

Again, the doctor hesitated. ‘Just for a moment. Just from the door, perhaps.’

It was terrible to see him, even from the door, his face so heavily purple, his breathing so slow and laboured, his eyes closed. He didn’t look like himself – that was what was wrong. Didn’t look like the darkly handsome man whose presence ruled them, who could alter everything for everybody by just a change of mood. Now, he seemed  . . . what was the word Elinor sought? Powerless. Could anyone who looked as he did ever regain power? Or even ordinary feeling?

Both she and Hessie were crying a little as a nurse led them away, and Corrie was very quiet. There was no sign by then of the doctor, and it was the nurse who told them to telephone next morning to see how Walter had got through the night.

‘Telephone?’ Hessie repeated blankly.

‘It’s all right, Ma, I’ll ring up from the Primrose,’ Elinor told her. ‘They’ll let me use the phone.’

They went out together into the night, walking slowly, eventually finding the stop and catching their tram without seeming to know what they were doing.

‘Are you still going to the Primrose tomorrow?’ Hessie asked Elinor.

‘Well, I’ll be needed, I think I should, but I’ll come back in the afternoon and then we’ll go to the hospital.’

‘Depending how he is,’ Corrie said with stiff lips. His face, Elinor noted, was mask-like, wiped of all emotion, but somehow she wasn’t surprised when they arrived home and he sank into a chair and covered his eyes with his hand.

‘This is all my fault,’ he muttered. ‘I did it, I brought it on. I knew how he felt, he’d been upset before when I said I was going to enlist, and I still went ahead and told him. So, I’m to blame.’

‘You are not to blame!’ Elinor cried, as Hessie went about making tea, with her lips pursed and her reddened eyes only on the kettle. ‘How can you say that? If you want to join up, you’ve every right. It was Dad who was in the wrong, flying off the handle because you wouldn’t do as he said. I don’t know if being in a rage had anything to do with what happened, but I do know it had nothing to do with you!’

‘Ma doesn’t think so,’ Corrie said wearily. ‘I can tell the way she’s looking at me.’

‘Ma, that’s no’ true, is it?’ cried Elinor. ‘You know Corrie was right to volunteer, just like other men. Their fathers are proud; it was only Dad who got worked up, and he shouldn’t have done.’

‘He only got worked up because he couldn’t face Corrie being in danger,’ Hessie said flatly. ‘And that’s the truth of it. Corrie needn’t go to war. There’s no conscription.’

‘I thought you said you understood, that I had to go,’ he said sharply.

‘Oh, I don’t know what to think,’ she cried, her face working with emotion, and burst into tears. ‘Look, let’s no’ quarrel, with your dad lying in the Royal,’ she wailed. ‘Let’s stick together, eh? I don’t want to upset you, Corrie.’

‘And I don’t want to upset you, Ma.’

Mother and son clung together, while Elinor quietly made the tea and poured it out.

‘You’re right, Ma,’ she said quietly. ‘We should stick together. We’re going to need all our strength.’

‘All our strength,’ Hessie agreed, and they drank their tea, holding back the tears, then hugged and prepared to go to their beds, hoping to get through the night somehow.



Forty-Four

Mr Rae had come through the night, Elinor was told when she rang the infirmary next morning, but there was no change in his condition. No change. That meant he had not regained consciousness. When Sister Penny asked with sympathy how her father was, Elinor’s look was troubled.

‘He hasn’t come round yet. That’s no’ so good, is it?’

‘Well, it’s disappointing, but it can take time, you know. The doctors will be doing all they can.’

‘Oh, yes, I know. But I have the feeling that what’s happened to Dad is pretty serious. I mean, I’ve heard of other people having these attacks and recovering quite quickly – is that no’ right?’

‘They can, of course, but every attack is different, and patients are different, too.’ Sister Penny put her hand on Elinor’s shoulder. ‘Try not to worry, anyway. See how things are when you go to the Royal this afternoon.’

‘Thank you for giving me the time, Sister. I do appreciate it.’

‘That’s quite all right. You need to be free to see your father and we’re all hoping you find some improvement.’

Improvement. They were desperate to find it – Elinor and Hessie, with Corrie, who’d been given an hour or two off to join them at the Royal. Desperate, yet still hopeful, until they stopped at Reception and asked if they could visit Mr Rae.

‘Mr Rae?’

As soon as she saw the way the receptionist’s eyes slid away, an icy hand seemed to squeeze Elinor’s heart and glancing at Corrie she could tell by his face that he was feeling the same. Hessie, however, had noticed nothing and when she was told that Dr Drewer wished to speak to her, she seemed to accept it as something to be expected.

‘He’ll be telling us what they’ve found,’ she murmured, as they made their way to the waiting room. ‘They were going to do some tests, eh? Oh, I do hope your dad’s come round by now.’

Even when Dr Drewer asked them to step along to a smaller room where no other people were waiting, she still gave him a quiet look of expectancy, until she saw his face more clearly, when her own face changed.

‘Mrs Rae, I am so sorry  . . .’

He had pulled forward a chair and was gently making her sit down. ‘So very sorry – there was nothing we could do.’

‘What  . . . what are you saying?’ Hessie’s eyes were wide. ‘Corrie, Elinor – what’s he telling me?’

‘Oh, Ma,’ Elinor whispered, as she and Corrie put their arms around her. ‘Ma, Dad’s gone.’

‘Mr Rae had what we call a massive stroke,’ Dr Drewer was saying softly. ‘There was never a great deal of hope, but one never knows – sometimes patients rally, sometimes last for weeks – but Mr Rae never recovered consciousness. He slipped away, very peacefully, at five minutes after twelve noon.’

‘Peacefully,’ Hessie repeated. ‘Aye, peaceful at last. Poor Walt, poor Walt. No more working himself up, eh? No more finding things wrong with the world. Your dad’s found peace, you bairns. We needn’t cry, we needn’t cry.’

They did cry, though, when Dr Drewer asked if they’d like to see him and showed them into the side ward where Walter lay, looking, yes, wonderfully peaceful. The high colour in his face was fading fast, his eyes were closed as before, but a lock of dark hair lay over his brow, and he did seem more like the man they knew than when they’d seen him the previous evening. Except for the strange tranquillity which had never been his, even when in a good mood. Always, there’d been movement in his face, his dark eyes showing emotion of some sort – passion, temper, high feeling, anyway. Now, of course, there was nothing. That was what death meant. No more feeling. Only rest.

‘There is a minister here if you’d like to speak to him,’ a nurse murmured, but they shook their heads. They weren’t great kirk-goers. Later, there would be the funeral service to arrange; perhaps they would find consolation talking to the minister then. Now they just wanted a little more time with Walter, until they had to face all that had to be done.

There was so much to be done, after a death; neither Elinor nor Corrie had realized how much. Hessie, though, had had experience.

‘Aye, I buried both my parents,’ she sighed, sitting at the kitchen table that first evening they were without Walter. ‘And a struggle it was, to find the money. Made me decide to put something away for funerals every week, so when your dad’s folks went, we’d no’ be scratching round, trying to borrow.’ She put a hankie to her eyes. ‘And now it’s your dad’s turn, too. I canna bear to think of him, all alone at that undertaker’s.’

‘Ma, it’s best for him to be there,’ Elinor told her. ‘We couldn’t have brought him back here, and the undertakers are taking care of everything.

‘At least I’ll be able to give him a good send-off,’ Hessie sighed.

‘Seems to me an awful thing to spend money on,’ Corrie muttered. ‘I mean, buying coffins and that. What do the dead care about the way they’re buried?’

‘Corrie, that’s a terrible way to talk!’ Hessie cried. ‘You want your dad in a pauper’s grave?’

‘No, it’s just that this business of having to pay out to undertakers when folk have so little – seems no’ right to me.’

‘We’ve a lot to take care of tomorrow,’ Elinor murmured, changing the subject. ‘I’m wondering if I can get some time off, to give you a hand, Ma.’

‘I’d be glad if you could. There’ll be the neighbours round tomorrow, bringing what they can – folk are good like that – but they canna help with all we’ve to do.’ She rested her eyes on Corrie. ‘And you’ll get to the funeral, eh?’

‘You know I will. I don’t report to the regiment till the next day.’ He sighed. ‘And look, we’ve been through all this. You know I wish I hadn’t to go – specially now we’ve lost Dad – but I’ve no choice. It’s duty.’

‘Aye, well, let’s say no more. I think I’ll just go in the other room – be on my own for a bit.’

As her son and daughter remained at the table, Hessie went quietly into the bedroom she’d shared with Walt and closed the door. Elinor and Corrie exchanged looks.

‘What’s going to happen to Ma?’ Elinor asked, after a moment or two. ‘When the shop is let to someone else, they’ll want this flat. Where will she go? Where will any of us go?’

Corrie’s eyes glazed. He put his hand to his head.

‘Oh, God, the shop! I never thought! Dad’s gone and Ma’ll have to find somewhere else to live. And what’s she going to live on?

‘We’ll have to see how things work out.’

‘We know how they’ll work out! Somebody’ll take the shop and want the flat and Ma’ll have to find somewhere to live, without Dad’s money or mine!’ Corrie stood up and began to pace in agitation about the room.

‘Listen, I think Ma will manage,’ Elinor told him quickly. ‘She’s got her cleaning job and might do more hours, and she’s got me to help, as well. Try no’ to worry. You’ve enough to think about as it is.’

When Corrie threw himself into a chair, shaking his head, she added hesitantly, ‘About Dad, did you ever think we’d miss him so much?’

‘Miss him?’ Corrie put his hand to his brow. ‘I don’t mind telling you, there were times when I wished him gone. Maybe you were the same?’

‘I never wished him dead. Just, you know, that I could have somebody easier – for a dad.’

‘Aye, well, no one could ever say he was easy.’

‘But he did care for us, Corrie. I found that out when he came to find me that time. And he was different after that – mostly. I did love him, really.’

‘Mostly. I’m no’ sure he’d really changed. But the thing is, now he’s gone, it’s hard to imagine life without him. Funny, eh?’

‘I’ll miss him,’ Elinor said slowly. ‘He wasn’t a happy man, he knew he shouldn’t be as he was. Maybe he was only learning to change when he died.’

‘Still had a last row with me.’ Corrie fixed Elinor with earnest eyes. ‘You say I needn’t feel guilty, I still do. I wish it hadn’t happened.’

‘Corrie, it’s true, you needn’t feel guilty. The real worry now is that you’re going away.’

‘I’ll be coming back.’

‘So easy to say!’ She waited a moment. ‘You’re in the same regiment as Barry Howat, you know. I don’t want ever to see him again, but I’d be small-minded if I didn’t wish him well. You could tell him that.’

‘Elinor, I’ll be in a different battalion, I’ll probably never see him. Hope I don’t, to be honest, after the way he treated you.’

‘All over now.’ Suddenly Elinor’s face crumpled and she flung her arms round her brother. ‘Oh, Corrie, come back like you said, just come back!’

‘I promise you I will,’ he said huskily, and when Hessie came out of her room to find them both in tears, the three of them stood together, supporting one another, for quite some time.



Forty-Five

Hessie had been right about the neighbours. Every day, people came over from the tenements, bringing what they could – soup, or pieces of ham, shortbread, if they could afford the butter to make it, scones, jars of pickle, or jam.

‘Will you look at this place?’ Hessie cried. ‘It’s like a shop, eh? Still, it’ll all come in handy for the funeral tea.’

All arrangements to do with Walter’s death had been completed, with Elinor, who had been given some time off, doing most of the work, and now all they had to do was get through the funeral which was to be held at their nearest kirk. The next day, of course, was the day of Corrie’s departure, but they were trying not to think of that.

One piece of good luck had relieved the family’s minds, for Hessie’s future in the flat over the cobbler’s shop was assured. The landlord had let the shop to a widow from Nicholson Street, who wanted premises for her dressmaking and alterations business, and did not require the rooms upstairs.

‘Oh, what a relief!’ Elinor remarked to Corrie. ‘That’s a huge worry out of the way, especially as he’s taken a shilling off the rent, seeing as Ma’s a widow now. You’ll feel better, eh?’

‘Aye, I will. I’ve been lying awake at nights, wondering what we could do.’

‘Me, too,’ said Elinor. ‘I sometimes wonder if things will ever get back to normal.’

Then she stopped, biting her lip, for things for Corrie were not going to be normal in any foreseeable future.

Still, the funeral went off well, with a good crowd to mourn Walter, and a fine spread laid out afterwards in the cobbler’s shop, as Mrs Elder, the dressmaker, had not yet moved in. With enemy ships blockading British shipping, food was in short supply, but it was hard to imagine it, seeing all that the neighbours had managed to find for Hessie, and everyone was very cheerful and full of chat, as was usual at funerals.

How can they seem so happy? Elinor wondered, standing aside from the throng, slim and pale in her black dress. Yet a moment’s thought told her that no one was really happy, no one had any reason to seem cheerful except that they wanted to appear so. Many of the young men from the tenements were already away to the front, leaving those at home to the kind of anxiety Elinor and Hessie were already feeling over Corrie. And then there was the continued anxiety over money, for if some war work was well paid, most jobs were not, and there was always the rent to find, eh? And boots for the bairns?

She shouldn’t be critical, Elinor told herself. At this time, everybody had something to worry over. Even the well-to-do had to fear the ring of the doorbell, the sight of the telegram. How long did a young officer last at the front? Three weeks, was it? The thought crossed her mind  . . . was Stephen Muirhead an officer? She’d never thought to ask Brenda, and didn’t in any case want to show the interest in him that was fast occupying her heart.

After Walter’s burial in a Newington cemetery, she and Hessie spent a quiet evening with Corrie, their last for some time, trying like the mourners to appear cheerful, but with less success. It was a relief, really, when they could go to bed early and make the morning come more quickly, get the parting over, as Corrie put it. Soon, it was indeed over, the hugs and brief kisses given, the promises made to write, and he was away, walking down Friar’s Wynd with a canvas bag on his back and a last wave to the two women waving back.

‘That’s him, then,’ Hessie sighed, turning in to the cobbler’s shop, where no Walt bent now over his customers’ shoes. ‘Now, there’s just you and me, Elinor, and you’ll be gone soon, eh?’

‘I’ll be back tonight, Ma. I’m sorry to leave you, but they’ve been so good at the Primrose, letting me have the time off, and I know I’m needed.’

‘Aye, you get back, pet. I’ll be all right, I’ve plenty to do. And you’ve your friend to see, eh? She must’ve started work by now.’

‘Brenda, yes, that’s true,’ said Elinor. ‘I wonder how she’s been getting on.’

‘Very well!’ cried Brenda, when Elinor arrived back at the Primrose. ‘Wonderfully well. At one time, I’d never have thought I could do something like this, but I love it. I think of Tam and remember I’m doing my bit and then I’m really happy.’ She took Elinor’s hand. ‘But never mind me. How have you been managing? I was so sorry to hear about your father.’

‘Thank you. I must admit, it’s no’ been easy – was such a shock, you see. And then we had to say goodbye to Corrie, my brother, as well. He’s joined the Royal Scots.’

‘Oh, your poor mother! To lose your dad and then to have your brother going to war. But she still has you, that’s something. My dad died years ago and there’s just my mother and me at home, so I know how things are.’

‘I’ll do all I can for Ma. I promised Corrie when he left, I’d see she was all right.’ Elinor gave a faint smile. ‘But your mother will be gaining a son soon, eh? When you’re married to Tam?’

‘Yes, when. Oh, I just hope he can get the leave some time. He thinks maybe July, but nothing’s sure. You’ll come to the wedding, Elinor?’

‘Need you ask? There’s no’ much to look forward to these days, but I’m looking forward to that!’

Who had liked something to look forward to? Elinor’s smile faded, as she remembered. Stephen, of course. ‘Something to look forward to, that’s what I like,’ he’d once said, and what he’d been looking forward to was another meeting with her. But there would be no more of those.

‘I’d best get on,’ she said quietly. ‘Always so much to do.’

Good news came at last for Brenda, when Tam’s letter arrived giving the dates of his leave in July. Barely a week, but it would be enough for their wedding and time away on honeymoon. He’d have to leave all the planning to her, but who was more efficient than his dear Brenda? ‘Yours,’ he’d ended, ‘with love and desperation to see you again, your own troublemaker, Tam.’

Brenda, in seventh heaven, read the letter to Elinor, whose day was brightened by such hope of happiness. It was like a ray of sunshine in the darkness, but darkness was to descend again when an event occurred that no one could have foreseen.



Forty-Six

News came first to the Primrose from a QA who’d gone out to buy her usual early edition of a newspaper on the morning of May 23rd, and come running back, white-faced.

‘A terrible train crash!’ she cried, waving her paper. ‘The worst ever known – near Gretna Green – and all Royal Scots men – oh, so many killed and injured – it’s terrible, terrible!’

Royal Scots men. Elinor’s heart stood still. Oh, God. Corrie! Had he been on that train?

‘What happened?’ people were asking, as she stood with her hands clenched at her sides, fearful to hear details from the QA who had bought the paper. In fact, it was the matron who told them, calling all the staff together to pass on the information she’d been told by telephone the previous evening.

It seemed that the accident had happened at 6.50 a.m. on the morning of the 22nd. Men of the Royal Scots were in a special troop train, travelling to Liverpool to embark for Gallipoli, when their train collided with a local train left where it shouldn’t have been by careless signalmen. A goods train and a train of empty coal trucks then hit the two damaged trains and a fire broke out, sending the old-fashioned wooden framed carriages of the troop train up in flames. Of the soldiers involved, 226 were found to be dead and 246 were badly injured, leaving only a handful of men unharmed.

Looking over her reading glasses, the matron paused as a stunned silence followed her words.

‘I’m sure you’ll agree that nothing could be more tragic or ironic than what happened to those soldiers on their way to Gallipoli. To be killed or injured in their own country before they could even reach their destination abroad is too horrifying to think about, but there are two things I want to say to you now.

‘The first is that I know some of you would like to be able to offer your services to help the injured, but as we are so very stretched here, I’m afraid that’s just not possible. I’m really sorry – I wish we could have done something.

‘The second is that, as you know, we have some patients here who are in a very fragile mental state because of their experiences. It might be as well to withhold news of the accident from them until we can take the time to prepare them. I’m sure I can leave this to your discretion.’

Thanking them for their attention, the matron was turning to go when a QA put up her hand.

‘Excuse me, Matron, but have any details been released about which Royal Scots battalion was involved in the accident? My brother is a serving officer with the Eleventh.’

‘I’m sorry, I should have made it clear – I know some of you will be anxious about relatives. The men were from the Seventh, known as the Leith Battalion, because so many came from that area.’

Taking off her reading glasses, the matron looked around her listeners and gave a little sigh. It seemed that no one had a special grief for someone lost at Gretna Green, but that didn’t mean that their hearts were not going out to those who had died and their families. Plain to see was the shock and sorrow on all the faces of those turning to take up their duties, trying to come to terms with death and destruction, not on some foreign battlefield, but very close to home.

‘Not your brother?’ Brenda whispered to Elinor.

‘No, thank God. I suppose if I’d thought about it, I’d have realized he wouldn’t have been ready yet to go out to Gallipoli, but I just heard the words “Royal Scots” and everything turned black. Now I’m thinking of those who died.’

‘Me, too. I’m shaking. Let’s get on with things and then make some tea, eh?’

‘Tea, yes. What would we do without it?’

But as she began her morning’s work, Elinor was thinking of someone else she’d almost forgotten. Barry was Royal Scots, too, but not from Leith, which meant he wouldn’t have been on the fatal train. Another reason for thanking God, though why God should single out one soldier rather than another to be saved was not something she’d ever worked out or even questioned. All she knew was that even if Corrie meant more to her now than Barry, she still was glad that Barry was safe, too. No doubt Bettina and Georgie would be thinking the same, but she never saw any of the Howat family now, which perhaps was just as well.

And then, she did see Bettina. As it had not been possible for Primrose staff – apart from Matron – to be spared for the funeral of the dead soldiers, Elinor had gone after work to pay her respects at the Rosebank Cemetery, where the men had been buried in a mass grave. As she was leaving to make her way home, she saw Bettina ahead of her, dressed in black, and wondered if she should speak. Might be awkward, she was thinking, when Bettina turned round and the problem was solved.

‘Why, it’s you, Elinor!’ she cried. ‘Have you been to the cemetery?’

‘Hello, Bettina. Yes, I couldn’t go to the funeral, so I went to put a few flowers on the soldiers’ grave.’

‘I did the same thing.’

The two young women, studying each other, were silent for a moment, then Bettina cleared her throat.

‘I was that sorry about  . . . what happened between you and Barry,’ she said, with some nervousness. ‘I always said, you were the best lassie he brought home.’

‘Water under the bridge,’ Elinor answered. ‘I was upset at first, but I’m over it now.’

‘That’s good, I’m glad.’

After another short silence, Elinor asked, ‘How are things with you, then?’

Bettina shrugged. ‘Well, Alfie’s joined the Navy, but we got wed before he left, so I’m Mrs Daniels now.’

‘Congratulations – that’s very good news.’

‘Yes and no. What sort of married life is it, when you never see your man? And then  . . . did you hear what happened to Georgie? Killed at Le Cateau way back at the beginning of the war. This black I’m wearing is for the poor laddies from Leith, but I feel like wearing it all the time, eh? I see you’re in black, too.’

‘Just for today. My dad died lately, but I have to wear uniform at the Primrose Hospital where I’m working.’ Elinor hesitated. ‘I’m very sorry to hear about Georgie, very sorry indeed. I hope Barry’s all right?’

‘Och, he’s fine. In Gallipoli, but will be moving to France, he thinks.’ Bettina smiled. ‘Says he’ll be playing the piano in the trenches.’

‘Playing the piano?’

‘His wee joke. But I bet he does play football in no-man’s-land, eh? I can see him, kicking the ball to the Jerries.’ Bettina put out her hand and Elinor shook it. ‘I’ve to go for ma tram now. Nice to see you, though. Keep in touch.’

‘Yes, we’ll do that,’ said Elinor, knowing they wouldn’t, and went her way, her mind working over Bettina’s news. Poor Georgie, then. Always in the shadow of his more talented brother, now not even that. A name on a casualty list, all hopes and prospects gone. Remembered by his sister, though, and perhaps by Barry, too, though he wouldn’t be one to dwell on death’s sting. He really was just the way he seemed, wasn’t he? One who would never have a care in the world, or perhaps would never allow himself to think he had. Certainly he wouldn’t be losing any sleep over his broken love affair with herself.

Thank heavens, she was over the pain of losing him. Hadn’t lasted long, so her love might never have been as genuine as she’d thought. Perhaps he’d done her a favour, after all, turning her down. The more she thought about what she’d lost – or, more precisely, thrown away – Elinor was ready to believe he had, but knew it wouldn’t do her any good. You made mistakes, you paid, that was life’s teaching. And she was paying now for what she had done.

Back home with Hessie, however, describing the newly prepared mass grave in the cemetery, Elinor’s thoughts moved to the true tragedy of the Gretna Green rail crash. How humble it made her feel, to consider the loss of those young lives and the grief of their families, and compare her own troubles with that sort of loss and suffering. She really should put her worries aside, she decided, and concentrate on doing her work well at the Primrose. Perhaps permit herself to think of the one bright spot on the horizon, which was Brenda’s wedding.



Forty-Seven

For days before the wedding, Brenda was so excited, so tensed up, her high spirits spread throughout the Primrose, with everyone wishing her well and keeping their fingers crossed for the bridegroom’s safe arrival back home. Though she’d said she would have liked all the staff to see her wed, obviously that wasn’t possible and in the end, after a whip-round to buy a crystal salad bowl as a present, Elinor was the only one given permission to attend.

‘You’ll no’ be wanting to wear your black or grey for a wedding,’ Hessie told her. ‘Come on, your dad’d be happy to see you looking your best. How about that sweet pink dress you made yourself? It’s July, it’ll be hot.’

‘Think it’d do?’ Elinor asked doubtfully. ‘It’s nothing special.’

‘If you buy a bit of matching ribbon for your hat, I think it’d be grand. There’s a war on; nobody’ll be expecting you to be dressing up too much.’

‘The pink it is, then,’ Elinor agreed and, on a steamy July morning, set off for the kirk near Brenda’s home, looking, her mother had said, an absolute picture.

‘Oh, it makes me feel good, to see you dressed like that again,’ she’d sighed, pressing a hankie to her eyes as she so often did. ‘As though the sad times have gone, though I know they haven’t.’

‘They’ll be gone one day, Ma, so cheer up, and I’ll maybe bring you a piece of wedding cake back – if Brenda’s managed to find one.’

Joining a group of brightly dressed guests outside the kirk, Elinor for a moment felt, like Hessie, that all the sad times had passed. Everyone seemed so happy and light-hearted, that when the bridegroom arrived, looking so smart in his tunic and kilt, his red hair catching the sunlight, quite a little cheer went up, at which Tam gave his old grin, and catching sight of Elinor, turned from entering the church to give her a great hug.

‘My word, Elinor, it’s grand to see you! And looking so nice, eh?’

‘You’re looking good yourself, Tam. I do believe you’re slimmer.’

‘What, with all the bully beef I eat? Hey, I’d better get going, eh?’

‘I’ll say,’ said John Andrews, one of Tam’s friends Elinor remembered and now his best man, wearing similar uniform. ‘Don’t want the bride to see you still talking when she arrives. Though who could ever stop you talking?’

As Tam and John entered the church to take up their positions, the guests followed, for time was getting on. Any moment now, the bride would arrive, accompanied by an old family friend to ‘give her away’, and a cousin who was her bridesmaid.

For a wartime wedding, it was traditional and expensive, Elinor thought, and was certainly not the sort that could be afforded by anyone she knew in Friar’s Wynd. But then she’d always guessed that Brenda’s family had money, and if Mrs Cordiner wanted to spend it on her only daughter’s great day – why not? Listening to the organ, soaking up the atmosphere, Elinor turned to smile when a latecomer slipped into the seat next to hers. And froze. The fair-haired man in officer’s uniform who had just arrived was Stephen Muirhead.

She was not imagining him this time. No, this was the real man, visibly shocked at the sight of her. See his sudden pallor, and how, when her dark eyes met his, he instantly looked away. Why, it’s true, he doesn’t want to see me; he doesn’t even want to be near me. Should she move? She couldn’t, she would have to pass him. In any case, she felt her limbs so heavy, so unwilling to respond, that she was as still as a statue. Thank God, the organ had struck up the wedding march; the guests were on their feet. Brenda must have arrived.

Somehow, Elinor followed the service. Somehow she noted that Brenda looked radiant in the white dress her mother had made for her, that her bridesmaid was sweet in blue, and Tam so proud he couldn’t take his eyes off his bride and sounded out all his responses as though he were ringing a joyful bell. While all the time, Stephen was by Elinor’s side, his presence burning into her consciousness, so that she was glad to sit down when the register was being signed and the organ played, wishing with all her heart that the ceremony would end and she could be somewhere else.

It did end, of course, and as soon as the bridal couple had come down the aisle, Stephen moved after them and Elinor was able to follow and mingle with the guests outside.

‘Brenda, you look wonderful!’ she cried, as soon as she was able to reach the bride.

‘And you, Elinor, you’re beautiful!’ Brenda was flushed and smiling as they exchanged hugs. ‘Oh, it’s so lovely to have you here.’

‘I wouldn’t have missed it for anything,’ Elinor declared, and after the bride and groom had been borne away by motor car to a nearby hotel, followed on foot, in company with Pearl, who she remembered from Stephen’s class. Some way ahead, she could see Stephen himself, walking with some people she didn’t know. And with all her heart, she hoped he wouldn’t look back.

‘Is this no’ amazing?’ Pearl was asking. ‘I mean, that Tam and Brenda would ever get wed? Remember how they used to be? Always striking sparks?’

‘That’s the way it goes sometimes.’

‘Aye, you’re right. How about you, Elinor? You engaged, or anything?’

‘No. I’m just working at the Primrose Club that’s now a convalescent hospital.’

‘And I’m nursing, too. Training full-time at the Northern.’ Pearl laughed. ‘All that office stuff I swotted up on for Mr Muirhead has quite gone out of my head! Talking of him, didn’t I see him somewhere around?’

‘Yes, he’s here,’ Elinor replied. ‘Think this is the hotel, eh?’

‘Oh, very grand! Mrs Cordiner’s done Brenda proud, eh? This must be costing a bonny penny. Still, what’s money these days? Spend it while you can is my motto!’

Drinks were being served in the hotel’s pleasant garden, and as Pearl dived away to speak to some people she knew, Elinor stood alone for a moment, looking round at the cheerful guests, thinking how far removed all this was from anything to do with the war. Was it even in the same world as the battlefields abroad? As the mass grave in Rosebank Cemetery?

But then, as at her dad’s funeral, she chided herself for not seeing what lay beyond the happiness of this little interlude. All the young men in uniform, even the bridegroom himself, would soon be returning to France. All those left behind would be suffering. No one here, however cheerful they seemed, was forgetting the war, she could be sure of that.

‘Elinor,’ came a voice at her side and, turning, she saw Stephen standing with a drink, his grey eyes upon her.

Her own eyes widening, she said nothing.

‘Look, I’m sorry I didn’t speak when I saw you in the kirk just now,’ he began quickly. ‘I  . . . well, I suppose I was just so surprised to see you. Never expected to, though that was stupid, when I knew you were Brenda’s friend.’

‘That’s all right,’ she murmured. ‘I didn’t expect to see you either.’

‘I’ve seen Tam a few times. When he knew I had some leave, he asked me to come to his wedding.’ Stephen hesitated, seeming ill at ease. ‘How are you, then?’

‘Very well, thanks. I’m still at the Primrose, but it’s a hospital now.’

‘Oh, yes, I heard. Not married yourself?’

‘No.’

‘I thought you might be, by now.’

‘No, I don’t see  . . . I don’t see anyone now.’

‘You’re not with the footballer?

‘We  . . . parted.’

‘I see.’

‘He’s in France, with the Royal Scots. My brother’s with the Royal Scots, too – he’s just joined up. And my father is dead.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘It was very sudden, quite a shock.’ Elinor’s gaze was still resting bravely on Stephen’s unsmiling face. ‘How are you, then? I see you’re an officer now.’

He shrugged. ‘For what it’s worth, a captain, yes.’ Again, he hesitated. ‘Also, I’ve met someone. A VAD, as a matter of fact. Drives ambulances, very well, too.’

Elinor, lowering her eyes, was concentrating very hard on showing nothing of what his words had meant to her. ‘I hope you’ll be very happy.’

‘Good God, you think anyone can be happy at this time?’

‘Brenda and Tam are happy.’

‘For now,’ he said quietly. ‘Seems we’re being called in to lunch, so I’ll say goodbye. I’m glad we had this talk, Elinor. I believe I was a bit hard on you, the last time we met, wasn’t I?’

She shook her head. ‘I never thought so, but I’m glad we had a talk, too. Goodbye, Stephen, and good luck.’

He smiled at last and moved away, making no suggestion that they should have lunch together. Later, when she shared a table with Pearl and two of Tam’s friends, she saw him sitting with the people he’d walked with earlier. But after the lunch and the speeches were over and the bridal couple had left for a secret destination, there was no sign of him. Not that it mattered. They had made their goodbyes; there was nothing else to say.

Returning slowly to Friar’s Wynd, her thanks given to Brenda’s mother, her farewells made to Pearl and others, Elinor tried to come to terms with her own particular bad news. She told herself it had been good to see Stephen, to part on better terms than before, and to know that he’d met someone else and was no longer suffering over her own betrayal. Yes, all these things helped her to accept that he had gone from her life, and that she must concentrate on what she had. Work, for instance. Working, especially for others – that was the way to get over heartache. To fill the mind with something else, even if it was easier said than done.

Only after she’d gone to her bed, having given Hessie a full account of the wedding and changed from her pink dress to help with the chores, did she allow her eyes to fill with tears. Tears for her own mistakes. And for what might have been.



Forty-Eight

If Elinor wanted to forget her sorrows in work, there was plenty of it at the Primrose. There were so many new patients arriving in the late summer that Matron was beginning to worry seriously about overcrowding, bemoaning that nobody had ever forecast that there would be so many cases needing help.

Of course, other hospitals were in the same boat, with the specialist unit at the Royal Victoria, for instance, being as full as the Primrose, and the general hospitals all taking their share.

‘We must just do what we can,’ Matron ordered. ‘More hospitals are opening all the time, but for now we must take those who need us and hope that more beds will be released as recoveries are made.’

‘Ever hopeful,’ one of the QAs sighed later, causing Sister Penny to say sharply that the recovery rate at Primrose was very good. Many soldiers were passing medical boards to return to their duties, even though there were some who had to be invalided out. Either way, beds became available.

‘Not so much from the neurasthenics,’ someone observed, at which Sister Penny frowned and agreed that curing those patients with mental problems was a much longer process, but even there, the Primrose had its successes, thanks to its excellent doctors – Colonel Shannon, Major Henderson, and Major Brown. On that confident note, the discussion ended.

‘I don’t mind how hard I work,’ Brenda confided to Elinor. ‘I’m just so happy, you see.’

At Elinor’s dubious look, she smiled and nodded.

‘I know what you’re thinking, that I must be worrying, too. Well of course I am, but somehow I just feel that Tam will come through. He’s not the sort to let things get to him and whatever happens to him, I believe he’ll survive.’

‘I can see how you might feel that, but I’m so superstitious, I’d never dare to talk about it.’

‘You, superstitious? Elinor, I don’t believe it. Such a sensible girl, you couldn’t be.’

‘I never used to be. Always walked under ladders, never threw salt over my shoulder, but since the war, I’ve become  . . . well, more afraid, I suppose.’

‘For your brother?’ Brenda gave Elinor’s shoulder a sympathetic pat. ‘He’ll be all right, I’m sure. Anyway, he’s still in England, isn’t he?’

‘No, in France. We just heard.’

‘Oh, well, Tam’s been all right in Gallipoli and France so far, and so has Stephen Muirhead. Didn’t you see him at the wedding, Elinor? Come through without a scratch! Some lead charmed lives, eh? And I’m hoping Tam’ll be the same.’

‘Me, too,’ Elinor said, moving on to her next duty.

One thing that still gave her pleasure, of course, was her beloved Primrose Square garden, and so far no one had objected to her sliding in without a patient whenever she had a break. Who would care, really? It wasn’t as though there were club members around these days, and the doctors and senior nurses had too much to do to spend time keeping watch on her.

It was one lunchtime in late September, when she had let herself into the gardens again, that she was able to see two familiar faces looking in through the railings.

‘Ada! Mattie!’ she cried, running to open the gate she’d locked. ‘Oh, how nice to see you!’

Dear, plump Ada and cheerful young Mattie were almost squeaking with excitement as they all embraced one another, and then stood back to take stock.

‘My, Elinor, you’re looking well,’ Ada remarked. ‘What I’d give for your waistline! Bet you can see from mine there’s a babby on the way?’

‘You’re expecting?’ cried Elinor. ‘Why, Ada, that’s wonderful! And so are you looking well – and Mattie.’

‘Canna think why I’m looking well,’ Mattie sighed. ‘This is my afternoon off, but working at that munitions factory’s no joke, I can tell you. Money’s good, but I sometimes think I’ll just get wed. Did you know I was engaged, Elinor? Aye, to a fellow who works at the factory. He’s got terrible asthma, poor laddie, so they’ll no’ take him in the army, which suits me, eh?’

‘And Bob’s out of it and all,’ Ada said with satisfaction. ‘Got what they call a Blighty one. You know, a wound that’s no’ so bad but you have to go home with it. He’s lost two fingers on his right hand, so canna fire a gun, and has to do light duties at the depot. Cross about it, too, but I say, for God’s sake, be grateful, now you’ll see the babby!’

‘Vera and Gerda – they all right?’ asked Elinor. ‘And do you ever hear about wee Sal?’

‘Och, they’re all fine,’ said Mattie. ‘Vera’s walking out with somebody, and Gerda’s got promotion – always the bright one, eh? And Sal’s doing well, cooking at that hotel, snibs to Mrs P, eh? But nobody sees her.’ She gave Elinor a quick, keen look. ‘But how are you, Elinor? You happy working at the Primrose?’

‘Yes, very happy. My dad died recently, so I’m doing what I can for Ma, seeing as Corrie’s away in France, as well.’ Elinor smiled. ‘And before you ask, no, I’m no’ married or engaged or walking out. Just working.’

‘Fancy, and you were always our beauty, eh? Still are, and that’s a fact. Somebody’ll be along soon.’

‘I’m all right as I am. Look, I wish I could ask you two in for a cup of tea, but I’m just on dinner hour and I’ll have to go back. Did you just want to come up and look at the old place?’

‘Aye, we sometimes meet in Princes Street,’ Ada told her, ‘and I says to Mattie, let’s go and look at the Primrose, eh? But we never thought to see you, Elinor, and in the gardens, too. Do they give you a key now, then?’

‘Ssh, only supposed to be when I bring patients.’ Elinor hugged both girls again. ‘Look, can we all meet some time? I get an afternoon off, too.’

‘We’ll drop you a card,’ said Ada. ‘It’d be grand to meet up. Talk about the old days when we all worked here.’

‘Seem like a dream,’ put in Mattie. ‘Think it’ll ever be a club again, Elinor?’

‘When the war’s over, why not? I sometimes get a postcard from Miss Ainslie. She’s sure it’ll re-open one day.’

‘And then she’ll start marching for the suffragettes again,’ laughed Ada. ‘Elinor, we’ll hope to see you soon, eh?’

‘Aye, and take care – of that babby, too. Bye, Mattie – don’t let ’em work you too hard.’

‘Bye, Elinor. All the best.’

They waved to one another before Ada and Mattie turned back towards Princes Street and Elinor ran into the Primrose, pleasantly cheered by the meeting with old colleagues. But then she halted, for Brenda was running across the hall, her face so changed that Elinor turned pale.

‘Brenda, what is it, what is it?’

‘Mother brought a letter round – it was from Tam’s commanding officer – he’s been wounded, Elinor – at the Battle of Loos – he’s coming home to hospital here.’

‘Wounded? But he’s all right?’ Elinor was holding Brenda tightly. ‘He must be, if he’s able to come home.’

‘Yes, but there are no details. The officer didn’t give any.’ Brenda’s eyes were searching Elinor’s face. ‘Why do you think he didn’t? Because Tam’s very bad?’

‘No, no, I’m sure it’s just the way they do things. You’ll be told everything at the hospital. Which one is it?’

‘It’s in Craigleith, but he won’t be there yet. I’ve phoned and they say they’ll let me know when he arrives, but it’ll be a few days yet.’ Brenda wound her hands together, her eyes spilling tears. ‘Elinor, I don’t know what to do. Sister Penny says I should go home, come back later, but what can I do at home? Mother’s so upset, it will be so terrible – waiting  . . .’

‘Why no’ stay here, then?’ Elinor asked gently. ‘You’re needed here, it might be best.’

‘Stay here? Yes, I think you’re right. It’ll fill the hours, won’t it? To work?’

‘It will; always does. Come on, let’s see what’s to be done.’

As they moved away together, a QA came towards them, her black regulation shoes tapping noisily on the uncarpeted floor.

‘Quick, could one of you run up to Corporal MacAdie on the top floor? He’s spilled his lunch again, all over his bed. Hands shaking like a ninety-year-old, poor fellow.’

‘I’ll go,’ said Brenda, hurrying to the stairs, while the QA, glancing at Elinor, shook her head.

‘Brave, lassie, eh? We’ve just heard about her Tam – hope he pulls through.’

‘He will; he’s got great spirit.’

‘Need more than spirit to survive the Battle of Loos, from what I’ve heard. Och, if they’d just put the women in charge, this war’d be over tomorrow!’

‘In charge?’ Elinor smiled grimly. ‘They don’t even give us the vote.’



Forty-Nine

It was several days before Tam arrived back in Scotland, during which time news filtered through that the Battle of Loos had been one of the worst for British casualties. So many regiments had been involved, so many men, that Elinor and Hessie, thinking of Corrie, were terrified to read the casualty lists. Even when they didn’t find his name, they still couldn’t be sure he was all right, for many of the dead, it was said, could never be identified. Thank God, a message came at last to say he was safe, which meant Elinor only had to worry about Stephen. And Tam.

Poor Brenda, away to the hospital to be with him – everyone at the Primrose was thinking of her, the happy bride who had so soon become the anxious wife. But at least Tam was alive, and home. That must be good news.

‘Just as long as they haven’t kept anything from me,’ Brenda whispered to Elinor before she left for the hospital. ‘I have this awful feeling that something is wrong, something has happened that’s worse than a wound.’

‘No, no, you mustn’t think like that. They’ll never give details till they see you, and Tam will be all right, I’m sure of it.’

But of course, Elinor wasn’t sure of it, which was why the time seemed so long while Brenda was away, for the worry over what she might find was all too real. It seemed as though she would never return, and it was only when Elinor was due to go home and standing on the steps with her coat on that she saw her, coming round the square.

‘Brenda, thank heavens!’ Elinor hurried to greet her. ‘Oh, how is he? How’s Tam? Come in and tell us.’

‘No, I can’t.’ Brenda’s face was very pale, her blue eyes quite dark. ‘I can’t come in just yet, Elinor. No, don’t ask me. Look, will you come with me to the café? We can talk there.’

As she read the messages Brenda’s face was sending, Elinor’s heart sank. There had been bad news at the hospital; nothing else could have made Brenda look as she did. But she agreed at once to go with her to the café, where they ordered tea, but nothing to eat, and when it came, Elinor pressed Brenda’s cold hand.

‘Tell me what’s wrong, tell me about Tam.’

Brenda raised her tragic gaze to Elinor’s face.

‘He’s scarcely wounded at all,’ she whispered. ‘But he’s shell-shocked. He can’t speak.’

Shell-shocked? Unable to speak? Tam, who had never been known to be lost for a word in his life? Even the thought of it hit Elinor like a blow and for a moment her head almost swam – but then Brenda’s devastated face above the teacups brought a reminder of who was really suffering, and she leaned forward.

‘What did they say, Brenda? Tell me exactly what they said.’

After a few moments of hesitation, Brenda, in a low, strained voice, began.

‘As soon as I got to the hospital, a nurse took me to an office where an army doctor was waiting. He said he wanted to talk to me before I saw my husband, to explain what had happened.’

With a long sigh, Brenda took off her hat and ran her hand across her brow.

‘He told me I must be prepared to find Tam very different from usual, very subdued and not able to talk, but I wasn’t to worry, it would pass in time, and when I asked how he’d been wounded, he said Tam had been very lucky. He’d been blown some distance by a mortar bomb, but he’d only had some concussion and minor injuries.’

Brenda stared into her teacup.

‘Would you say it was lucky, not to be able to speak?’

‘Well, I suppose he just meant he was lucky to survive,’ Elinor answered uneasily. ‘To be blown up – anything could’ve happened.’

‘Yes, well, then the doctor told me about the shell shock. He called it a neurasthenic problem, and when I told him I worked at the Primrose and knew about that sort of thing, he seemed relieved. He told me again not to worry and that there was a good chance that Tam would recover quite quickly, as many did. Which is not exactly true, is it?’

‘We see recoveries all the time at the Primrose, Brenda.’

‘Some recoveries, but not many quick ones. Anyway, the doctor said that Tam might be moved from Craigleith. It was converted from the old Poor House in 1914, you know, only as a hospital for the wounded.’

‘Not for the shell-shocked, then?’

‘Well, seems they see how people progress. If they don’t recover quickly, they probably  . . . move on.’

Perhaps to the Primrose? Elinor wondered, but Brenda didn’t suggest it.

‘Did they let you see Tam, then?’ she asked, after a pause.

‘Oh, yes. Took me to his ward. One of those long ones, very clean and tidy. Most of the patients were in bed, but one or two were sitting in chairs. They had blue flannel suits.’

‘And Tam? What about Tam?’

‘At first, I didn’t recognize him. He was in a corner bed, just lying still. They’d cut off some of his hair where there’d been a gash, and that was bandaged. His hands were bandaged, too. When the doctor took me up to him, he looked up and I think he recognized me – there was a look in his eyes – but when he tried to say my name, nothing came.’

Tears were glistening in Brenda’s eyes, as she looked up into Elinor’s face. ‘Oh, it was so awful, Elinor. He was so pale, like a ghost, and he seemed so  . . . lost. I felt like bursting into tears, but I didn’t. I held his hand and the doctor said he’d leave us – a nurse would tell me when to go.’

‘Poor Brenda, poor girl, you’re being so brave.’

‘I don’t feel brave at all. You know who the brave ones are.’ Brenda sighed and slowly put on her hat. ‘When I was leaving, the doctor said again that Tam might have to be moved to a specialist unit. Possibly the Primrose, which would be convenient for me. I didn’t tell him that the Primrose is the last place I want Tam to go.’

‘The last place?’ Elinor stared. ‘But why? I think it would be ideal.’

‘Oh, no, Elinor, no. I couldn’t bear to see him there. With all those poor chaps we nurse? Oh, I couldn’t, I couldn’t!’

‘I don’t understand. He can get better at the Primrose, and you’ll be there with him. What’s wrong with that?’

‘So many blank, dead faces,’ Brenda muttered. ‘No, I don’t want him there, and I won’t be there myself, anyway. I’m going to give up my job and look after him, that’s all I want to do.’

Dabbing at her eyes, Brenda gazed at Elinor with a sudden spark of interest.

‘Listen, do you think there’s any chance that I could get him into a private nursing home somewhere? I’ve a bit of money in savings  . . .’

‘Brenda, Tam’s still in the army. They’d never let him go to a private hospital. As soon as he’s better, he’ll have to go before a medical board to decide what happens next.’ Elinor sighed. ‘And wherever he goes, the patients will be the same, so he might as well be in a place you know.’

Again, for some time, Brenda was silent, then she gave a little shrug.

‘So be it, then. But it might be like the doctor says, mightn’t it? He might get better very quickly and not have to go anywhere at all?’

Except before the medical board, Elinor thought, but only said aloud, ‘When can I see him? They did say he could have visitors?’

‘Oh, yes. It’ll do him good to see people.’ Brenda stood up, searching in her purse for money for a tip for the waitress. ‘Just don’t expect him to look the same.’

‘He’ll be the same Tam underneath,’ Elinor said quietly. ‘We just have to find him.’



Fifty

No change. Those were Major Henderson’s words to Brenda some weeks after Tam had been moved from Craigleith to the Primrose. As the doctor in charge of his case, the major had worked hard with him ever since his arrival in late October, and at first had had high hopes of his recovery.

‘But there it is,’ he admitted sadly on that winter afternoon. ‘So far, there has been no change in your husband’s condition.’

They were in his small consulting room, the place where he and Tam ‘conversed’, as he put it, with the major asking questions and Tam writing down answers in his notebook. He had not seemed unwilling to do this, but was not, it seemed, good at expressing himself on paper. He had always been a ‘talker’, as Brenda had told the doctor, never one for sitting down thinking about things, and now, after his traumatic experience at Loos, all he could write was: ‘Nobody understands.’

‘At first, that seemed a breakthrough to me,’ Major Henderson told Brenda. ‘If I could get him to see that other people did understand what he’d been through, that could be the start to his recovery. But when I pointed out that the other patients here had suffered in the war, he only shook his head, and wrote: “Not at Loos”.’

‘What can be done?’ Brenda whispered. ‘I sit with him every day, I get him to look at me and tell him he’s safe, but all he does is look away.’

The major heaved a sigh. ‘We must just keep on digging. I feel sure we’ll get there in the end. Tam will become himself again. But it may take longer than we thought.’

When Brenda thanked him and rose to leave, he put his hand on her shoulder.

‘The main thing is that he has you. You’re his rock, his real support, and I’m very grateful that you’re here. One day, you’ll see, you’ll have your reward. He will come back to you.’

‘But the war’s not over, is it? If he does recover – won’t he have to go back to the front?’

‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’ The major opened the door for her. ‘Let’s just get him better first.’

The days passed and Christmas loomed on the horizon. And a very different Christmas it would be, too, everyone knew, from Christmas 1914, when the hope had been that hostilities would soon be over. Why, there’d even been a truce between British and German soldiers in no-man’s-land on Christmas Day! Imagine that happening now, after all the battles and the terrible loss of life. People now just lived from day to day, waiting for a breakthrough, for a real truce between nations and peace again. ‘Peace and goodwill to all men.’ Aye, that was the Christmas message, but in 1915 it sounded hollow.

Every afternoon, as Brenda had told the major, she sat with Tam in the room he shared with another corporal, or maybe walked in the West End or the square.

‘He really likes to be in the fresh air,’ she said to Elinor, ‘and I’m wondering if you could do me a favour? Could you go out with him today? I have to go to the dentist’s.’

‘Oh, sure I will, Brenda. But poor lassie – have you got toothache?’

‘Yes, and I’m terrified. It’s shameful, I know, when you think about what Tam and all the others have been through, but when it comes to the dentist, I’m just a coward.’

‘No’ the only one,’ Elinor said with a smile. ‘Did you hear how many soldiers had to be seen by the dentist at Craigleith because they’d never dared to go before?’

‘Don’t tell me. But thanks, Elinor. Wrap up warmly, eh? It’s freezing today.’

As soon as lunches were over, Elinor, in her winter coat and an imitation fur hat that had been given to Hessie by an employer long ago, collected Tam from his room and saw to it that he had his greatcoat over his hospital suit of blue flannel, and was wearing his army cap, a khaki scarf and woollen gloves.

‘You’re so thin these days,’ she told him, ‘you need plenty of warm clothes.’

He shrugged, then took off his gloves and fished his notebook and pencil from his pocket.

‘So you’re lumbered with me?’ he wrote. ‘I’m not very good company.’

‘You’re the best,’ she replied. ‘But where would you like to go today?’

‘The gardens,’ he wrote in reply. ‘They are peaceful.’

‘My favourite place. Though they might be a bit rugged today.’

As soon as she’d put her key in the gate, the familiar feeling of peace stole over her, cold though the air was and frosted every blade of grass.

‘Too cold to sit down,’ she murmured. ‘I think we’ll have to keep walking, Tam.’

She took his arm and they began to walk slowly round the paths, Tam breathing deeply, as though he couldn‘t get enough of the fresh, clear air, Elinor covertly studying his haunted face below his army cap. It was as though she was with a completely different person from the Tam she used to know in Stephen’s class, and again she wished, as she always did, that she had a key to unlock his mind, as she had been able to unlock the gate to the gardens. But weren’t they all seeking that? And how likely was it that they’d find it? Though Major Henderson kept telling Brenda it would come, that Tam would get better, Elinor knew how far away recovery might be.

Oh, how cold it was! She felt her face must be turning blue, and her fingers, even in thick gloves, were probably the same, when suddenly she felt Tam halt beside her, as though jerked by some invisible string.

‘What is it?’ she asked, as though he could reply, while he kept on staring fixedly ahead at the railings beyond the trees. Then he raised one hand and pointed and, as her eyes followed his lead, she, too, stood very still. It was like a repeat performance of the scene at Brenda’s wedding, and just as startling, for the same officer who had slipped into the chair next to hers was the same one standing at the railings, gazing in. Only he was wearing a greatcoat today, of course, and his face was reddened with the chill, but she would have known him anywhere.

‘Stephen?’ she whispered.

And then she was filled with such a burst of emotion, she almost trembled where she stood, for Tam’s mouth was working, his gloved hands were at his lips, as though he would force the words out, and then, in a voice no louder than her own, she heard him say, ‘Mr Muirhead?’

And Stephen came running round to the gate and began rattling it and calling, ‘Yes, it’s me, Tam, it’s me! Elinor, you’ve locked the gate! For God’s sake, let me in!’

As soon as she’d opened the gate, he ran to Tam and shook him by the hand, as Tam stood, trembling, just as Elinor was still trembling, and the three of them were gazing at one another in something like awe.

‘Stephen, he said your name!’ Elinor was crying. ‘When he’s unable to speak!’

‘I know, I know, I was told.’ Stephen was hanging on to Tam’s hands, his grey eyes shining. ‘But he said my name, I heard him. Tam, I heard you say my name. Please, please, say it again.’

‘Mr Muirhead,’ Tam croaked. ‘Mr Muirhead. You  . . . were at  . . . Loos.’

‘Yes, Tam, I was at Loos, just like you. I came to see you after I heard about you from John Andrews. But let’s go inside, shall we? Elinor, take us in, will you? This fellow needs to see his doctor!’

‘Major Henderson, Major Henderson!’ cried Elinor, running ahead. ‘Come quickly, Tam can speak!’

And as Brenda, who had just arrived back from the dentist’s with a scarf around her mouth, for she had had a tooth extracted, stood transfixed, staring at Tam, he held out his arms to her.

‘Brenda,’ he said softly. ‘Brenda, it’s me. I’m back.’
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‘One thing’s for sure, this is nothing to do with me,’ Major Henderson said ruefully. ‘You cured yourself, Tam.’

‘No, you helped me a lot, sir,’ Tam told him earnestly. ‘But it was seeing Mr Muirhead – sorry, Captain Muirhead – that did it. If he hadn’t come to visit me  . . .’

As Tam’s strange husky voice trailed away, Brenda pressed his hand, her eyes on his face following its changes, from the blankness she’d so much dreaded to the dear, familiar look of the Tam she used to know.

They were in Colonel Shannon’s office, all those wanting to hear how Tam had come to speak again. The doctors, Matron and Sister Penny, with Brenda standing close to Tam in a chair, and Stephen and Elinor squeezed in at the door.

‘Do you feel up to telling us what happened?’ Colonel Shannon asked Tam quietly. ‘It could be of great help to us to know the trigger that brought back your voice.’

‘I know, sir, but I can’t say exactly why seeing the captain did the trick. All I know is that he was at Loos, he understood what it was like – he’d have seen what I saw – and I needed that, I needed somebody who’d been there like me.’

‘But why was this so important to you, Corporal? You’d fought before; you’d had experience of battle. Why was Loos different?’

‘Because of the gas, sir. It was the first time we’d used it, and it went wrong. The wind blew it back; it came to our own trenches, and I saw  . . . I saw the men – I saw ’em trying to get out of the way, I saw ’em gasping, and I knew I’d to get out, too. But then there was this great flash and a terrible pain in my head – I never knew any more till I woke up in the field hospital.’

As Tam’s voice failed again, there was a long silence, broken by Major Henderson.

‘And when you tried to speak, Tam?’

‘I couldn’t, sir. I couldn’t make the words come. I could just see – I kept on seeing – all those men, and when I came back home, folk kept trying to help, but they couldn’t, because they weren’t there. They didn’t know what it was like.’

Tam’s eyes went to Stephen, who was still standing next to Elinor, his hands clasped together, his eyes on Tam.

‘But the captain knew,’ Tam said in a whisper. ‘Captain Muirhead knew. He used to teach me, I was in his class. I knew, when I saw him, that he’d understand. Is that no’ right, sir?’

‘It’s exactly right,’ Stephen answered. ‘I understand, Tam. But you’re not alone, you know; there are others who understand, too. An awful lot of us were at Loos.’

‘But they’re no’ here, sir, and you are. And when I saw you, it was  . . . wonderful. I felt the words coming back, I felt I’d be strong again.’

Again, silence fell. Brenda gave a little sob and tightened her grip on Tam’s hand. Elinor’s eyes, too, were moist with tears; she didn’t dare to look at Stephen. The colonel stood up, the other doctors with him, and Matron cleared her throat.

‘Time for a rest, I’d say,’ she told Tam briskly.

‘Quite right, as usual, Matron,’ Colonel Shannon said with a smile. ‘I think Corporal MacLean should return to his room now and have a quiet time. Captain Muirhead, I know you’d planned to visit today but it might be better if you could come in tomorrow, if possible?’

‘Certainly, Colonel. I don’t have to leave until the day after tomorrow.’

‘Good man. Meanwhile, Major Henderson and I will discuss this case and make some notes. I think I can say that it’s been extremely interesting.’

‘Interesting, he calls it,’ Stephen murmured to Elinor, as they watched Sister Penny accompanying Tam and Brenda back to Tam’s room. ‘It’s a bit more than that to Tam.’

‘Thank God you were able to visit. If you hadn’t, I don’t think there’d ever have been a breakthrough.’

‘It’s strange, though – I never would have thought Tam would react as he did. He always seemed so strong, so tough. But you never can tell how war will affect people.’

‘You seem pretty strong yourself.’

‘Lucky, you mean. I’ve had minor wounds but nothing much.’ They had come to Tam’s door and waited a moment. ‘How’s your brother, then? He’s come through all right?’

‘He’s been lucky, too. So far.’

‘That’s good. Well, I’ll just say goodbye to Tam, and look in tomorrow.’

‘I’ll see him later.’ Elinor hesitated. ‘Do you have to go back to France, then, after this leave? Couldn’t you have Christmas here with your mother?’

‘No, I have to get back.’ Stephen smiled slightly. ‘The army doesn’t take into account what mothers want.’

And maybe you want to get back, anyway, thought Elinor, to see the lady ambulance driver, but she only returned his smile and wished him well.

‘May you stay lucky,’ she told him.

‘Thank you,’ he replied, and did not ask why she was saying goodbye, when he was planning to return to the Primrose the following day. Of course, he didn’t know that tomorrow brought her half day and she’d already decided to spend it at home.

Oh, just wait till her mother heard about Tam, then! She’d be so happy for him, thinking how she would have felt if Corrie had been in his situation. And happy for Brenda, too, who’d been so brave, and had looked after him so well. What an amazing day this had been, hadn’t it? So terrible to think of the scenes at the battle that folk could not imagine if they hadn’t been there, but so wonderful that so far Corrie and Stephen had been spared, and Tam had taken the first steps to being himself again. Wonderful, wonderful day. So why was she still dashing tears from her eyes as the tram rattled her homewards? Best not to ask.
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Christmas passed. Hogmanay passed. And then it was 1916, and who knew what it would bring? Not the end of the war. No one expected that.

There were two good pieces of news in January. One was that Ada had her baby – a boy she called Robert after his father, but he was to be known as Rob, rather than Bob. Elinor went round to see him, with a matinee jacket she’d knitted, and found herself feeling amazingly cheered by the sight of the new little life, whose clean slate was free from the worries and horrors of a world at war.

‘Let’s hope by the time he grows up there’ll be no more wars,’ she murmured to proud Ada.

‘Amen to that!’ cried his mother. ‘But I wouldn’t bank on it, Elinor. We’re a stupid lot, eh? What could be more stupid than what’s happening now?’

The second piece of good news was that Tam had made a full recovery, returning to his old character as though he’d never lost it, and was becoming increasingly restless at what he called his idle life at the Primrose.

‘Bring on the medical board,’ he told Brenda and Elinor. ‘I want out of here.’

‘How can you say that, Tam?’ Brenda cried. ‘After what you’ve been through, you want to go back to the fighting to suffer it all again?’

‘It’s my job,’ he said seriously. ‘I have to go, Brenda; I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t.’

The doctors, however, were not so sure that a return to active duty would be the right thing for Tam. Something had happened to him at Loos that might well happen again, for though he felt his old self, underneath there might still be that crack in his mind that had opened up before. All would depend on the opinions of the medical board members, of course, but possibly a spot of pen-pushing at regimental HQ might not come amiss.

‘Pen-pushing? Oh, God, you can’t mean it!’ Tam cried to Major Henderson. ‘It’d be like putting me in a cage – I’d never stick it.’

‘Just for a time,’ the major told him comfortingly. ‘Just to see how you go.’

‘I know how I’d go,’ Tam muttered. ‘Straight off my rocker.’

In the end, he got his way. The board pronounced him fit for active duty and in February he returned to France, while Brenda made her own return to full-time work at the Primrose, drooping like a flower out of water, but saying no more.

‘What’s the point?’ she asked Elinor. ‘Tam’s doing what he wants; there’s nothing I can do about it, is there?

Except pray, they both thought.

They might have taken comfort, as the year moved on, that British forces appeared not to be involved in any major conflicts, if it hadn’t been for the terrible battle of Verdun being fought between the French and the Germans across the Channel with tremendous loss of life. The great naval battle of Jutland, for which both sides claimed victory, had lasted only a couple of days, but Verdun, which began in February, showed no signs of ending, even by July. By which time, the British were in action again at a place that was to be remembered for years to come.

‘Where did you fight?’ men who’d survived the war might be asked, and if they answered, ‘the Battle of the Somme’, no more need be said, for everyone had heard of the Somme, everyone knew that it was the British version of Verdun, even though French troops were part of it, and went on almost as long. And everyone knew how many had perished. Oh, if you’d survived the Somme, you were a lucky man indeed.

How can we still be lucky? Elinor pondered, reading the casualty lists. How can we expect Corrie to come back, and Tam and Stephen? As with Loos, it seemed almost every regiment was involved; there could be no escape, and nothing was being done by the politicians to end the fighting.

‘I feel we’re in one great black nightmare,’ she said once to Hessie. ‘Why isn’t someone doing something to bring it to an end?’

‘If you’re expecting the governments to do something, think again,’ her mother said wearily. ‘This war never was about anything that mattered. Mrs Elder and me were just saying that very thing when she popped up for a cup of tea.’

‘It’s nice she’s turned out to be such a friend,’ Elinor commented, who had been pleased to find the new tenant of the downstairs shop so agreeable. ‘Could have had some bossy person who’d no’ let us call our souls our own.’

‘Aye, Freda’s really easy-going and such a beautiful needlewoman – her lassie’s the same. I’m thinking of getting Freda to make me something, in fact, when I feel like going out again. She doesn’t charge much.’

Elinor, studying her mother, gave a smile. ‘You all right these days, Ma?’ she asked quietly. ‘I mean, apart from worrying about Corrie?’

‘Aye, maybe I am. I do miss your dad, trouble though he was, but I’ll have to admit it’s easier, eh?’ Hessie’s own smile was rueful. ‘Doing as you like, it’s no’ bad.’

‘No’ bad at all,’ Elinor agreed.

It was November before the Battle of the Somme dragged itself to an end, with the loss of thousands of men and a gain of only six miles into German territory. No victory, then, though the French had claimed some degree of success at Verdun, which finished in December.

There was no doubt that 1916 had been a terrible year, even though for Elinor, Hessie, and Brenda there had been good news. Corrie was safe, Tam was safe with no repeat of his breakdown, and Stephen had also come through, if with a bullet in his knee, as Tam had heard. How was he, really? Elinor wondered. Still seeing his lady ambulance driver? Oh, stop it, she told herself. Think of something else. Work, perhaps. Always helped, having to work.

Still, she was cheered, along with her mother, when Corrie arrived home for a short leave in November. He didn’t look too bad, either, which they could scarcely believe, knowing the sort of thing he must have experienced.

‘Oh, it’s just so grand to see you,’ Hessie said fondly. ‘You’re really here, Corrie, and looking so well!’

‘How d’you do it?’ asked Elinor. ‘What’s your secret?’

‘I switch off,’ he answered calmly. ‘No’ when I’m there, of course, canna switch off then, but when I’m away, I close my mind to it. The way I used to do with Dad sometimes. When he was going on, I used to get worked up, but when he wasn’t around, I tried no’ to think about how he could be.’

‘Fancy,’ Hessie commented wonderingly. ‘You put the war out of your mind, the way you did with your dad?’

‘Ah, I’m no’ comparing Dad with the war,’ Corrie said hastily. ‘I’m just telling you how I learned to switch off.’

‘No need for it now,’ sighed Hessie.

‘Except for the war,’ said Elinor.

In December a new patient from Musselburgh’s hospital for the limbless arrived at the Primrose.

‘Why he’s coming here?’ Elinor asked a QA when she was making up a bed for him the day he was due. ‘Musselburgh’s the place for helping amputees.’

‘Yes, but this chap lost a leg on the Somme and is severely depressed. The usual story – needs to learn to accept.’

‘What a shame.’

‘Yes, used to play football, and can’t believe that’s all gone.’

Pausing with her hands on the sheet she was smoothing, Elinor looked up.

‘A footballer?’ Her heart was beating fast, which was ridiculous. How many men played football? ‘A professional?’

‘Don’t think so. Just for a local team.’

A local team. Elinor finished making the bed and wondered when the new patient would arrive.

‘They’re bringing him over by ambulance. He’s got crutches but will need one of our wheelchairs. Now, let me see, what’s his name?’ The nurse consulted a paper and read aloud, ‘Corporal Howat, Royal Scots.’ And Elinor turned white.
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She knew she would have to see him some time, but as soon as she saw the ambulance arrive at the front entrance, she felt like flattening herself against a wall and turning invisible. Barry Howat here, at the Primrose? And she would have to help in caring for him? Desperately sorry for him though she was, and feeling guilty that he had fallen from her thoughts, she couldn’t imagine how they would get on after the way they’d parted. Of all the things she’d dreaded, this was one she’d never expected to come about, but now that it had, she must somehow face up to it. Find the courage to see Barry again, do what she could to help. It couldn’t be much.

Keeping out of the way, she didn’t see him taken up in the crazy old lift to the room he was to share with a quiet young man from a Highland regiment. One who gave no trouble, except when he decided to wander, for he never slept. Most patients had problems there.

First, Barry would have to be seen by one of the doctors, an examination arranged, treatment for his depression discussed, then one of the QAs would have a word, and finally a nursing aide would look in, to check he had everything he needed. And that should be me, Elinor decided. Go on – get it over with!

Wearing a blue hospital suit, he was sitting in an armchair by the window, looking out at the light fading over the square. Already street lamps were being lit, for the December afternoon was closing in. His case was by his bed, waiting to be unpacked; a pair of crutches was propped by his chair and in a corner of the room stood a wheelchair.

‘Oh, no,’ Elinor, at the doorway, whispered to herself. ‘Oh, no, there’s the wheelchair!’

A memory came to her of Barry flying up and down the field at that first football match where they’d met again, his feet moving so fast it was no wonder Corrie had called him ‘Twinkle-Toes’. She felt like crying.

‘Hello, Barry,’ she said quietly, but he’d already turned his head and was peering through the dusk of his room.

‘Who’s there?’ he asked sharply.

‘It’s Elinor.’

‘Elinor?’ He sat up in his chair and as she switched on the light and he saw her standing there, so slim and straight in her grey uniform, her dark eyes so apprehensively fixed on him, he shook his head as though he were dreaming.

‘Elinor Rae – here? Still working here? Have I gone back in time, or what?’

She came forward to stand by his chair, looking down at him, and with that closer look, she saw, as with Tam during his illness, that Barry had changed. At one time, she’d believed that nothing would have changed him. As with Tam, he was the sort to take life in his stride, to take whatever came along and still come up smiling. But the war had changed Tam, until his recovery, and it had changed Barry, who had not yet recovered, for though he appeared no older, he somehow seemed like a man who’d endured a lifetime. The hazel eyes were no longer clear, the curly hair had vanished into a flattened army short back and sides, the mouth that had always been ready to smile was now one straight, grim line.

‘I still work here,’ she told him, ‘but it’s to help the nurses now – I’m what they call a nurses’ aide.’

‘Your war work, eh?’ He shrugged. ‘Glad you can do it. You can see what’s happened to me. My war’s probably over.’

‘Don’t say that. You can still do useful work.’

‘Spare me all that rehabilitation rubbish.’ He straightened himself in his chair. ‘Look, what d’you want with me, then? I’ve seen a doctor, I’ve seen a nurse, what the hell do I have to see you for? No’ planning to wash me, I hope? No’ cleaning my teeth? I’ve still got hands, you know. I’ve only lost one leg.’

‘I just have to check you have all you need,’ she answered evenly, trying not to show her dismay at the change in him. ‘Unpack your case and so on. Don’t worry, I do it for everybody, whether they’ve got hands or not.’

‘Sorry,’ he said after a moment. ‘That’s me these days, eh? Jumping down everybody’s throats.’

‘It’s all right, Barry, I understand.’

‘No, Elinor, you don’t.’ He slumped back. ‘Look, you just do what you have to do. But I’ve got all I need. Musselburgh Limbless gave me the lot. Even a dressing gown. Posh, eh?’

‘I’ll unpack your case, then.’

As she moved about, putting away his things in his share of the chest of drawers, hanging his outdoor coat and the hospital dressing gown on pegs, she was aware of his eyes following her and was relieved when she’d finished her task.

‘How about a cup of tea?’ she asked brightly. ‘Did the nurse say you’d be all right to come down to join the others? There’s tea and cake in the recreation room.’

‘She said there’d be somebody to show me where to go. I suppose that’d be you.’

‘That’s right.’ Her eyes slid to his crutches and away again. ‘Shall we go, then?’

‘I’m no’ sure I can face it.’

‘’Course you can! Everybody’s in the same boat here, they’ll make you welcome, I promise.’

‘Everybody’s lost a leg? Doesn’t seem likely.’ He slowly rose from his chair, balancing on his remaining leg, and for the first time, she saw the material of his hospital suit neatly folded over his missing limb and felt compassion rise like a great lump in her throat.

‘I mean, everyone’s got some problem, that’s all. Now – do you want your crutches, or would it be easier if you took the wheelchair? There’s a lift.’

‘I know there’s a bloody lift.’ He tossed his head, straightened his shoulders. ‘Och, let’s go for the crutches. They might as well see me at my worst.’

She brought him the crutches and with a heave of his body he settled them under his armpits, turning to her when he was ready, so that she could lead the way, and slowly they made their way together to the lift.

‘No’ much room in it,’ she said with a laugh, when she’d brought it up, but he made no reply.

At one time, he would probably have been like some of the recovering patients, bringing himself as close as he dared to his nurse, and grinning or making silly remarks. ‘What are you doing tonight, sweetheart? How about meeting for a fish supper, eh?’ But he was like the silent shell-shocked men, who scarcely noticed their attendants, never thought of chatting them up, never wanted a fish supper. Again, Elinor felt great compassion rise for Barry and prayed that someone could do something to help him. Major Henderson, maybe? But no one could give him back his leg.

There were artificial limbs, of course, but there were so many wounded soldiers needing them now, the waiting lists were lengthy. It was said that since the war, great improvements were being made in manufacture, but what was the good of that if you never got to the top of the list? As they entered the recreation room, Elinor resolved to ask Barry about his prospects for a false leg. It might make all the difference to his attitude.

For new patients, meeting the old ones was always a bit of an ordeal. Like the first day at school, when everybody seemed to know everybody else, except you. Now, the crowd round Brenda at the tea urn all turned to look at Barry humping himself in, and though some smiled, others only turned aside. No one spoke, except for a QA – Sister Warren – who called out, ‘Now listen all – this is Barry Howat, just arrived from Musselburgh. Make way and let him sit down.’

‘I don’t need to sit down,’ Barry muttered.

‘Yes, you do. How are you going to hold your cup, then?’ Pulling forward a chair, Sister Warren made Barry sit down, ordered Elinor to take his crutches and Brenda to give him tea and a piece of slab cake, then rushed out like a whirlwind, which was her way. There was some laughter and one or two men came forward to speak to Barry, asking where he’d lost the leg. ‘The Somme? Aye, lot o’ fellows lost more than that there, eh?’

‘I know that,’ Barry snapped. ‘I know I should be grateful.’

‘Oh, we’re all grateful!’ someone muttered.

‘Barry, do you see what’s in the corner?’ Elinor whispered a little later. ‘A piano. It would be nice if you could play for us.’

‘I don’t play these days.’

‘Why not? You could.’

‘True, I don’t need two legs to play the piano.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t be so sharp. I’m only trying to help.’

‘Sorry. I told you what I was like. Fact is, I’ve no interest in playing now. There are no tunes in my head any more.’

‘Oh, Barry!’

‘Am I allowed to go back to my room? I’m feeling pretty done in.’

‘I’ll take you back. Give me your cup.’

‘You needn’t come, I know the way.’

‘I‘d like to. I want to ask you something.’

After Elinor had returned his cup to Brenda, who gave her a sympathetic smile, they made their slow journey back to Barry’s room, where his room mate was lying on his bed, smoking.

‘No smoking in the bedrooms, Donald,’ Elinor told him. ‘You know that very well. Now why aren’t you downstairs having tea and cake?’

‘No tea and cake,’ answered young Donald, who was so thin he looked as though he never had tea and cake.

‘Well, say hello to Barry Howat, then – he’s just arrived from Musselburgh.’

‘Hello, Barry.’

‘Hello, Donald.’

Propping his crutches nearby, Barry swung himself on to the bed and lay stretched out, his hazel eyes on Elinor.

‘What did you want to speak to me about?’

‘I just wanted to ask you if you’d thought about getting an artificial leg.’

‘Have I thought about it? Elinor, I think about nothing else. But at the rate they’re being supplied, I’ll no’ get one till about 1935. By which time I’ll be a goner.’

‘That’s nonsense!’ Elinor hesitated. ‘But we’ll talk later. I have to go now. Don’t forget, supper’s at seven. Donald, you take Barry down, will you?’

‘Where are you going, then?’ asked Barry, sitting up.

‘Off duty. Early night for me.’

‘Will you be in tomorrow?’

‘Oh, yes, but you’ll be very busy tomorrow. Starting treatment.’

‘But you’ll be in, though?’

‘Yes, I’ll be in. Goodnight, Barry. Goodnight, Donald. Someone’ll be in to check you’re all right, Barry.’

‘Aye, there’s always someone coming in,’ said Donald. ‘Frightened we’ll disappear if they don’t keep opening the door.’

‘Goodnight, Elinor,’ said Barry quietly. ‘And thanks.’

She smiled, and went out, still feeling that lump in her throat, still feeling she might cry, but managing to hold back the tears.
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Next morning, when she could catch him, Elinor asked Major Henderson if he could spare her a moment.

‘I know I shouldn’t ask, really – these things are confidential – but I was wondering how you’d found Corporal Howat today? I know him, you see – we were at the same school. That’s why I’m interested.’

She knew none of the other doctors would have given her any information at all, but had hopes that the major, who was very sympathetic, would tell her something of Barry’s case. He seemed pleased, anyway, to hear that she was someone Barry knew.

‘You’re a friend of his, Elinor? That could be very useful.’ His look was gentle. ‘But I’m afraid I can’t give you more than general information – these interviews are, as you say, confidential.’

‘It’s just that I feel so sorry for him, remembering how he used to be.’

‘Of course. Well, he is certainly very deeply depressed. Most people are, when they lose a limb, but some cope better than others. Barry is one who can’t reconcile himself to a different life from the one he’s always known. Football, active interests, independence – these he can’t see himself living without. In fact, he told me  . . .’ The major suddenly stopped himself. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t tell you any more. All I’d better say is that it’s going to be a long job.’

‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘Why, yes, I think there might be. If you’re a friend, perhaps you could take him out, in his wheelchair? I think he needs to be in the city, see people, feel he’s still in the world, even if handicapped. And maybe you could talk to him, too, and persuade him that he still has a useful life to live. Would you be able to do that?’

‘Yes, I think I could. I’d like to help, anyway.’

Major Henderson hesitated. ‘The only thing is – it sometimes happens – he might become too attached to you. You might have to watch out for that.’

‘It wouldn’t happen with Barry and me,’ Elinor said tightly. ‘I know that for sure.’

‘How can you?’ he asked, smiling. ‘We can never be sure how other people will react.’

‘With Barry I just know.’

And at the look in her dark eyes and the tightening of her lips, Major Henderson decided it was better not to press the point.

‘It’s interesting, though, that you knew him as he used to be,’ he murmured. ‘We don’t often get that sort of insight. What was he like, then?’

She paused, her mouth relaxing into a smile.

‘He was one of the most cheerful people you could wish to meet. Everyone knew him for that. Nothing bothered him, everything was easy. Sunny, I think, is the way I’d describe him.’

‘Sunny? Good God.’ The major bit his lip. ‘What the war can do to people  . . . I can’t even recognize him from the man you describe.’

‘He played the piano, too. Anything and everything, all by ear. Now he says he hasn’t a tune in his head.’

‘Ah, Elinor, didn’t I tell you, we have a long way to go?’

‘You’re going to take me out?’ Barry asked later. ‘In the wheelchair? No thanks, I’m no’ parading myself in the streets, looking for sympathy. That’s no’ going to happen.’

‘Who says you’re looking for sympathy? You have to have fresh air – this is a way of getting it. And seeing other people.’

‘And letting them see me. No, no. It’s what some fellows like, I’ve heard. Everybody fawning and telling ’em they’re heroes.’ Barry shook his head. ‘No’ for me, Elinor. Forget it.’

‘It’s what Major Henderson wants,’ she said shortly. ‘No point in arguing. Next fine afternoon, we’re going.’

He stared, his eyes narrowing. ‘Yes, ma’am! As you say, ma’am! Where do I report, then?’

‘There’s no need to make fun, Barry. I’m simply telling you what Major Henderson said.’

‘Ordered, you mean.’

‘It was more of a request – something to help you.’

‘All right.’ He shrugged. ‘If I have to, I have to. Next fine afternoon, we go.’

‘I think, once we set off, you’ll enjoy it. It’s nearly Christmas and the shops are all trying to be cheerful.’

When he made no reply, she sighed. Talk about uphill work, she thought, then, remembering his situation, drew on her patience.

‘Are they letting you out for Christmas?’ she asked lightly. ‘They do their best to celebrate here, but a lot of patients try to go home for a couple of days.’

‘I suppose I could go to Bettina’s, if she’ll have me. She visited me in Musselburgh, but we’d nothing much to say. I told her no’ to bother coming to the Primrose.’

‘She might still want you for Christmas?’

‘Well, her Alfie’s still in the Navy, risking life and limb, and Georgie’s gone, so she thinks I shouldn’t be out of the battlefields.’

‘Oh, that’s a piece of nonsense, Barry! I’m sure she doesn’t think any such thing. When you’ve  . . .’

‘Lost a leg? That’s no excuse in Bettina’s eyes.’ Barry gave a rare grin. ‘Och, I’m being a bit hard on her. I expect she’ll have me for Christmas dinner, if she’s having one. At least it’s the ground floor.’

‘Ground floor?’ Elinor repeated, then blushed. ‘Oh, sorry, I see what you mean.’

‘Aye, takes me a long time to climb the stair these days.’

‘How about we go down to the recreation room for a cup of tea?’

‘No need for you to come, Elinor, thanks all the same. I can manage your wee lift myself now.’

And as he moved painfully away on his crutches, it seemed to her that Barry was already doing what he could to hang on to his independence. If only he also could master his depression and accept his injury, too – but, as the major said, to get him to do that looked like being a long job.



Fifty-Five

On the first afternoon Elinor took Barry out, the weather was chill and grey, but the Princes Street shops were filled with light and whatever could be found to sell to bring some cheer to the war-weary public. Certainly, the public was keen enough to go shopping and Elinor found it no easy task steering Barry’s wheelchair through the crowds.

‘Are you sure I’m no’ too heavy for you?’ Barry asked, trying to look pleasant as passers-by smiled at him, murmuring such remarks as ‘Well done, laddie!’ and ‘Brave fellow, then.’

‘No, no, I’m tall and strong,’ Elinor answered, rather regretting her words, as she knew he was the one who wanted to be tall and strong, but deciding it was best to carry on talking. ‘I’m afraid there’s an awful crowd out today, but Major Henderson thinks it’s good for you to mix with folk, you see.’

‘He might think that, but all I can see are legs,’ Barry returned. ‘Everybody’s got legs – what good does that do me?’

‘You’re supposed to be looking at the shops, or the Castle, or something to cheer you up. That’s the object.’

‘How about a cup of tea, then? It’s damned cold in the street and I’ve got a few bob spending money. I’ll treat you.’

‘There’s a nice little place off George Street,’ Elinor told him, glad herself to think of being out of the cold. ‘Should be quieter there, too.’

It was remarkable how much better they both felt in a comforting warm atmosphere, with hot tea and mince pies before them and pleasant people around, all legs hidden beneath tables.

‘Oh, this is nice,’ Elinor murmured, pouring Barry more tea. ‘There are still some things to enjoy, aren’t there?’

His eyes were resting on her face, rather flushed from the cold, her eyes very bright, and he gave for once a genuine smile.

‘Aye, it’s some time since I had a mince pie, I’ll agree.’

‘I made some mince pies once, for the Christmas party our course had. They were pretty good, too.’

‘Your tutor fellow enjoy them?’

Elinor looked down. ‘He did, as a matter of fact.’

‘What happened to him, then? Let me guess, he’s an officer somewhere?’

‘In the King’s Own Scottish Borderers. Fought in plenty of battles.’

‘You don’t need to tell me. I’ve nothing against officers, except the ones who do the planning. This fellow been wounded?’

‘Had a bullet in his knee, I believe.’

‘And he’s all right? Lucky devil.’ Barry finished the last crumb of his mince pie. ‘You keep in touch?’

‘No’ really. He’s found someone else now. A lady ambulance driver.’

‘Oh, yes, I know the sort.’

‘They do a very good job, Barry.’

‘Sure they do. Everybody does a good job. Never seem to get anywhere, that’s the trouble.’

‘Mind if I ask you, but how did you get on with the major?’ Elinor said after a pause. ‘I mean, for your first session?’

‘Och, it was just what I expected. Questions and answers and all very nice and friendly. He seems a good chap, but he’s never going to get my leg back.’

‘The main thing is to be very honest, they say, tell the doctors everything, no’ what you think they want to hear.’

‘I told him something that made him jump.’ Barry took out a packet of Woodbines. ‘Can we smoke in here?’

‘Most people are. I don’t. What did you tell him, Barry?’

‘Said when I was looking at the sea at Musselburgh on my first day out after the op, for two pins, I’d have thrown myself in.’

‘Barry, you didn’t mean it!’ Elinor had turned pale. ‘You would never do that!’

‘Sure I would,’ Barry answered carelessly, lighting a cigarette. ‘Still might. Why not, if my whole life has changed? I’m just waiting to see how things go.’

‘You never told them at Musselburgh?’

‘No, but they might have guessed. I’m described as depressed, eh? And I’m here.’

‘Major Henderson will never let you do such a terrible thing!’ Elinor cried and, leaning across the table, took Barry’s hand. ‘And neither will I!’

His eyes flashed with pleasurable fire and for a moment she saw again the old Barry, the cheerful, devil-may-care fellow she’d fallen in love with. Though no longer in love, she was deeply compassionate for him, determined to pull him back from the brink of despair, to make him see that life was still worth living. As quickly as it had appeared, the old image faded, yet there was still something of it there, some sign of a spirit that might give him the courage to go on.

‘Why, Elinor,’ he said quietly, ‘you’re quite a tonic, eh? I think it should be you doing the major’s job.’

‘I want to do what I can to help. Listen, if you get your artificial leg, you’ll be able to lead a life the same as anyone else. No’ kicking a football, but doing plenty of other things, learning new skills and all such as that. Why throw everything away, Barry? Promise me you never will.’

He took his hand from hers, drew on his cigarette.

‘Maybe later. Will that do?’

‘Have I made you feel any better?’

‘You have. This is the best afternoon I’ve had since I don’t know when.’

‘I’m glad. Maybe we’d better go back now.’

‘I’ll get the bill. Now that’s something I can do, eh?’

They returned through the darkening streets, where the shoppers were still jostling outside the lighted shops, turned at Maule’s Corner and arrived back at the Primrose.

‘Easy does it,’ said a patient who had also been out for a walk. ‘Let me help you up the ramp, eh?’

‘Thanks, that’s very kind,’ Elinor told him, as the young soldier helped her to pull Barry’s wheelchair up the ramp on the front steps.

‘Any time.’

He touched his cap and ran ahead, but as she and Barry progressed through the hall to the lift, she saw with a sinking heart that a shutter had come down once more over Barry’s face. Needing another man to help him had brought it home to him, it seemed, that he was in a wheelchair, and for a moment she thought that all her efforts to cheer him had been wasted, that he was back to what he had been. In the lift, however, his expression lightened and he smiled.

‘Elinor, that was grand,’ he said quietly. ‘When can we go out again?’



Fifty-Six

Another wartime Christmas arrived. That year, Elinor was on duty with Brenda at the Primrose over the holiday, but didn’t mind. The atmosphere was relaxed and they enjoyed giving those patients who couldn’t spend the day away as good a time as possible. These did not include Barry who had, after all, been invited by Bettina for Christmas dinner, along with her Alfie who had managed to come home on leave from his ship.

‘That’s put her in a sweeter mood,’ Barry informed Elinor. ‘Doesn’t mind me being out of the war now Alfie’s home for a bit.’

‘You just do your best to enjoy the day,’ Elinor told him, ‘and don’t make Bettina out to be worse than she is.’

‘You’re too nice, that’s your trouble,’ he said with a smile, but was pleased when Bettina herself splashed out on a taxi to collect him and expressed herself delighted with his present of a bottle of scent, chosen on his behalf by Elinor.

‘You really seem to get on well with our Barry,’ Brenda remarked, after Elinor had waved him off. ‘You sure he’s not getting too keen?’

‘On me? No, that’s out of the question.’

‘Why? Patients do get attached to medical staff, it’s well known.’

‘Doctors, maybe, but I’m no doctor.’ Elinor hesitated. ‘Thing is, I haven’t told you this before – was too embarrassed – but he’s the one.’

‘The one?’

‘The one I went out with and it all came to nothing.’

‘Elinor!’ Brenda’s eyes widened. ‘How awkward for you, having him here!’

‘I thought it would be, but it’s been fine. I felt bitter at the time we split up because he didn’t want me, but that’s all in the past. Now I feel so sorry for him, I just want to help him.’

‘Oh, well, that’s all right, then. But take care he doesn’t see something that’s not there.’

‘All he wants is to be as he was before. I honestly don’t think he’s interested in me at all.’

Hessie, though, when Elinor saw her at Hogmanay, wasn’t so sure about that.

‘I bet he is falling for you, Elinor, when you do so much for him. Canna blame him, eh? Though I blamed him plenty after the way he treated you. Now, I suppose, we’ve to forgive and forget. Poor laddie, eh?’

‘Ma, you’re like everybody else, thinking Barry’s sweet on me, but it just isn’t true. He showed me pretty clearly what he wanted when we split up and it wasn’t me.’

‘Aye, but things are different now, eh?’

Hessie began setting out her one bottle of port and the remains of her Christmas cake, in preparation for the visit of Mrs Elder, the dressmaker, who was coming round to see the New Year in with her young daughter, Sally.

‘But you be careful, eh?’ she went on. ‘It’d no’ be a bed o’ roses, married to a fellow who’s lost a leg and is feeling blue all the time. You make it clear, you’re no’ getting involved.’

‘Oh, Ma,’ Elinor sighed. ‘There’ll be no marriage, I can promise you.’

‘Here they come,’ was all her mother said, as the visitors arrived. ‘Open the damper of the range, Elinor, let’s get a bit of warmth.’

And it was pleasant, sitting together, waiting for the clock to strike twelve and usher in 1917, but Elinor did wonder if things weren’t a little boring for seventeen-year-old Sally. Shouldn’t she have been out at the Tron Kirk with friends? It was the traditional place to see in the New Year, after all.

‘Och, no!’ her mother cried. ‘She’s far too young for that. I’d never have a minute’s peace if she was out in the town for Hogmanay.’

‘Plenty of lassies my age go to the Tron,’ Sally, dark-haired and pretty, said sulkily, but it was plain she knew she’d get nowhere with her mother, who was still looking worried, and said no more.

‘Shall I put the drinks out now, to be ready?’ Hessie asked. ‘There’s lemonade for Sally, if she doesn’t like port, and we might as well cut the cake.’

As she busied herself pouring drinks and slicing the cake, she sighed a little.

‘This is when you think of the missing ones, eh? Walt always liked his dram at Hogmanay.’

And other times, thought Elinor.

‘My Keith was the same,’ Freda remarked. ‘And then there’s your Corrie, Hessie. Shame he couldn’t have got more leave.’

‘Is that him there?’ Sally asked, studying a photo of Corrie on the shelf over the range. Wearing his uniform, he’d been taken against the mysterious background of a battleship – the photographer’s choice – and was looking very young and rather startled. ‘Isn’t he handsome?’

‘He is,’ Hessie said fondly. ‘You’ll have to meet him when he next comes home.’

‘I’d like to,’ Sally cried with such enthusiasm that her mother and Hessie exchanged glances. ‘Be sure to tell me when he comes.’

‘You could write to him, you know,’ Elinor suggested. ‘Soldiers love getting letters.’

‘I don’t know him, though.’

‘You could be what they call a pen friend. A lot of women write to the soldiers that way.’

‘I’m better at sewing than writing,’ Sally admitted, with a giggle. ‘But I could have a go. Will you tell me where to write?’

‘I’ll find the address for you now.’

‘No, wait,’ ordered Hessie. ‘Look at the clock. Nearly twelve. Get ready, everybody!’

All four rose, glasses in hand, their eyes on the hands of the old mantel clock, and as the hands moved to twelve and the clock began to strike, Hessie cried, ‘To 1917! Happy New Year! May it bring peace to us all.’ Her voice trembling a little, she added, ‘And bring the laddies safely home.’

‘To 1917,’ the others echoed, drinking the toast. ‘Happy New Year!’

They exchanged hugs and kisses and shed a few tears, as Corrie looked gravely on from his photograph. With them in spirit, his mother and sister said, from wherever he was, at the beginning of another year of war.



Fifty-Seven

After all that had been said about Barry’s possible feelings for her, Elinor felt a certain diffidence about seeing him again after New Year, but all was well. She could detect no change in his preoccupation with his own situation, and though she did sometimes find his eyes resting on her, she decided she’d been right and everyone else wrong over his attachment to her.

Which meant their little outings could continue with no worries, except perhaps for the winter weather, which was bitterly cold, sometimes wet, sometimes snowy, but not usually bad enough to keep them in.

‘Thank God,’ Barry commented, as they set out one February afternoon, muffled to the eyebrows. ‘I couldn’t stand being indoors any longer. First, there’s old Henderson, jawing away, then that nurse giving me exercises, bending me around till I feel like swearing in her ear. When am I going to get away, then, Elinor? When’s the sentence up?’

‘Depends how soon you get better.’

He twisted round in his wheelchair to look at her.

‘They canna do anything for me. I’m never going to get better.’

‘Oh, Barry, don’t say that! I hate to hear you talk like that, after all we’re trying to do.’

She had been pushing him along the paths in the Princes Street gardens, but was beginning to feel numb with the cold and afraid that it was too cold for Barry, having to sit in his chair. Better go back.

‘No!’ cried Barry. ‘No’ yet, Elinor. We usually have tea, eh? I canna face going back just yet.’

‘It’s just so cold  . . .’

‘We’ll get warm in the café. Come on, if you want to help me, this is the way.’

She gave in, turning his wheelchair to return to Princes Street, crossing over and moving into George Street, the wind all the time cutting through their clothes, turning their noses red and their hands white, until they reached the haven of the café.

‘They know us here now,’ Barry remarked, as the waitress smiled and took their order. ‘Wonder who they think we are? Brother and sister? No, we look too different. A couple of lovers?’

Elinor’s head jerked up, but he only grinned.

‘No, I expect they realize, you’re my nurse and I’m your patient.’

‘Did you mean it?’ she asked, putting her hands to her face, which was gradually becoming less cold. ‘When you said you’d never get better?’

He made no reply, only stirred the tea she gave him.

‘Like one of these buns?’ she asked.

‘Please.’

Still he said nothing, until she’d set the buttered bun on his plate, when he leaned forward and fixed her with his intense gaze.

‘I did mean it, Elinor. I’ll never get better  . . . unless you’re with me.’

‘Me? I don’t understand. I’m with you now. Why do you say you won’t get better, then?’

‘You call pushing me out in a wheelchair being with me? Making my bed? Running the hospital bath? Looking after me, Elinor, that’s no’ what I want.’

‘What do you want?’ she asked fearfully.

‘I want you to marry me.’

Colour flooded her face and receded, as she desperately drank some tea and tried to think what to say, as he kept on looking at her with those eyes that could seem so dead but were now so much alive.

‘I’ve had time to think in the Primrose, you know,’ he continued. ‘I’ve had time to see what a fool I was, back in 1914 when I joined up. You wanted us to marry and I didn’t want to be tied down.’ He gave a short laugh. ‘Tied down? I guess I’m tied down now, all right. Stuck fast, eh? But you were right. We should’ve married. I see that now, and though I’ve no right to ask you to take on a cripple—’

‘Don’t call yourself that!’

‘It’s the truth, it’s what I am.’

‘When you get your artificial leg  . . .’

‘When! That’s so far away, I can forget it. As I say, I’ve no right to ask you to take me on now, but I’m asking, anyway. I feel you’re my only hope. You’re all that stands between me and  . . .’

He fell silent, began to eat the currant bun, mechanically chewing, as though it had no taste, and after a moment, Elinor ate hers.

‘More tea?’ she whispered.

He nodded and she filled his cup. Then their eyes met.

‘What do you say?’ he asked hoarsely.

What could she say? She was all that stood between him and  . . . what? What did he mean? The sea at Musselburgh? No, surely he’d got beyond that? He’d realized there was a life for him after his amputation; she’d made him see that, hadn’t she? Seemingly not.

‘I’ll never get better unless you’re with me,’ he had said.

So what could she say?

‘I’ll have  . . . I’ll have to think about it.’

‘But you’re no’ turning me down? You’ll think about it?’

‘I will, I’ll think about it.’

A smile lit his face, his eyes shone, and he reached over to press her hand.

‘Elinor, you don’t know what this means to me. That there’s a chance  . . . Listen, I want to thank you—’

‘No, wait, wait till later.’ Her eyes went round the tea room away from Barry – she must be brave about this, think it all out carefully.

‘Let’s get the bill,’ she said quickly. ‘Let’s go back.’

When she’d taken him back to his room, she was relieved to see that Donald, his room mate, was there, lying on his bed, smoking, and had to have his cigarette taken away and another word of reprimand, which meant she and Barry couldn’t speak of what was in their minds. His eyes, of course, were saying plenty, and she was able to meet them and let him understand she’d meant what she said.

‘I’m off duty now,’ she told him. ‘Got to face the cold again – oh, dear!’

‘Stay on,’ called Donald. ‘Have a delicious supper with us.’

‘No, I must get home. See you in the morning.’

‘In the morning,’ Barry repeated. ‘Goodnight, then.’

‘’Night, Elinor,’ said Donald.

‘Goodnight, goodnight!’ She got herself out of the room somehow and ran downstairs to dress for the cold again, to face the winter evening, catch her tram, arrive home at Friar’s Wynd, where Hessie was simmering one of her stews.

‘Poor lassie, you look frozen, eh? Come by the range – there’s The Scotsman if you want it. Somebody left it on my tram.’

While her mother put a cup of tea at her elbow, Elinor leafed idly through the paper, then stopped, pierced through the heart. Pierced by something sharp and deadly, though it was only a name, leaping out at her from the announcement page.

‘The engagement is announced between Captain Stephen Muirhead, only son of the late Mr Arnold Muirhead and Mrs Edwina Muirhead, of Edinburgh, and Miss Frances Glenner, elder daughter of Mr and Mrs Bertram Glenner, of Kelso.’

‘You all right?’ Hessie’s voice asked, from a distance. ‘No bad news in there, eh?’

‘No, no. Just tired, that’s all.’

‘Drink that tea, then. I’m nearly ready with this stew.’

Very slowly, Elinor drank the tea, then rose to set the table, help her mother serve up the potatoes and carrots to go with the stew, took her place, ate away as though nothing had happened.

Except that she knew now what her answer would be to Barry Howat’s proposal.



Fifty-Eight

The following morning, hurrying up the steps to the Primrose, Elinor saw Major Henderson just ahead. He turned to greet her, but in the light of the entrance hall, suddenly showed concern.

‘Are you all right, Elinor? Seem a little  . . .’

‘Just rather a poor night last night,’ she said quickly, knowing there were deep shadows beneath her eyes and that she did indeed look far from well. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘That’s a relief.’ He laughed. ‘Can’t afford to have you going on sick leave, you know.’

‘I was wondering, could I have a word, Major? There’s something I’d like to tell you.’

‘Of course. Come into my office.’

Always so polite, he set a chair for her and, hanging up his greatcoat and hat on a stand, moved to his desk to face her. ‘Fire away, then.’

‘Well, something’s happened you should know about.’ She hesitated, keeping her eyes down, then looked up directly into his kindly face. ‘Barry Howat has asked me to marry him.’

‘Oh, God.’ He gave a groan and put his hand to his brow. ‘This is my fault, isn’t it? I knew something like this could happen and I still asked you to take him out, thinking of him instead of you. I’m sorry, Elinor, I really am.’

‘That’s all right, sir. It’s nothing to do with you.’

‘What did you tell him? Did you let him down gently?’

‘I  . . . I said I’d think about it.’

‘Think about it? Why, you’re not serious! You can’t be considering marriage with Barry. He’s a sick man, he still has a long way to go  . . .’

‘He says he won’t get better without me. He says I’m all that stands between him and – I don’t know – disaster, I suppose. I can’t just say no.’

Major Henderson leaned forward, his face taut and serious. ‘Elinor, listen to me, what Barry’s doing here is very, very common. It’s a form of blackmail used by invalids or people with problems, to get their own way. You must just call his bluff. That’s if you don’t actually want to marry him. You don’t, do you?’

‘No, I don’t. Not now. Now, it’s all over. But you see, I did once. There’s something else I should tell you. Barry and me – we were going out together before the war. I really loved him then, and I thought he loved me, but when the war came, he said he didn’t want to marry, he wasn’t the marrying kind, and he volunteered for the army straight away.’

‘When he could, he didn’t want to marry you?’ The major again put his hand to his brow. ‘The truth being that he didn’t need you then. So, now, when he does need you, when he’s become dependent on you, he feels you should marry him because he can’t go on without you. He can. We’re here to help him, and once he has his artificial leg, he’ll have a totally different outlook. You’ll see, I promise you.’

‘I daren’t risk it, Major.’ Elinor stood up. ‘I daren’t risk saying no. If anything was to happen, I’d never forgive myself.’

‘Nothing will happen. We’ll see that it doesn’t.’

Major Henderson came round his desk and took her hand. ‘Look, you can’t let yourself do this; you can’t sacrifice yourself to him. I’ve seen too many lives ruined to want to let you ruin yours, too. I’ll speak to him—’

‘No! No, don’t say anything. I’ve thought about it and I’m willing to do what he wants. I mean, he’s the one who’s really made a sacrifice, the way I see it. Maybe I should do what I can for him.’

‘Elinor, there’ll be other people in your life. One day, you’ll meet someone you really want  . . .’

‘No,’ she said decisively. ‘I’m no’ interested in thinking about the future. I’ll try to help Barry now.’

For a moment or two Major Henderson gave her a quiet, considering look, then he sighed deeply and went with her to the door.

‘If it’s what you really want, then go ahead. But perhaps I could suggest that you don’t rush into any ceremony? Say it would be best to wait a while, until he is stronger. Will you do that?’

‘Yes, I think you’re right, that would be best. And I want to thank you, for talking to me, it’s been a great help.’

‘I wish I could think so. But any time you need to talk to me again, please come to see me. You’re good and caring, and I’ll be glad to listen.’

She smiled briefly and left him, moving fast upstairs to give Barry her answer, knowing that the longer she waited, the more difficult it would be. Once she’d spoken, once she’d burned her bridges, she would feel better. No going back, then.

‘Barry,’ she whispered, entering his room, glad to see that he was alone.

‘Elinor!’ he cried, and held out his arms.

What could she do, but go to him?



Fifty-Nine

Although Major Henderson was duty-bound to inform the colonel and his colleagues of Barry’s engagement to Elinor, it was agreed that the news should not become common knowledge.

‘God knows what’ll happen if the other patients think they can start marrying the nurses,’ Colonel Shannon groaned. ‘But if some good comes of it for Corporal Howat, I’m prepared not to ask Elinor to leave. We’ve not had much luck with him and this could be something of a turning point.’

‘If there’s real improvement, how about sending him down to Queen Mary’s at Roehampton?’ Major Henderson asked. ‘He might not have his new limb, but he could learn new skills and trades there. They’ve had a lot of success with amputees.’

‘And that would solve our problem with him here,’ the colonel agreed with enthusiasm, at which the major raised an eyebrow, but thought it best not to say that that had not been his point.

‘I really don’t know what to make of it all,’ Matron said frostily. ‘Normally speaking, I couldn’t countenance any engagement between a nursing aide and a patient, but it appears they were known to each other before and it does seem likely that Elinor can really help Private Howat. If you’re happy about it, Colonel, we’ll just have to say that circumstances alter cases and hope the whole thing is resolved very soon.’

‘Amen to that,’ said Colonel Shannon.

The only person Elinor told, after upsetting Hessie with the news that she was, after all, going to take on Barry, was Brenda, who was of course sworn to secrecy.

‘Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?’ she asked with so much doubt in her voice, it was plain she wasn’t at all sure herself.

‘I have to do it, Brenda,’ Elinor declared. ‘Barry’s in a very fragile state – if I don’t support him, there might be consequences.’

‘Honestly, I think that’s his look-out. Why should you have to promise to marry him? You could just say you’ll be his friend.’

‘Wouldn’t be enough. I could leave him, you see, I could marry someone else. So he’d think he could never be sure – unless I marry him.’

‘At least he’s agreed to wait to be wed until he’s made some improvement. And if he gets his new leg, maybe he won’t need you after all.’

‘Oh, that will never happen, Brenda. He’ll never let me go, whether he gets his new leg or not. And the waiting lists are still very long.’

Elinor put her hand on Brenda’s shoulder.

‘But what’s the news for you? How’s Tam?’

‘Waiting for the next big battle. Hasn’t come yet, but it will.’

‘Barry’s sister thinks he’s lucky because he’s out of it, but I wouldn’t say that, the way he is.’

‘I wouldn’t say anyone is lucky in this war, Elinor.’

Whether he could be considered lucky or not, Barry began very slowly to get better. Though still brooding over his failure to obtain an artificial leg, there was no question any more of his being considered a suicide risk. As the weeks went by, he seemed to be responding to Major Henderson’s treatment, and to be willing to consider that there might be life after amputation, but to those who knew of his secret engagement it was clear that he was still dependent on Elinor.

‘So, not completely better yet,’ Major Henderson told Elinor, as the grip of winter lessened and there was the prospect at last of spring.

‘But we are now considering sending him down to Queen Mary’s Hospital in Roehampton. He will benefit from being taught new skills there – even a trade – and that’s very important for his future. The only thing is, he will have to manage without you while he’s there. You think he can do that?’

She looked dubious. ‘Maybe not. He might want us to get wed before he goes.’

‘Even if you did, you wouldn’t be able to join him. And I thought we’d agreed you shouldn’t rush into things.’

‘He is getting better, Major.’

‘Even so.’ His gaze was meaningful. ‘See how he gets on at Roehampton.’

‘There’s no way I can put him off for ever,’ she said after a pause.

‘No, but wait a while longer. As I say, see how things go down there. First, of course, I have to tell him about it – he doesn’t even know what we’re planning. If you’re taking him out this afternoon, I’ll tell him when you get back.’

In the event, the major didn’t have to tell Barry anything, for when he and Elinor returned from their outing, a letter for Corporal Howat had arrived by the afternoon post.

‘What’s this?’ he wondered, sliding from his wheelchair to the chair by the window in his room, the brown envelope in his hand. ‘Looks official, eh?’

‘Probably wanting money,’ called Donald, laughing.

‘They’d be lucky if they got anything out of me, eh?’

While Elinor moved about, hanging up Barry’s coat, tidying the room, he opened the envelope and read its contents. Then he looked up.

‘Elinor,’ he said, his voice strangely hoarse. ‘Guess what?’

‘What?’

‘They want me to go down to a hospital in Roehampton.’

‘For training?’ she asked, mystified that he’d had an official letter about something that hadn’t been arranged.

‘No, not for training! For the fitting of an artificial limb. Oh, God, Elinor, I’m going to get my new leg! I’ll be walking again, on two legs, with two feet. My turn’s come at last!’



Sixty

It was strange, to be at the Primrose without Barry. Elinor couldn’t get used to seeing someone else sharing his room with Donald; kept expecting to find him there, waiting for her to take him out, looking glum if she was late, brightening when they were together.

Suddenly, that was all in the past. Barry was far away, achieving what he wanted, and she was  . . . well, she had to admit it – free. For now, at least, for of course he would be coming back. Not to the Primrose, but probably the flat he shared with Bettina, from where he’d probably attend a medical board and some decision would be taken about his future. Even with his new leg, he could not go back to the front, but a job might be found for him at regimental HQ; he might well stay in the army.

She had promised to write to him and had kept her promise, but letters from him were few. One said he was pleased things were going well for him at the hospital with the fitting of his artificial limb, and he would probably be staying on after he’d had his training in the use of it. There was this business of learning a new trade, to fit him for civvy life, seeing as he wouldn’t be able to climb ladders in his old job. Hadn’t decided yet what it would be, but he’d let her know. Would she please not forget him, anyway? Remember, they’d agreed to be wed one day. As though she could forget it.

A couple of postcards followed, and then a letter saying he’d decided to go for tool making as his new trade and would write more about that later – but no more letters came. No doubt he was too busy, with all that he had to learn at Queen Mary’s. Even so, Elinor wasn’t pleased and drew her dark brows together, thinking about it. If she meant so much to him, how come he didn’t keep in touch?

Then news came of the next big battle everyone had been expecting, and it hardly seemed worth worrying over Barry’s failure to write letters. Who could think of anything except the terrible nightmare that was Passchendaele?

All battles were terrible, of course, but the difference between others and the third battle of Ypres, as Passchendaele was sometimes known, was the mud. After the heaviest rain for thirty years on the Flanders Plain, everything was a quagmire, with mud so deep men and horses could drown in it, guns and tanks were lost, food was too damp to eat.

Although people at home couldn’t possibly appreciate what conditions were truly like, the newspapers gave some idea, and news came through, anyway, from injured soldiers who had been sent back for treatment. And the cry went up again – what was it all for? Reaching the Belgian coast and destroying German submarine bases, it was said, in the hope of ending the blockades that were preventing food reaching Britain. But at the end of July, when the battle first began, no one knew if that could be achieved. All anyone knew then was that the casualty lists were as long as ever.

And this time, one of the casualties was Corrie.

There was no telegram, thank God; he wasn’t killed, or reported missing, just unable to fight on with an arm that had been shattered, and sent home for a patch-up operation at Craigleith Hospital. Hessie and Elinor, though grateful he was out of the fighting, were constantly worried, fearing that he might lose his arm, become an amputee like Barry, and though he would take it better, they knew what was involved and lived on a knife edge until after the operation. The news then was partly good and partly bad. Good, because Corrie was told he would not lose his arm. Bad, because it would never be completely healed, he would never regain full use of it, and his right hand, too, had been affected.

‘Oh, well, could be worse,’ he said with a smile and a shrug, when Hessie and Elinor came to visit him in his hospital ward. ‘At least I’ve still got the arm, eh? I reckon I’ve been lucky to have lasted so long without trouble.’

‘This battle must surely be one of the worst you’ve been in, though,’ Elinor commented, and saw, for the first time in her brother’s face, the same sort of shutter she had seen descend on the faces of so many wounded men.

‘Sorry,’ she said hastily. ‘I know you don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Aye, if you don’t mind, I won’t. Thing is, my method of switching off things I don’t want to remember is no’ working at the minute. Maybe when time goes by, eh?’

He closed his eyes and Hessie, nodding to Elinor, was rising to leave, saying he should rest, when a nurse brought two more visitors.

‘Now, somebody’ll have to move,’ she said briskly. ‘Only two at a bed, if you please.’

‘Why, Freda!’ cried Hessie, seeing Mrs Elder and Sally advancing towards Corrie’s bedside, carrying a bunch of chrysanthemums. ‘I never knew you were coming!’

‘Sorry, dear, I should’ve said. I’ve shut the shop, so we’ll no’ be staying long, but we wanted to bring your laddie some flowers, and we thought you wouldn’t mind.’

‘Och, no, we’re just going. And my, your flowers are lovely.’

‘Lovely,’ Elinor agreed, smiling at Sally, who was looking flushed and very pretty, as Corrie opened his eyes and gazed at her in surprise.

‘I’m Sally Elder,’ she said quickly. ‘You won’t know me – I’ve only just started working for Ma – but I’ve seen your photo. I was going to write to you  . . .’ Her flush deepened. ‘Only I didn’t know what you’d think.’

‘I can tell you, I’d have thought a letter was grand!’

‘Oh, well – wish I’d written, then.’ Sally gave a radiant smile. ‘Anyway, Ma and me, we got you some flowers.’

‘To maybe brighten up the ward,’ her mother put in, showing Corrie the chrysanthemums. ‘Reckon they should last a while, eh?’

‘They’re beautiful,’ murmured Corrie. ‘Thank you very much.’

‘I’ll find some water for ’em, eh?’ Freda suggested, as Hessie and Elinor kissed Corrie’s cheek and said they’d be back tomorrow. ‘Then I’ll away, as the laddie looks like he should sleep.

‘So I’d better go, too,’ Sally whispered, but Corrie’s head moved on the pillow.

‘No, don’t go,’ he murmured. ‘No’ just yet.’

‘Looks like he’s got an admirer, eh?’ Hessie whispered to Elinor as they left the ward. ‘But Sally’s a sweet girl and would make a grand wife. Shirt making, collars and cuffs needing turning, anything like that, she could do – she’s wonderful with her needle, just like her ma.’

‘Collars and cuffs needing turning?’ Elinor laughed. ‘Just what’s needed in a wife, I’m sure!’

‘Well, it’s true, Elinor. You get a woman who can sew, she’ll be handy at everything, is what I say. And a man needs a handy wife.’

‘She’s very pretty, too. That’s what Corrie will notice.’

‘Just as long as he’s spared,’ Hessie said bleakly. ‘Think of all the lassies who’ll never have husbands, eh?’

She gave Elinor a sharp look as they came out of the hospital into a sunny afternoon, finding the freshness of the air a relief after the hospital atmosphere.

‘That’ll no’ be you, of course, if you go ahead with this idea of marrying Barry. I think you’d be better off on your own.’

So do I, thought Elinor but made no reply, and was glad when Hessie changed the subject by asking after Tam. Had he come through the battle all right?

‘So far,’ Elinor told her. ‘But the battle’s going to go on for months. Brenda’s just living from day to day.’

‘Like most people,’ said Hessie.

Only a few days later, Elinor received a card from Barry, saying that he was back in Edinburgh and would be calling at the Primrose the following afternoon.

‘Watch out for me, walking in on my two legs,’ he wrote. ‘I want to see the looks on all the faces. Yours, too, sweetheart, but I want you to come round to the flat, so we can talk. Can’t wait to see you. Love, Barry.’



Sixty-One

As soon as she saw him, standing in the entrance hall of the Primrose, so straight, so proud, Elinor’s eyes stung with tears. She had never really thought of how he would look out of his wheelchair, away from his crutches, but now she realized that his freedom to stand alone had put the clock back, had turned him again into the Barry she once knew.

As members of staff gathered around him, clapping and even cheering, she dashed the tears from her eyes and began clapping with the rest, delighted as they were, to have something to cheer about at last.

‘Barry, you are one of our successes,’ Major Henderson told him, widely smiling. ‘You’re proof that if you stick at something, you’ll get there, and we’re proud of you.’

‘Absolutely right,’ chimed Colonel Shannon. ‘The major is absolutely right. You worked for it, Corporal Howat, and you got it. Bravo!’

‘I didn’t do it alone, sir,’ Barry said firmly. ‘And I want to thank everybody here for all their help – especially the major and Elinor here. They were that patient – well, I don’t know how they put up with me. And then the folk down at Queen Mary’s, they were wonderful. Miracle workers is what they were, but so are you folk here. Deepest thanks to all.’ He waved his hand. ‘Anybody want to see me walk?’

Everyone stood back as he slowly and stiffly moved down the hall, breathing hard, concentrating on every step, but getting to the far wall before he stopped and turned.

‘Well, what d’you think?’

There were cries of ‘Well done!’ and more clapping, even from Matron, before the staff began slowly returning to work.

‘I’ve got to go,’ Elinor whispered to Barry. ‘But I must tell you how wonderful it is to see you on your feet, Barry. I’m so proud of you.’

‘I’ve to see Major Henderson now – some formalities to go through before I’m signed out of here – but I’ll be at the flat tomorrow afternoon. Is that no’ your time off? Maybe you could come round? Bettina will be at work, but I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘I’ll be there,’ Elinor promised.

For some time, back at work, she felt quite euphoric over Barry’s success, but gradually the feeling faded and she began to worry. Though it was true that she was proud of him, and also true that he seemed his old self, her old feelings for him still had not come back. Heady and exciting, it was never meant to last, as she’d discovered, and would never return.

So, what if tomorrow he told her he wanted to fix a date for their wedding? What would she say? He seemed to be so well, no longer in any danger; maybe there was no need to marry him. Maybe she would be safe, just to say no. Unless  . . . Unless he’d been relying on their marrying all the time he’d been doing his training? Unless he could still go back to what he’d been, without her support?

No, no, he had his new leg, he would be all right. But the thought still came – supposing he wasn’t? How would she ever be able to let him down? All she could do was see what happened tomorrow. And hope.

The first things she saw, when she arrived at the Howats’ flat, were Barry’s crutches propped against the wall. At her look of surprise, he shrugged.

‘Insurance, Elinor. If anything happens to the new leg, where would I be?’

‘Oh, I see. But nothing will happen to your leg, will it?’

‘I’m a boy scout, I’m prepared. But come on in and let me look at you.’

When she had slipped off her jacket and was putting up her hands to tidy her hair, he took her hands down and studied her so long, she flushed and moved away.

‘Pretty as ever,’ he declared. ‘No, more than pretty. Beautiful, I’d say, is the word for you.’

‘Oh, that’s enough.’ She took a seat. ‘No need to flatter me. I thought you wanted to talk.’

‘Tea first, talk afterwards. Then, if you’re good, I might play for you.’

‘Oh, Barry, you’re playing the piano again?’ As she looked across to the old piano in the corner, Elinor’s eyes brightened. ‘You’re really better, then?’

‘I am. Now, you wait there and I’ll put the kettle on.’

‘Amazing,’ Elinor said, laughing. ‘I mean, you making tea.’

‘I’m a changed man,’ said Barry.

With his tea, they had potted meat sandwiches and oatcakes, but no cake, as Bettina had left a message to say she’d no eggs.

‘Lucky to have anything, the way things are going,’ Elinor commented. ‘Food’s getting harder and harder to find these days. They say we’ll end up with rationing.’

‘All because of the U-boats’ blockade, but if Haig ever gets to destroy their bases, it’ll be a miracle. All that fighting in Flanders’ll get nowhere.’ Barry took Elinor’s hand and led her to the sofa, still protected with its cover. ‘But let’s leave that, eh?’

Now it comes, she thought. Now will come the wedding talk. As she turned her dark eyes on him, trying to show no apprehension, he lit a cigarette.

‘I’ll start straight in,’ he began, after smoking for a few moments. ‘Tell you what’s in my mind.’

‘I’m all ears,’ she said, with a light laugh that sounded false even to her.

But having said he’d begin straight away, Barry seemed to falter, glancing at her and away, then carefully studying his cigarette.

‘Go on, then,’ she said at last, and he cleared his throat.

‘Thing is, when I was down at Queen Mary’s, I got to thinking, you know, about us.’

‘Yes? What about us?’

‘Well, maybe I mean you. I got to thinking, maybe what we’d decided was a bit hard on you. All right for me, but maybe it was asking too much of you.’

Elinor, sitting very still, her hands folded on her lap, had begun very slightly to tremble. What was he trying to tell her? She thought she knew, but couldn’t be sure. Couldn’t hope too soon.

‘You’re talking about getting wed?’ she asked slowly.

‘Aye. Getting wed.’ He looked at her again, then lowered his eyes. ‘When I asked you to marry me, I think I wasn’t – you know – myself. I was just so wrapped up in how I felt, I didn’t consider you at all.’

‘You were ill, Barry. You had to consider yourself.’

‘Aye, well I did, eh? I mean, where did I get the damned cheek to ask you to saddle yourself with me? A chap who couldn’t even stand up straight at the time? What in God’s name ever made you take me on?’

She hesitated, trying to think how best to put it.

‘I suppose  . . . I was afraid – of what might happen.’

‘Because I threatened to end it all, if you didn’t?’ Barry drew on his cigarette. ‘They call that blackmail.’ He raised his eyes and gave her a long, cautious look. ‘Maybe I wouldn’t have tried it on, if it hadn’t been for  . . . for remembering you cared for me once. You did, eh?’

She knew he was trying to discover her present feelings. She knew she could tell him.

‘I did,’ she agreed. ‘But that was a long time ago.’

‘So, when you said you’d marry me, you didn’t feel the same? It was just to help me? Elinor, you were crazy, eh? Why’d you do it? Why’d I let you?’

‘I told you, you were ill. I wanted to protect you.’

He sat back, shaking his head. Looked at his cigarette and stubbed it out in one of Bettina’s ashtrays.

‘Elinor, I don’t know what to say. That you’d do that for me – well, I didn’t deserve it. You should’ve just told me what to do. Put up with things the way other fellows do, or go jump in the sea. Why should you sacrifice yourself for me?’

‘We were friends. I wanted you to be safe – get better.’

‘You were sorry for me, that was it. You were sorry enough to take me on, when you didn’t love me. I still canna get over that.’

‘You’d made a sacrifice yourself,’ she said in a low voice. ‘All you men make sacrifices.’

He reached over and took her hand, held it hard.

‘Elinor, I meant what I said – I’ll be for ever grateful for what you did for me – and what you would’ve done. I’ll never forget it. But there’s no need to do any more. You see what I mean?’

‘I see what you mean.’

‘And you’re happy about it?’

‘I’m quite happy. We’re friends and I’m glad. And glad you’re better and have your new leg and everything.’ She kissed his cheek and stood up. ‘Think I’d better be going, eh? Thanks for the tea.’

‘Hey, did I no’ say I’d play for you? The piano’s in a state – needs a damn good tuning, but come on, I’ll give it a go.’

As she had done once before, she stood close, watching as he sat down and touched the keys, which were in truth jangly, but not enough to deter him.

‘Just one of my selections,’ he said with a grin, beginning to play ‘Keep the Home Fires Burning’, before moving on to other wartime favourites and popular music-hall songs. Finally, he gave a resounding performance of Scottish reel music and leaped up from his stool as Elinor clapped and clapped.

‘Nothing too sad, eh?’ he said, seeming as cheerful as she ever remembered him. ‘Everybody likes a good tune and it’s grand to be able to play again. I’m even earning a few bob at the pubs, just like the old days. That’s before I report for duty at HQ, of course.’

‘What work will you be doing?’

‘Oh, handing out equipment, stores, uniforms – that kind of thing. No paperwork, thank God. And when the war is over, I’m going to try for the tool-making I told you about. Should be all right for that, eh?’

‘You’ll be all right,’ she told him, moving to the door,

‘So will you,’ he said quietly, following her. ‘Somebody’s going to snap you up, you know. Somebody who deserves you, and all. You know who I think has a soft spot for you? Major Henderson.’

‘Major Henderson? That’s a piece of nonsense, if ever I heard one.’

‘No, you can sometimes tell about these things, eh? And I know he’s no’ young – must be thirty-seven if he’s a day – but he’s a grand chap. No’ married, either. He’d be perfect for you, Elinor. If that tutor fellow is really out of things.’

‘I told you, he has someone else. In fact, he’s engaged.’

‘To the lady ambulance driver? Bet that’s a mistake.’

We all make mistakes, thought Elinor ruefully.

‘I’ll walk back with you,’ Barry offered after a moment, but she shook her head.

‘No, I don’t think you should try to do too much at this stage. I’ll be all right.’

‘And can go faster?’ he asked wryly. ‘But this isn’t goodbye, eh? We’ll meet again?’

‘Sure we will.’

They knew they might not, but kissed, smiled, and parted, Elinor walking swiftly away, looking back once to wave, and Barry, watching, then turning into the house and closing the door.

Walking home more slowly, Elinor was wondering if it could really be true, that Barry had released her? That she was, in fact, free?

At first, she couldn’t believe it, but as she began gradually to accept that he no longer wanted marriage, and that she need worry no more about letting him down, she found her spirits rising. So sweet was the relief, she might almost have felt happy, except that this was not a time for happiness, and she didn’t expect it, anyway.

How she wished that Barry had not mentioned Stephen, which she found so painful. And then to talk of Major Henderson in that silly fashion! Now, when she went into work, she wouldn’t be able to look him in the face. Though she would have to tell him she was no longer engaged to Barry and knew he’d be relieved. It would be easier all round, if a patient, even an ex-patient, was not marrying one of the hospital workers.

It was Stephen who was still in her mind, however, by the time she reached home. Why ever should Barry believe his engagement to be a mistake? He didn’t know one thing about it, and neither did she. Obviously, though, Stephen must be happy. Obviously, he had forgotten whatever he had once felt for her, and she should try to feel the same. As though that were possible.

Might she see him again, though, just once, to know that he was safe? Was that too much to ask? Probably.



Sixty-Two

‘Over by Christmas,’ they’d said of the war in 1914. But when yet another Christmas rolled round in 1917, no one spoke of an ending. It was as though they’d come to accept that they might always be in a state of war, for there never seemed even a chance of a breakthrough. Why, even the entry of America into the war against Germany had not so far made a difference. No doubt it would, eventually, but for Christmas 1917, hope of any change was in short supply.

Still, efforts were occasionally made to try to appear festive. At the Primrose, for instance, it had been decided to hold a party for staff and patients, with dancing in the dining room to a wind-up gramophone, a singsong to the old piano, played by Major Brown, sausage rolls and sandwiches provided by the army cooks. Matron, to everyone’s surprise, had contributed a large Christmas cake, without icing, alas, but was said to include brandy – the only alcohol permitted.

‘Heavens, don’t see us getting drunk on that!’ laughed Brenda, who was in wonderfully good spirits with Tam, home on leave, thin but fit, at her side.

‘Who needs drink?’ he cried, taking her on to the floor for the next dance. ‘We’re having a grand time, anyway.’

‘Oh, it’s so wonderful to see Tam looking so well,’ Elinor murmured, as Major Henderson joined her in watching the dancing. ‘I mean, after all he’s been through.’

‘He’s certainly another of our successes. Somehow, he’s found the strength this time to cope with whatever horrors he’s seen, and that means a lot to us here.’

‘Because you set him on his way, just as you did with Barry.’

‘I’m not so sure of that. I think you had more to do with his recovery than I did.’

‘Don’t forget his new leg,’ Elinor remarked with a smile.

‘Ah, no, that was a godsend for him, I know. But he’s not here tonight, is he? I think he was asked.’

‘No, he hasn’t come.’ She paused for a moment. ‘He’s really happy, now that he can walk, but maybe, seeing folk dancing – maybe that’d be too much.’

‘Yes, it’s hard.’ The major heaved a sigh. ‘But, look, you’re not dancing yourself. They’ve just changed the record. Shall we take the floor?’

The dance was a foxtrot – not something Elinor knew – but the major led well, made it easy for her, and she felt no self-consciousness in dancing with him, having long ago put out of her mind Barry’s foolish remarks. Major Henderson was the type to be naturally courteous and thoughtful, and what he felt for her was clearly no more than the same kindly interest he gave everyone. Which was just as well, as she had no wish for anything more.

‘Talking of Barry,’ he said quietly, as the dance ended and they moved to chairs. ‘I’m still so relieved you and he didn’t go ahead with wedding plans. Marriages for the wrong reason often end in failure.’ He gave a quick shrug. ‘Not that I speak from experience. I’ve never been married, though I was once engaged.’

‘I see,’ she murmured, though she didn’t, and thought it strange that the normally reticent major should now be talking about himself.

‘Yes, it was before the war. I was engaged to someone from Reigate – my home town – but she died.’ The major looked down. ‘Diphtheria.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry!’

‘It’s all right; it was a long time ago.’

‘Circulate, Major Henderson, circulate!’ came a cry from Matron, as she sailed up with Sister Penny in tow. ‘There are a number of ladies waiting for partners, and patients waiting for you, Elinor. Come along now – you know Colonel Shannon wants us all to be mixing at this Christmas party!’

With a rueful grin, the major allowed himself to be led away, while Sister Penny steered Elinor in the direction of a group of patients sitting together.

‘On the floor now, on the floor!’ the sister cried. ‘You’re all supposed to be enjoying yourselves this evening! Here’s Elinor, come to take you, Private MacDuffie, and if I take you, Private Mennie, you others can move around and ask some of those nurses over there. Quickly, now!’

‘We’re enjoying ourselves here,’ Private Mennie muttered, backing away from Sister Penny’s outstretched hand, but it was to no avail. As the other patients scattered, he was taken on to the floor, followed by Elinor with Private MacDuffie.

‘Reckon I’m the lucky one,’ he murmured, as they tried to fit their steps to an old-fashioned waltz. ‘Getting you to dance with, eh? There’s a lot o’ fellows keen on you, Elinor.’

She only smiled, trying to avoid his feet. It was true, of course, that patients often thought themselves to be in love with those who cared for them, but such romantic ideas always disappeared at the end of the hospital stay. Only Barry and she had ever got as far as an engagement, and it was no surprise that that, too, had ended when Barry recovered. Oh, what a relief that had been to her! And to Major Henderson, seemingly, but that would only be a sign of his genuine interest in everyone’s welfare. What a shame about his fiancée, though. No doubt he would always be faithful to her memory  . . .

‘Ouch!’ Elinor cried.

‘Sorry,’ groaned Private MacDuffie. ‘Was that your toe?’

‘Nae bother,’ she said faintly. ‘Nae bother at all.’

‘Had a good time, then?’ her mother asked, when she got home late after the party.

‘I did, I really enjoyed it – apart from the odd injury to my toes in the dancing.’

‘I bet,’ said Corrie, laughing. ‘I know what soldiers’ feet are like!’

His mother and his sister looked at him fondly, still unused to his being at home, a civilian again, discharged from the army with a right arm and hand that were virtually useless. Though he’d taught himself to write with his left hand, there was no question of a draughtsman’s career for him now, or even factory work, and he had found himself a job as a salesman in a gentleman’s tailor’s in George Street. It wasn’t bad, he said; he could make something of it, and it did mean he had wages and could save up to get married to Sally.

There was an engagement that would last, Hessie and Elinor had told each other with pleasure. It would have to be a long one, of course, until they could afford to wed, but they were both so much in love, they’d be sure to get there in the end. Meanwhile, Sally was stitching her trousseau and already discussing her wedding dress with her mother.

Two happy people, Corrie and Sally, Elinor thought as she went to bed. Which meant, then, that some few could be happy in spite of the war? She hoped so. She hoped her brother’s marriage would help to salve the pain of his memories, just as perhaps Stephen’s would help him to forget. But Elinor couldn’t bring herself to dwell on that. Besides, she didn’t even know what had happened to him – that was the worst of all.



Sixty-Three

It was the end of January. Too late for the sales, but Elinor was looking round Maule’s on her free afternoon, in the hope of finding a bargain, perhaps cheering herself up, for her spirits were low.

‘Wish I’d the same time off, so I could’ve come with you,’ Brenda had said, for with Tam back at the front, she too was feeling depressed. Not that looking round the shops would be any solution to that, but at least it would be a change of scene. ‘Maybe you’ll find a new hat,’ she’d added hopefully, at which Elinor had smiled.

‘Need more than a new hat, I think, to make me feel better.’

‘A ceasefire, then?’

‘Aye, that’d do.’

As she’d guessed, wandering round the large department store didn’t really help. There was very little that she really wanted, and those things she did want, she couldn’t afford. What am I doing here? she asked herself, and was standing at the glove counter, turning over gloves she didn’t need, when she heard a lady standing next to her say, ‘I’ll take this pair, then – would you put them on my account please?’

And the assistant replied, ‘Certainly, Mrs Muirhead.’

Muirhead? Elinor stood very still, gloves in her hand, and very slowly turned her head to look at the lady by her side. She was perhaps in her late fifties, a little on the plump side, but well dressed in a dark blue cape and sweeping skirt, with a matching hat over silvery fair hair. Her face was rather long with a fine nose and short upper lip, and the eyes that briefly met Elinor’s before returning to the assistant were grey. Fair-haired, grey-eyed, good-looking  . . . Oh heavens, there was no mistaking it, this was Stephen’s mother. Of course, she would shop at Maule’s, she just lived in Shandwick Place. It was even surprising that Elinor hadn’t seen her before, for she would have known her anywhere. Mrs Muirhead, Stephen’s mother. Whatever it cost to her nerves, she must speak to her. Must somehow find out about Stephen. All right, he was engaged – might even now be married – but surely she had a right to know if he was safe?

As Mrs Muirhead finished her transaction and turned aside holding her little parcel by its string, Elinor bravely took a step forward.

‘Excuse me,’ she began, huskily. ‘Is it  . . . Mrs Muirhead?’

‘Yes, I’m Mrs Muirhead.’ The lady’s look was of course puzzled. ‘May I help you?’

‘I hope you won’t mind if I speak to you, but I heard your name and I wondered if you were related to Mr Stephen Muirhead.’ Elinor’s colour was high, her lip trembling. ‘I used to be in his evening class, you see, at the WEA.’

‘In his class?’ Mrs Muirhead was smiling warmly. ‘Why, that is so interesting. Stephen is my son, Miss  . . .’

‘Rae. My name is Elinor Rae. I work at the Primrose Hospital, helping the nurses, and one of his other students works there, too. We wondered – you know – if he was all right?’

‘Oh, yes, thank God. So far, he is safe. In fact, he’s here now; he’s been on leave, but he goes back tomorrow.’ Mrs Muirhead’s smile had faded. ‘He’s taking me out to dinner tonight and I’ve just been buying some new evening gloves – mine were in such a state, pre-war, you know.’ She laughed tremulously. ‘Must look my best, for his last night.’

‘Will you  . . . will you give him our best wishes, then? Say, from Mrs MacLean and Miss Rae? Tell him we wish him well?’

‘Of course, my dear – how kind.’

‘And maybe our congratulations, too?’

‘Congratulations?’

‘On his engagement.’

A change came over Mrs Muirhead’s face, as though a cloud had covered the sun.

‘Did you not see the announcement?’ she asked stiffly. ‘The marriage between my son and Miss Glenner will not now take place.’

Elinor felt as though everything was moving round. The glove counter, Mrs Muirhead, women shoppers turning over merchandise  . . . Elinor felt she must be moving, too. Such news, such news – she couldn’t believe it! Please God, may his mother not see how much it meant to her. Without good reason, maybe, but suddenly everything was different, for before there had been no hope and now  . . .

She stood straight, steadying her thoughts.

She must face it; nothing might have changed at all.

‘I’m very sorry,’ she heard herself saying politely, telling lies, crossing fingers, but Mrs Muirhead was pursing her lips.

‘No need to be. Miss Glenner is a charming girl, but she had some foolish idea of  . . . Well, I won’t go into details, maybe just say that what happened was all for the best. Stephen has other things to think about, anyway. He’s a captain, you know; he has his responsibilities.’

‘I’m sure,’ Elinor murmured. ‘Well, I’d better be going, but it was nice to meet you, Mrs Muirhead. Do hope  . . .’ Her voice began to trail away. ‘All goes well for Captain Muirhead.’

‘You can speak to him if you like,’ his mother said kindly. ‘I have to go home now, but he’s in the Gentleman’s Outfitting Department, choosing some civilian shirts.’ She laughed indulgently. ‘Says he might need them soon. The war is going to end this year, he’s sure of it.’

‘Gentlemen’s Outfitting,’ Elinor repeated dazedly. ‘Well, it would be nice to wish him luck.’

‘Yes, my dear, I’m sure he’d appreciate it, he loves meeting his students. It’s just on the next floor, you know, you can take the lift.’

She saw him before he saw her, her eyes drawn immediately to his tall, spare, uniformed figure bending over a pile of folded shirts, his hat under his arm, his face so gaunt, so worn, her heart sank in dismay. Then rose. For he was there. She had found him. No matter if he didn’t care to see her, she had seen him, and would have this image of him to remember when she was alone again.

She was about to speak his name when suddenly he looked up and saw her, and their eyes locked.

‘Elinor?’

He took a step towards her.

‘Hello, Stephen.’

‘Well, this is a surprise!’

He came closer, put out his hand, which she briefly shook, remembering its firmness, and still they kept their eyes on each other, hers large with wonder, his hard to read. But warmer, she thought, than the last time they’d met. More as they’d been in the old days, if she could believe it.

Be careful, she told herself, don’t expect anything. Don’t see something that isn’t there. He might appear more friendly, yet at the same time mean nothing. In any case, his manner seemed to her to be uncertain. As though he couldn’t decide how he should be.

‘How did you know I was here?’ he asked.

‘I was shopping when I met your mother. She told me you were here.’

‘My mother?’ He was mystified. ‘But you don’t know her.’

‘I heard her name, I spoke to her, told her I’d been in your evening class, and she said if I wanted to speak to you, you’d be here.’

‘And so I am, surrounded by shirts.’ He smiled and shook his head, as an assistant approached. ‘Think I’ll have to leave them for today. I don’t need them yet, after all.’

‘I don’t want to interrupt your shopping.’

‘No, no, it’s all right. Would you like a cup of tea, perhaps? Or to walk?’

‘Walk?’

‘In Princes Street Gardens?’

Princes Street Gardens  . . . Where they’d once walked, long ago. Long ago, before the war.

‘I’d like to walk,’ she told him, adjusting her hat, to give herself something to do, to calm her nerves.

Together they left the shop, making their way, as they had so often done before, to the gardens across the road. Wintry-looking today, of course, but still filled with light, and almost empty. Just as they had always wanted them to be.



Sixty-Four

‘Plenty of seats to choose from,’ Stephen remarked. ‘Though might be too cold to sit for long. Shall we keep walking?’

‘Maybe we should.’

Amazed to hear herself still sounding reasonable when she felt so light-headed, Elinor kept looking at Stephen to make sure he was really walking at her side. After all these months of not knowing, she could scarcely believe that for the time being at least, he was safe. Safe and with her. Walking as in the old days. But be careful, she told herself again. These are not the old days. This is now – and things have changed.

‘Does it bring back memories?’ he asked, turning to look at her. ‘Walking here?’

‘Oh, yes.’ She wondered – did it mean anything, the question? Was it significant? Was she clutching at straws?

‘And for you?’

‘Of course.’

He said no more. Looked away. Kept walking. Rather slowly, as she was beginning to notice, but didn’t like to comment.

‘What’s been happening to you?’ she asked carefully.

‘This and that.’ His tone was light. ‘Enduring battles. Cambrai, and such. Managing to stay lucky.’

‘It must have been terrible.’

‘Had its compensations.’

‘Heavens – what?’

‘Well, I suppose I’ve learned a lot.’

They halted for a moment, standing together to look up at the castle on its vantage point of rock above the gardens, above the city.

‘Not about warfare – God, no.’ He shrugged at the idea. ‘We just do what we can there. No, I mean, other people – my chaps, for instance – the Tommies. Elinor, I’d no idea what life’s like for some. I thought I had, working at the WEA and all that, but in fact I knew damn all.’

‘What did you find out?’ she asked a little wryly.

‘To begin with, half of my men are underweight – malnourished, I suppose – and have known so little comfort, I swear they don’t even mind the trenches. I’m not talking about all soldiers, of course, but those from some of the tenements – they’ve never had a chance, Elinor. Never had a chance at all, for a decent life.’

‘Stephen,’ she said gently, ‘I live in Friar’s Wynd. I know what some tenements are like.’

‘Sorry, of course you do. But the thing is, this eye-opener’s given me an idea of what I might do when the war’s over. Because I feel sure it’s going to end this year. Germany’s getting tired. We’re all getting tired. And when it’s all over, what I’d like to do is work for people who need help. Set up some sort of centre where they can come for advice on jobs, welfare, all that sort of thing, and maybe combine it with a hostel.’

They had turned to pace on, down the still-frosty paths, Stephen glancing often at Elinor, she trying to stem a feeling of rising excitement she couldn’t be sure she should have.

‘Won’t all this cost a lot?’ she asked shakily.

‘Yes, but I think I can manage. My uncle left me a bit and you remember I was going to buy a place of my own one day? This centre could be it.’ Suddenly, he grasped her hand, then let it go. ‘Don’t you agree? Don’t you think it could be a success?’

‘There’d be a lot to think about.’

‘I’ll have the time. Haven’t exactly finished fighting yet.’

At his words, carelessly said, a great cloud of darkness seemed to descend over her, as it sank into her mind afresh that his fighting wasn’t over, that he must return to the front.

‘Oh, don’t!’ she cried. ‘Don’t talk about it. You have to go back tomorrow!’

There was a silence between them, broken by sobs she couldn’t hold back, and Stephen, pulling off his glove, gently dried her eyes with his handkerchief.

‘You still care, then?’ he asked softly. ‘About me?’

‘You know I do.’

‘Look at my handkerchief.’

‘Handkerchief?’ She turned it in her fingers, saw the initials she’d embroidered, raised her tearful eyes. ‘Oh, Stephen, you’ve still got them? My hankies?’

‘I’ve still got them. Put them aside once. Took ’em out again.’

‘And I’ve still got my scarf. Always will have.’

Gently, he drew her into his arms, holding her close, pushing back her hat so that he could brush her brow with his lips.

‘Elinor,’ he whispered, ‘we’ve both been pretty foolish, haven’t we?’

‘I was foolish, Stephen. I was the one who made the mistake. Threw away something precious.’

‘I know how it was. You were dazzled, that’s all. It happens.’

‘Dazzled? Yes, maybe. It’s no excuse.’

‘I made mistakes, too,’ he said after a pause. ‘I knew you and Barry had parted. I knew – I could sense it – that you wanted to come back to me, but I was too proud. I wouldn’t forgive you.’

‘I don’t blame you. I’d let you down; I would have felt the same.’

He gave a long, troubled sigh. ‘I thought I could be happy with Frances, but she was wiser than me. You know she broke our engagement?’

‘Your mother told me. She seemed upset.’

‘No, she just didn’t understand. Frances was right to do what she did. Told me she knew there was someone else, even if I didn’t know it myself any more. I realized what she said was true.’

He put his hands on her shoulders, made her look at him, for she had been lowering her eyes.

‘I realized I’d never stopped loving you, Elinor, and that was the way it was going to be for me, come what may.’

‘Stephen, I didn’t know. How could I? When I saw your engagement in the paper, I thought there was no hope. No hope at all. So when Barry asked me to marry him, I said I would.’

There, she had said it. What she knew she must. As her great anxious eyes searched his face, Stephen was silent.

‘It was to look after him, Stephen, that was all. He’d lost his leg, he was in a very bad state – they were even thinking he might  . . . try to take his own life.’ Elinor’s voice trembled. ‘He’d been a footballer, you know.’

‘Poor devil.’ Stephen shook his head. ‘I see how it was, then. But you’re not  . . . you’re not  . . . going to marry him now?’

‘No, no. It’s all over. When he got his artificial leg at Queen Mary’s, it was wonderful, really, he seemed to take on a new lease of life. Didn’t need me any more.’

‘And you didn’t mind?’

‘Stephen, I was never so relieved.’

‘You truly don’t love him?’

‘I’m here with you,’ she said quietly. ‘Where I want to be.’

That was when their mouths met and, after so long apart, they tasted passion again, both as though on wings in the darkening gardens, oblivious to a man walking past them with his dog, oblivious to the castle, the lights ahead of Princes Street, to everything except that they had come full circle, back to their love.

‘You have to go,’ Elinor said at last, pulling herself away. ‘You’re taking your mother out tonight, remember.’

‘I want to take her out, but I wish I could have been with you.’

They began to walk slowly back, her arm in his, their eyes constantly meeting.

‘You liked her, didn’t you, when you met her at Maule’s?’ Stephen asked. ‘My mother? I know she’ll like you.’

To talk to, maybe, but as to more than that, Elinor wasn’t sure.

‘Don’t say anything about me tonight, Stephen. Let her have you to herself, eh?’

‘And what about your mother? I want to meet her, you know, and your brother, as soon as I come back.’

If you come back, she thought, and sensed again that great cloud of fear waiting to consume her as soon as Stephen had gone.

‘Corrie’s been discharged,’ she said bravely. ‘His right arm’s pretty well useless now – he’s had to take a salesman’s job at a tailor’s.’

‘Oh, no, Elinor – oh, God, I’m so sorry. He wanted to be a draughtsman, didn’t he? That’s just one more life ruined by this war.’

‘At least he’s safe.’

‘At what cost? Oh, what’s the point of protesting? No one listens, no one counts the waste. But it will have to end soon, Elinor, it will have to!’

Even though they were in sight of the shops and the pavements crammed with people, Stephen flung his arms round Elinor and held her so hard she could scarcely breathe.

‘It’ll end this year, Elinor, I promise you. This year, some time, I’ll come back to you.’

But she couldn’t believe him, and saying goodbye to him when they had just found each other again was like feeling her heart wrenched from her body. He had said she couldn’t see him off; he was leaving very early in the morning with a number of people from the regiment. Could they bear it, anyway?

‘No,’ said Elinor. ‘Oh, no.’

‘But I’ll write,’ he told her, on the steps of the Primrose. ‘I’ll write whenever I can, and you must write to me, and send me knitted mittens and tins of chocolate and anything else you fancy – promise?’

‘I promise,’ she cried, tears gathering again, and because it was dark and because they couldn’t help it, they clasped each other close again and kissed and kissed for the last time. Then Stephen drew slowly away and turned, waved, and left her. And Elinor, as stiffly as a jointed doll, walked up the steps and in at the door.

Just as long as no one sees me, she thought, I’ll be all right.

As though no one would see her! Of course they would see her; wasn’t she here to work?

‘Why, Elinor,’ said Brenda, finding her. ‘Aren’t you going home? I thought you weren’t on duty tonight?’

‘Oh, Brenda,’ cried Elinor, and resting her head on Brenda’s shoulder, let the tears flow.



Sixty-Five

‘This year, sometime, I’ll come back to you,’ Stephen had promised.

But both he and Elinor had known it wasn’t in his power to make such a promise. He couldn’t know how the war would go. He couldn’t know if he would come back at all. What his words meant was that he wanted to come back to her, and though that was what mattered, though that meant everything, she had to face it every day – all she really had was hope.

‘Ah, lassie,’ her mother said, seeing Elinor poring over the casualty lists in the paper, reading up about the latest battles, ‘now you see what love can bring. Heartache, eh?’

‘It’s better than having no love at all.’

‘Why’d you never tell me about your Stephen before, though? Why’d you keep everything secret?’

‘It was because of Dad. I thought he’d never approve and might – you know – get into a state.’

‘Aye, he might’ve done. Or he might’ve been pleased. You never could tell with your dad. Anyway, when do Corrie and me get to see this laddie of yours?’

‘As soon as he comes back.’

Their eyes met, and the words hung in the air. ‘If he comes back  . . .’

It was a great help to Elinor that Brenda now knew about her relationship with Stephen, for it meant she had someone at the Primrose who shared the anxiety she was otherwise keeping to herself. Of course, Brenda told her, she’d always known there was something between her and Stephen – hadn’t she once said so? And now that they were together again, in spirit, anyway, she couldn’t be happier for them.

‘Oh, it’s such a shame, though, just when you should be so radiantly happy, you’ve had to be parted, eh? Life’s so cruel.’

‘I do feel sort of radiant inside, though I know I don’t look it,’ Elinor murmured ruefully. ‘No, don’t say I do, I’m sure I look as though I’ve been ill.’

Only one person, in fact, had asked her if she was well, and it was Major Henderson. Stopping her in the hall one morning, he gave her a long, sympathetic look, and said he hoped she wasn’t overdoing things, she was so pale. Perhaps she was anaemic? He could arrange to give her a test.

‘No, no, I’m fine, sir, thanks all the same. Just – a bit anxious.’

‘It’s not Barry worrying you again, is it?’

She smiled and shook her head. ‘I haven’t seen Barry for weeks. No, it’s  . . . well, there’s someone in the army I care for  . . . he’s at the front.’

‘Someone you care for?’ His expression had subtly changed, from one of kindliness to one of surprise. ‘Forgive me – I had the impression there was no one.’

‘I knew him before. We had  . . . drifted apart.’

‘And now he’s in France? I’m sorry – no wonder you’re anxious. Let’s hope there’s good news soon.’

‘You think there might be?’

‘Everyone believes the Germans are tiring. So are we, of course, but we have the Americans now.’ The major shrugged and smiled. ‘Can but hope, Elinor.’

‘I live on it,’ she told him, and they went their separate ways.

There were in fact some good things to take pleasure in, mainly Stephen’s letters which were as comforting as Elinor had expected. Well written, never downhearted, often amusing, with little drawings and stories of trench life, and always gratitude for her own letters to him. She worried at first that she wasn’t as good at writing as he was, but as time went by, found she was improving and came quite to enjoy putting her thoughts on paper to him. As well as sending him his knitted mittens, of course, and small parcels of chocolate and biscuits, if she could find them.

‘It really helps, sending things,’ Brenda remarked one day in March. ‘And Tam loves goodies. Will be getting something else soon, though.’

Something about her expression made Elinor’s interest rise, and at her look, Brenda couldn’t contain herself any longer.

‘I mean news, Elinor. News that he’s going to be a father. It was that Christmas leave that did it – I’m going to have a baby in September.’

Oh, that really was good news! Wonderful news! Elinor hugged Brenda over and over again, and almost shed a tear or two, she was so happy for her.

‘But you’ll be leaving, eh? And I’ll miss you so much. Don’t leave too soon, will you? Keep well and keep going as long as possible.’

‘Hey, I’ll be wanting to put my feet up!’ Brenda laughed. ‘But I’ll stay as long as I don’t look like a house-end.’

‘You’ll be one of those neat ones, I’m telling you. Oh, but this is such lovely news.’

There was more good news a week or two later, even if not quite as personally interesting, except to Miss Ainslie, who brought it.

‘Elinor, Elinor!’ she cried, when Elinor was fetched to meet her in the hall. ‘Splendid news, my dear! Did you hear? Have you read about it in the papers?’

At Elinor’s blank face, she drew her to one side.

‘We’ve got the vote, Elinor! We’ve won the day! Women over thirty are to be given the vote – it’s been approved by parliament. Oh, I’m so happy, I can’t believe it!’

‘That’s wonderful, Miss Ainslie. I think I did read about it now you mention it. But it’s no’ for everyone, is it? I mean, don’t you have to own property, too? That rules out a lot of women.’

‘Well, it’s true, there are those qualifications, but it’s a start, isn’t it?’ Miss Ainslie’s eyes were shining. ‘After all the work women have been doing in the war, it’s no more than common justice that we should be given the vote, and I’m sure it will come to everyone eventually.’

‘You’re right, it’s a start, and I’m very happy for all the people who’ve worked for it,’ Elinor said truthfully. ‘But are you on leave just now, Miss Ainslie?’

‘Yes, but I’m not idle.’ She laughed. ‘The war news is good – we may see an end to hostilities this year. Which means, my dear, that this place will be coming back to us.’

‘Back to the club?’ Elinor asked, astonished.

‘Well, it has to come back and I’m making plans already. I don’t think I’ve a hope of getting the old staff together again – they’re all doing something else – but I am hoping you will consider an offer I’m going to make?’

‘An offer?’

‘You remember Miss Denny, my assistant manageress? Well, she’s now married to someone in the Guards and won’t be returning. Her job will be vacant and I want you to take it.’

‘Me? Assistant manageress?’ Elinor was stunned, her eyes on Miss Ainslie’s face enormous. ‘But I couldn’t do that!’

‘Of course you could! Didn’t you do that office management course? That will be very valuable for the sort of work you’d be doing, and I know you’d do it well. Now you just think about it and we’ll discuss it later. There’s no hurry; we’re not quite ready to be moving back yet!’

Leaving a bewildered Elinor staring after her, Miss Ainslie flew away, seeming so keen and energetic, it was clear her years of war work had changed her not at all.

Assistant manageress, though? At one time, Elinor knew she would have been over the moon that she could ever be considered for such a post. Now, though, the only words that were really registering with her as she turned away, were those Miss Ainslie had mentioned quite casually: ‘The war news is good – we may see an end to hostilities this year.’

Words that were an echo of others that scarcely left her mind. ‘It’ll end this year, Elinor, I promise you. This year, sometime, I’ll come back to you  . . .’

This year? It seemed too much to believe that Stephen might be proved right, that this year, the war could be over. Better not think too much about it. Better just keep on. Wait and see. Have patience. Hope.

Yes, and better get back to Private Norris. She’d been halfway through cutting his hair for him when she’d been called down. Not that he’d be wanting her to hurry back, had probably been smoking ever since she left.

Slowly, she began to climb the stairs.



Sixty-Six

On November 11th, 1918, a beautiful word entered everyone’s heads, and it was ‘Armistice’.

Though its meaning was truce, a truce could be temporary, and to the damaged people of Europe, the real meaning of the Armistice was peace. Permanent peace. The time when the two sides realized they’d had enough. When the Kaiser had abdicated, the guns were silent. And when the soldiers would come home.

Not at first, of course. There would be formalities. Demobilization couldn’t take place overnight. But, sooner or later, the men would be back, the main thing to remember being that they were now safe.

‘Thank God,’ said Brenda, bringing her baby daughter, Tamsin, round to the Primrose just before Christmas. There were hugs and kisses and exchanging of little presents, before fond farewells and promises to keep in touch the minute anything was heard from the loved ones, who would be coming home as soon as possible.

‘Can’t believe that this place will soon be returning to a ladies’ club again,’ Brenda remarked as she left, with Tamsin in her pram. ‘And then the hospital will be as though it had never been.’

‘Don’t know about soon,’ said Elinor. ‘These things take time. Now I’d better change and dash – it’s my afternoon off and I’ve to do more shopping.’

But on the steps of the Primrose, she looked across to the gardens, still handsome in the severity of winter, still with enough light for a quick walk round to clear her head before she faced the shops. And, of course, she still had her key. Wouldn’t have that for much longer.

She walked quickly across to the gate and let herself in, succumbing at once to the peace of the haven she so much enjoyed. How tranquil she could always feel in this green space – at least, when she knew that Stephen would be coming home, and was safe. No more battles. No more reading of casualty lists, heart in mouth, trembling fingers turning the page  . . .

Armistice, she murmured. Oh, thank God, it’s come!

Brushing a bench with her gloves, she decided to sit for a while and sank into a reverie that brought Stephen to her now. Not officially demobbed, but simply spirited into her arms, a figure from a dream – her dream.

Was she dreaming, then, when she thought she heard his voice?

‘Elinor, let me in! Elinor, open the gate! Elinor!’

She sprang to her feet, instantly terrified that something had happened to him, that it was not he calling but his spirit, for she’d heard of things like that, everyone had stories, in wartime—

‘Elinor!’ she heard his voice again, so strongly, she knew it was no spirit’s, and ran, stumbling, to open the gate.

‘Stephen, Stephen!’ she was crying, and he was there, painfully thin in his uniform, leaning on a stick she hadn’t seen before, but smiling at her as only a real-live man could smile.

‘Elinor!’

He let go of his stick, gazing at her, as she gazed back at him, each dwelling on the other’s face as though they could never see enough, never be sure it was actually there.

‘I thought you were a ghost,’ she whispered. ‘I thought I’d called you up and you were a spirit. I thought you might be dead.’

‘Dead? A ghost?’ He laughed and put his arms around her. ‘Do I look like a ghost?’

Clinging together, they kissed, strongly and passionately, with no thought of strangeness, as though the intervening years of disillusion followed by the nightmare of war had never happened. So secure were they in their rediscovered love, when they finally drew apart, Elinor was smiling in contentment and Stephen was laughing again.

‘Do I kiss like a ghost?’ he asked. ‘Thank God, no. You don’t need to tell me. No ghost could feel as I do, being back with you. I’ve dreamed of it for so long, you know. So long, because we lost so much time.’

‘I know. My fault.’

‘Don’t let’s go into it. All over now.’

‘Yes, all over. I’m so glad, Stephen. So glad.’

Her smile, however, as she looked down at his stick and handed it to him, had vanished.

‘Why?’ she asked quietly. ‘Why the stick?’

‘It’s just my knee playing up after an old injury, that’s all. Sometimes I need the stick, sometimes I don’t. Look, shall we sit down for a moment? Let me look at you, believe you’re really here.’

They moved to a bench and sat close, as close as they could, their eyes still fixed on each other, still seeking reassurance that their closeness was no dream, was real, as real as all they’d been through that now was over.

‘Are you still in the army?’ Elinor asked, running her fingers down his gaunt cheek, thinking he was as handsome as ever, but different. Of course he was different. What he had endured, what he had seen, would have left its mark, just as their experiences had left scars on the patients she tended in the Primrose.

‘You’re in uniform – are you just back because of your knee?’

‘I’m still in the army. Won’t be demobbed for a few weeks; I’m just on leave at present.’

‘You’ll no’ be going back?’ she cried in alarm.

‘No, no. I haven’t had any leave at all for months, except for a weekend in France, and the powers that be decided to let me go. Seeing as I might have to have a small op on this knee we’ve been talking about.’

At the look on her face, he shook her arm gently. ‘Only so that I can do without the stick. Don’t worry.’

‘As though I could ever stop worrying.’

‘Yet you look so beautiful. Just the same as you always did.’

Again, they kissed for a long moment, until Stephen pulled a little away and asked in a whisper, ‘When can we be married? As soon as possible?’

‘Oh, yes, yes!’

‘Would you mind a civil wedding? Mind giving up the trimmings? If you want them, I don’t mind, I’ll stand the wait somehow  . . .’

‘I don’t care about the trimmings. I just want to be with you.’

‘And then what? Will you come and work with me in my hostel when I get it? Use all those lovely business skills I taught you?’

‘Someone else wanted those,’ she said lightly.

‘Someone else?’ His brow darkened. ‘Who?’

‘Miss Ainslie. Offered me the post of assistant manageress at the club when it re-opens.’

‘And you’ll take it?’

He was so instantly afraid, she immediately covered his face with kisses.

‘Of course I won’t! I want to be like you, doing what I can to help people like me. I mean, people who haven’t been as lucky as me.’

‘It might be a drop in the ocean, what we achieve,’ he said seriously, ‘but I take the view that oceans need drops, anyway. Are you really sure you want to work with me, then?’

‘Really sure.’

He took her hands and kissed them.

‘You know what – it’s freezing here, and getting dark. Why are we always meeting in the dark?’

‘What dark?’ she cried. ‘The gardens are full of light.’

They strolled slowly back to the gate, Stephen saying soon they must meet their two mothers, make everyone happy, and they would be, he knew, but for now, why not make for Maule’s and have a Scottish afternoon tea? Another thing he’d been dreaming about all his long years away. It was terrible, he had to admit, the amount of time he and everyone at war spent thinking about food.

‘Better warn you, we’re a bit the same,’ said Elinor cheerfully. ‘We’ve had rationing since February.’

‘Oh, no, don’t tell me! Surely, Maule’s will still have butter for their scones?’

‘I’m sure they will. This is our lucky day, isn’t it?’

‘Our lucky day  . . . The first of many, Elinor?

‘Of a lifetime,’ she said seriously.

But as they let themselves out and she relocked the gate, she gave a little sigh.

‘The only thing I’ll miss is the square, you know. The gardens mean a lot to me.’

‘Why, you could be a member of the ladies’ club!’ Stephen told her, waving his stick at the house across the road. ‘And have your own key to the gardens. What could be better?’

‘Stephen, you’re no’ serious?’

‘Never more so. I’ll pay your sub for a wedding present. What do you say?’

Smiling, she shook her head, still in disbelief that she should ever turn into a club member, and put her arms around him, just as Major Henderson, having shown out a patient, looked down from his window and saw them. By the light of the street lamp, he could even see their faces, and at their radiance, gave a quiet little sigh.

‘Come in, Corporal Armstrong,’ he called over his shoulder, as a tap sounded on his door. ‘Be with you in a minute.’

‘Right you are, sir. Mind if I smoke? Only joking.’

Over at Maule’s tea room, Stephen and Elinor, facing each other across their lucky two-shilling tea for two, were so overcome with feeling, it was some time before they ate anything at all.
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