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Chapter 1

Glasgow,
Scotland

May 31, 1950

 

The rain drizzling down the windows of the black taxi shrouded
the riders inside. The driver maneuvered his way around the
bombed-out rubble and newly constructed tenement buildings in
post-war Glasgow. Cathy MacDonald, the sole passenger, leaned her
small blonde head against the misted window. She was bound for St.
Andrew's Infirmary to deliver yet another baby.

Cathy's fingers dug into her seat as she readjusted her bulky
body. No position seemed to bring relief to her discomfort. She let
her head fall forward onto the back of the driver's seat. "Does he
have to hit every bloody stone in the road?" she muttered, under
her breath as the taxi bumped along.

"Don't you worry, Missus. I'll get you there in time.” The rough
sandpaper voice of the taxi driver startled her, and she wondered
if he had heard her question.

"I always get you women to the hospital before the
bairn is born. Not too worry,” he laughed loudly.

Cathy didn’t dare tell him that her labor pains were coming very
close together and that this might be the first time that a child
would be born in his taxi. 

“Your man's Jimmy MacDonald, right?" he inquired.

His talking only irritated her, but not wanting to appear
unfriendly she tried to focus on what he had asked. Her response
came as a muffled sound that could have been an answer or a retreat
from the question. She caught him peeking a glance at her in the
rearview mirror. She braced herself for the next question, knowing
what it would be.

"You Mr. B's daughter?" The driver, along with so many others in
Glasgow, deeply respected Willie Buchanan, or Mr. B, as he had been
known for as far back as anyone could remember. Mr. B had earned a
reputation for being a fair man. Years ago he had rallied a group
of well-off citizens to provide funds to support youth soccer teams
for the town's underprivileged children. He had insisted that the
money be shared equally between Catholic and Protestant teams-an
unusual act, since prejudice between the two religious groups was
still very intense in Scotland. Although some people protested,
most citizens supported his efforts.

The taxi swerved sharply to avoid a pile of building rubble.
Cathy moaned in protest, which made the driver wish her husband was
there to help with the situation.

"Where's Jimmy?" he asked.

"Working," she replied, her voice barely a whisper.

She fell away from the driver's seat and closed her eyes. She
took a deep breath in and then blew out sharply as jolting cramps
came one after another. If Jimmy hadn't been so worried about
getting to his second job, he could've been with me. He'd tell the
driver to slow down, Cathy thought. She didn't want this ride to be
over too quickly. She wasn't ready to walk up the four broad stone
steps to St. Andrew's Infirmary to lie on a bed under a stark white
sheet waiting. Not wanting to sound demanding, she stopped short of
asking the driver to slow down. Instead she moved her hands over
her belly and whispered hoarsely, "Wait, wee one. Just a bit
longer."

It was eight o'clock at night by the time they arrived at St.
Andrew's. Cathy opened the door and paused a moment to breathe in
the cool air before struggling to get out. She stood there,
swaying, momentarily mesmerized by the silhouette of the full moon
in the sky. It would not illuminate the night for a few more hours,
when spring's late twilight would drop into darkness. Rain clouds
moved above, blanketing the moon. To Cathy, the light and dark of
the Scottish sky was like the passing of time. Gently caressing her
belly, she thought of a time long ago when she had stood on a
hilltop surrounded by the celestial beauty of the Scottish
Highlands. The gibbous moon had hung high in the northern skies as
she drew down its power and made a wish for the future. She
shuddered remembering how a force of energy had surged through her
body when she had uttered that wish. Exhilarated by the rush of
energy, she had mistakenly thought her desire had been granted.
Now, in sadness, Cathy looked away before seeing that the clouds
were once again revealing the moon.

The driver offered to take Cathy's arm to help her up the steps.
"No," she said adamantly, assuring him that she had been on the
same journey to the Infirmary enough times before. But he insisted
on being of some help to her.

"I don't want your man to think that I didn't take care of his
missus," he said jokingly.

She pointed to her small cloth bag. The driver grabbed it and
ran up the steps, leaving it at the door. He tipped his cap as he
rushed back down to his car. Relieved of his duty, he quickly sped
off to find his next fare. 

She hesitated for a moment before walking up the steps to St.
Andrew's. She reflected on her last five visits to deliver her
babies there. She hoped that this birth would be easier. Her legs
shook as the life within her pressed downward, reminding her of her
reason for being there. She seized hold of the cool metal railing
to pull herself up the steps while she supported her huge belly
with the other hand. Her well-shaped calves were of little help to
her tiny frame burdened by the weight of pregnancy. Painfully, she
moved down the corridor of the Infirmary while keeping her moans to
a minimum so as not to draw undue attention.

Two nurses met her in the maternity ward. One was a
bleached-blonde who Cathy didn't recognize. But she did remember
Head Nurse Nell Gunn, the tall, thin nurse who was as stiff as her
crisp white uniform, which was always starched to smooth
perfection. Nurse Gunn had taken care of Cathy during her past few
deliveries. They greeted each other politely as though meeting
after a church service.

Nurse Gunn introduced her colleague. "Nurse Lockhart will get
you settled in, Mrs. MacDonald. I'll telephone your doctor that
you're here."

 "Here, let me take your bag," the blonde nurse said
cheerily, picking up the cloth bag and escorting Cathy to a
birthing room directly across from the nurses' station. She helped
Cathy change and get into bed and then gently laid a white sheet
over her.

"I'll be right outside if you need me, dear," Nurse Lockhart
said. She left the door partially open behind her.

Cathy was all too glad to be left alone. She lay panting,
staring at the soft hallway light shining through the half-closed
door.

After a while she heard footsteps rapidly clicking on the
polished floor outside her room.  Head Nurse Gunn entered the
birthing room.

"Dr. MacFadden should be here presently. He said the baby was
quite overdue and had been expected at the first of May. That means
that this wean's2 almost a month late. Is that right, dear?" asked
Nurse Gunn.

Cathy only moaned.

"Don't worry Mrs. MacDonald, we'll take good care of you," the
nurse said as she rearranged Cathy's sheets before leaving her
alone.

Cathy could hear the nurses chatting about personal issues and
professional matters. She found their conversation helpful to
lessen her discomfort between contractions. In and out of the world
around her, between lapses of silence, the time passed with the low
murmur of the nurses' voices.

She turned her head to the window and saw that the darkness had
finally arrived. Laboriously, she pulled herself up out of the bed
and shuffled to the window. The strong beams of the moon's light
sprayed across her face as she peeked through the curtains.

Cathy heard Head Nurse Gunn's voice through the partially opened
door. "Och, that poor woman. None of her births were easy on her.
And that man of hers. God help her having to put up with him."

When the nurse's voice dipped into a whisper Cathy was sure
Nurse Gunn was telling Nurse Lockhart about the death of her first
born. She also imagined the nurses gossiping about the last time
she was at St. Andrew's and how Jimmy had showed up drunk to meet
his new wean and how the baby had shrieked bloody murder
when he picked her up.

The life within her journeyed further down the channel and Cathy
cried, "Oh, oh! Please, no now."

Nurse Gunn appeared at Cathy's side and helped her back to
bed.

"Alright, Mrs. MacDonald, let's check and see how we're doing."
She laid a file on the bedside table and pulled down the sheet
covering Cathy.

Gasping in pain and frustration, Cathy protested the
examination. "It's no time. Leave me alone. Please."

She saw the nurse squinting up at the large clock on the wall
above the birthing bed. Her pale face bunched up like a shriveled
dry apple. "This wean will no wait much longer. I'd say we'll be
seeing a new wee MacDonald any minute now."

Firm, measured footsteps coming down the hospital corridor
interrupted Nurse Gunn's examination. Nurse Lockhart popped her
head into the birthing room to announce Dr. MacFadden's arrival.
She scooted into the room just in front of him. The doctor, a tall,
six-foot-four Highlander, was a stylishly handsome man. His
presence silenced both nurses.

Nurse Lockhart raised her pencil-thin eyebrows at the doctor's
sexiness while the thin, dour Nurse Gunn stood ramrod straight
awaiting his instructions.

 The three stood around Cathy's bed.

"Hello, Mrs. MacDonald. I am glad you came back to visit. But so
soon?" the doctor said pleasantly, putting a friendly hand on the
pregnant woman's shoulder. He then picked up Cathy's chart from the
bedside table and loosening his tie, read in silence.  His
eyes furrowed deeper.

Cathy watched his face closely. He had been the attending
physician at all of her girls' births. She trusted him completely.
He knew her greatest hopes and fears.

After her last delivery Dr. MacFadden had tried to convince
Cathy not to have any more babies because of the difficulties she
had had with each of the births.

He looked at his watch and said, "Labor pains every minute for
the past three hours? Well, ladies, let's help Mrs. MacDonald get
that baby out before the witching hour is upon us.










New Section


 

Chapter 2

Battle of Wills

June 1, 1950

 

By early morning, the hushed murmur from women lying in hospital
beds holding their newborns gave the ward a peaceful, happy feel.
Cathy had only a few hours of sleep after delivering her baby in
the first hour of the new month. She looked tired but pretty, with
a crocheted white bed jacket across her shoulders and her hair
pinned back on each side.

"Good morning, Mrs. MacDonald," a cheery voice sang out.

"Oh!" Cathy jumped. Startled by the closeness of the nurse, she
hurriedly stuffed a tin-framed photo into her handbag and snapped
it shut.

"Mother, here's your bonny wee lassie," said Nurse Hamilton,
leaning forward with a small pink bundle to nestle into Cathy's
arms. Nurse Hamilton, a tall florid-faced Highlander who had been
at St. Andrew's Infirmary for many years, was one of Cathy's
favorite nurses. 

Cathy immediately moved the blanket back. Tenderly, she traced
the roundness of her new daughter's pink face. "We made it, my wee
pet," she whispered.

"I heard this birth was the hardest one on you yet. How are you
feeling now?"

As she turned to answer, she found Nurse Hamilton gazing
lovingly at the picture of Our Lady, the Blessed Virgin Mother,
holding Baby Jesus, which hung above the doorway of the maternity
ward. She knew the nurse had strong religious beliefs and had seen
her saying the Rosary at the bedsides of ailing mothers.

"The Blessed Virgin Mother must have a plan for you and that
wean," the nurse said, crossing herself before exclaiming, "Oh,
look, a wee tuft of fiery red hair. Lovely, isn't it?"

They looked at a red curl popping out from the pink blanket
followed by inquisitive blue eyes that stared up at Cathy. Surely
this baby daughter will capture Jimmy's heart, Cathy thought. Jimmy
had said unkind things to her for not giving him a son, as though
his wife gave birth only to girls just to spite him.

A tear dropped from Cathy's eyes onto the baby's face as she ran
a finger through the soft tuft of newborn hair.

"You're no crying, are you? Och, it'll be alright, dear. You're
just a wee bit tired," said Nurse Hamilton. She separated the
curtains and opened a window, allowing fresh air into the room.
Cathy breathed in. It was truly a beautiful day in Glasgow.

"She's the spitting image of you. Except for the red hair. Your
other weans were all wee blondies, were they no?"  Nurse
Hamilton asked.

The mother murmured an agreement.

"What will you name this one?" the nurse asked as she moved
around the bed to tuck in the sheets tightly.

Cathy sleepily gazed out the window and answered, "June."

"June?" the nurse said. She looked inquisitively at Cathy.
"That's a wee bit different, eh? Is that because you had her in
June, dear?"

"Aye. Perhaps that's so." She hoped the nurse wouldn't ask any
more questions. As nice as she was, Nurse Hamilton was also a
devout Catholic. Cathy knew that June was not the kind of name
given to a Catholic baby. It was traditional to name a child in
honor of a saint.

Nurse Hamilton was not a narrow-minded person. She knew there
were many girls in the world named June, although she had never
heard the name given to a Catholic baby in her fifteen years at St.
Andrew's Infirmary. Her mind went through the list of saints' names
and she didn't find June anywhere. She asked no more questions, not
wanting to appear too nosey.

Still, her curiosity continued as she rolled a cart of dirty
linens toward the nurses' station.

"Let's have that, dear," greeted the hospital's laundry woman, a
round, pudding-faced person.

Knowing that the woman was also a faithful Catholic, Nurse
Hamilton inquired, "Have you ever heard of a Catholic bairn born
here being named June?"

"June? No in this hospital. Who named their wean that?"

"Mrs. MacDonald," answered the nurse in a hushed voice. She felt
guilty for gossiping.

The laundry woman's lips opened in a round, surprised circle.
She knew that the MacDonalds were religious people. "Wee Cathy
MacDonald? That woman is more tired out from having weans than I
thought. Can't you suggest a good Catholic name?"

Nurse Hamilton merely shrugged her shoulders and tightened her
lips, wanting to end the discussion before it was overheard.

"Well then, I think it's time to stop breeding when you run out
of Saints' names," the laundry woman said. She shook her big head
and chuckled. "Oh, wait 'til her man shows up. All them girls. Must
be like a right convent at their house."

She waddled down the corridor pushing her cart and singing out,
"Saint June!" 

 

# # #

 

The new mothers in the six-bed ward were served pots of steaming
black tea with creamy milk and sugar. Cathy felt a wave of
contentment flow through her tired body as she enjoyed a cup of
tea. Intuitively, she sensed that this child would bring her what
she longed for-peace of mind. Although only thirty years old, she
knew that June would be her last child.

It's best not to dwell on that, Cathy thought as she gently
placed the sleeping newborn in the bassinet next to her bed.
Refreshing her tea, she peeked over the rim of her cup at the young
mother next to her. "What did you name him?" she asked.

With a teacup at her lips, the full-faced young woman widened
her large, dark-brown eyes at Cathy. Putting down her cup, she
said, "How'd you know I had a boy?"

"The blue blanket Nurse wrapped him in." 

 "Oh, aye, of course! Look at him. He's lovely. Like a wee
Clootie dumpling wrapped in a hankie." 

Cathy laughed heartily at the young mother's description of her
baby. Babies wrapped in blankets did indeed resemble the Scottish
boiled pudding wrapped in a towel. Politely, she inquired further,
"Is he your first?"

"Och, no. My third."

Surprised by the answer, Cathy mumbled, "Oh my!" The woman
didn't look much out of her teens, although she already had that
gravel tone of a voice heard in heavy smokers.

"And he's got a big baw-face3 just like his two brothers," the
young woman said, extending a hand to Cathy. "I'm Jenny. Your new
wean is no your first either, eh?"

Cathy looked at the younger women’s  large round face that
the Scots called baw-faced and smiled, then answered her, "Goodness
no! I've got four girls at home and now this wee one."  Adding
quietly, "One passed away right after birth."

"Oh my, I am so sorry." The young woman smiled sympathetically
at the woman with the sad blue eyes and pale, flawless skin.

Cathy looked away from Jenny's pity. Then she turned back and
with a sly, half smile she gestured to the young woman to hand over
her teacup. "Would you like me to read your tea leaves?" 

"You can do that?" Jenny asked in surprise.

"Well, I never have before, but a tinker once read mine. It
can't be that hard."
           

"What'd she say ta ya?"

"She said that I'd have a lot of bairns. She got that part
right. And she said I'd cross a bridge of gold to live in a faraway
place. Maybe I'll be happy there." Cathy reminisced for a moment
about what else the gypsy woman had told her and then put down her
cup. "Let's have a look, Jen, and see how many more weans you'll
have."

Taking the last gulp of tea, Jenny handed over her teacup and
plunked down her plump bum next to Cathy on the bed. She peered
over the older woman's shoulder, intently watching and quietly
waiting for news of her upcoming good fortune. Cathy took the cup
in both hands. She moved it from left to right, looking at it from
different angles. The women tilted their heads to the right as
Cathy angled the cup in that direction.

Jenny held her breath in anticipation until she could wait no
longer. "Tell me you see gold in my purse and me in a big house.
Oh, and one more wean. I want a wee lassie the next time."

Pointing out a collection of leaves clinging to the side of the
cup Cathy said, "See that boat there? Aye, well, that's bringing
you good news from abroad."

"Is that right? My sister just left for Australia for a new job!
And my ma's hoping she'll find a man, too! What else do you
see?"

Looking back into the cup Cathy prophesied, "I see your husband
will get a promotion at work and then you'll move to a new flat
next year."

She handed the teacup back to Jenny and smiled. "There you
go."

"Oh! I am a lucky woman!"

The women laughed and began to chat about babies.

At that moment, Jimmy MacDonald, a stocky, working-class man,
strolled into the ward. His sour look dampened the women's
laughter. The women froze in place for only a brief second before
Jenny stepped away from Cathy's bedside.

He walked quickly over to his wife's bed. He pulled up a
straight-back wooden chair and sat down with a thud. His long,
sharp nose narrowly separated his squinty, hazel eyes, which he set
directly on Cathy. He rubbed a hand over his face as though to wipe
away the tiredness from it. In his deep, throaty voice he inquired,
"How are you doing?"

She covered herself with a sheet, pulling it up around her
milk-swollen breasts. "Alright. Did my mother tell you I had a
girl?" 

"Aye. She telephoned the hospital before coming by the flat this
morning."

"Take a wee peek at the baby. She's lovely." Cathy nodded her
head toward the bassinet.

 Jimmy rose slightly to lean over it. The baby's eyes
fluttered then suddenly opened wide. He pulled away. "Looks like
your mother, staring at me with those watery blue eyes."

Although she understood that he must be tired from work, she was
in no mood to listen to his grouchiness. Staring him squarely in
the eye, she retorted, "I was thinking she looked like your
mother."

Jimmy leaned in closer, clutching the blanket in his thick
calloused fingers. "Don't you speak ill of the dead. You hear me,
woman?"

Cathy thought Jimmy's rough Glaswegian voice was embarrassingly
loud. She quickly glanced around the ward to see if the other women
could hear them quarrelling. They were busy with their own babies
and paid no heed to the MacDonalds. She bit back her angry words,
not wanting to add to the tension between her husband and
herself.

He took a deep breath and said more quietly, "Shouldn't be
taking time off work, but I just wanted to see you." He gave her a
weak smile

She didn't smile back.

"Your mother's already getting on my nerves telling me how to
take care of my girls," he complained.

 "Tsk. She's just trying to be helpful, Jimmy."

"When are you coming home?" he bleated.

"Dr. MacFadden thinks I need to stay a wee bit longer."

"What's he know about what we need?" he snarled. "Me and the
lassies need you at home. That's where you belong, woman."

Cathy was afraid she'd say the wrong thing and upset him, which
was easy to do. So she said nothing.

He said, "Speaking of my mother… I've been thinking about this
for a while. Just in case you didn't give me a son again, I'm
naming the baby Elizabeth, in her memory."

She had no choice but to tell him the truth. "I've named her
already," she said hurriedly. "It's June. And I've made up my mind
on that."

Jimmy leaned away from his wife with an incredulous look on his
face.

"What do you mean you've made up your mind? Och, stop your
blethering about you've made up your mind! What's wrong with
you?"

With her mouth set in determination, Cathy thought how cruel he
could be at times. It's my wean. I gave birth to her, she argued
inwardly. She looked directly into her husband's eyes. His haggard
face caused her to reconsider continuing the quarrel. It was true
that he was more bad-tempered than ever since taking a second job.
Still his hard work had afforded them a larger, more expensive new
flat with a separate bedroom for the girls, an inside bathroom with
a large bathtub, and even a parlor, Cathy's favorite room. It was
much nicer than their previous cold-water flat with a kitchen, one
small room and a toilet in the outside hallway that was shared with
two other families. Her faced softened and she leaned back on the
pillow, sighing.

"Look, that's a heathen name," he said. "She's no a pagan baby.
I've picked a name. A good Catholic name - a saint's name. You know
she's got to be named for a saint. All our girls are named after
good Catholic holy women-Anne, Margaret, Mary and Helen."

A fiery anger filled Cathy's stomach, spreading upward past her
heart and lungs. She didn’t want to hear him sweet-talk her with
hen or any other pet name. "Jimmy! Just this once I've decided
something. Just once. I've said that I've made up my mind and
that's that! If you don't like it… " she hesitated before
continuing in a tight voice, "… you can bloody well go to
hell."

He clenched his fists in his rough, dark-brown work jacket as
though preparing to launch them. He'd been in many a fight, and
even the bravest men backed away from him. This was his wife, and
he meant to get his way.

"Jesus woman! Don't get cheeky with me! I've spoken! Her name
will be Elizabeth!"

They stared at each other. Unable to withstand his wife's steely
glare, Jimmy was the first to look away. Cathy knew she had
won.

 

# # #

 

Nurse Hamilton swaddled baby June in a soft yellow blanket as
Cathy packed her small cloth bag. Jimmy stood outside the ward with
his hands in his pockets, waiting for his wife and new daughter to
join him. The nurse walked Cathy into the hallway, handed her the
baby, and bade them all farewell.

As the MacDonalds walked away, they saw Dr. MacFadden sauntering
down the hallway of the maternity floor. The doctor adjusted his
glasses as he came closer to them.

"Hello there, Mr. MacDonald." He extended his hand to Jimmy.
"You're no leaving us already are you, Mrs. MacDonald?" the good
doctor said with a nice smile.

"She's better off at home where she's needed." Jimmy's answer
sounded gruff to Cathy. When she had told her husband that the
doctor thought she needed extra bed rest and ordered her to stay a
week, instead of the usual five days allotted new mothers, Jimmy
had said no. Cathy knew that her husband wasn't too fond of "the
big chucker” as he called Dr. MacFadden, who was from the Isle of
Skye in the Highlands of Scotland.  It’s true, Cathy thought,
that Dr. MacFadden was from a rather desolated rural isle, but when
her husband spat that derogatory term for a county lad, .it was on
the tip of her tongue to say that he was smarter than Jimmy in all
ways.

The doctor motioned Jimmy to step over to a quieter place away
from the busy corridor. Jimmy told Cathy to wait before he followed
the doctor further down the hallway. 

Dr. MacFadden leaned his shoulder onto the once-white wall.
Unlike the faded white wall, the doctor, with his powerful build,
youthful complexion and dark, wavy hair, didn't show his true age
of forty-five years. While Jimmy, in his worn clothing and thinning
hair, looked older than his forty-one years. He straightened
himself to match the doctor's towering presence. It was useless. He
was still a full head shorter than Dr. MacFadden. Jimmy leaned back
and crossed his arms. "Is there a problem?" he asked.

"Aye, sorry to say but there is, Mr. MacDonald. This birth was
exceptionally difficult on your wife. I'm recommending that this be
her last baby. It will be very dangerous for her health if she were
to birth again. Something is not right with her and… "

"Aye, something is wrong with her, alright," Jimmy interrupted
him. "As for what happens with more children, I can't say. God
decides that. No you or me."

The doctor rose to his full height, accentuating every inch of
their differences. Impatiently, he said, "Mr. MacDonald, if your
wife gives birth again, she'll be seeing God before you know
it."

"We'll talk to our priest," Jimmy responded with his arms
crossed tightly on his chest.

"Man, did you no hear me right? We're talking about your wife.
If it were my wife… "

"But she's no, is she?" Jimmy argued. "I'll make the decisions
for us."

"Good. Then I recommend condoms."

"Doctor! You being a Catholic, you ought to know better than to
talk about that!"

"My God man, it's 1950! We're living in modern times. Give your
children a chance for a better life."

"Just because I'm no educated like you don't mean I can't take
care of my family. I work hard. My family has what they need."

Without waiting for a response, Jimmy quickly walked away while
angrily rummaging through his pockets for a cigarette. He hustled
his wife and newborn down the hall.

 

# # #

 

Cathy stood in the hospital entrance with baby June in her arms.
As she waited for Jimmy to hail a taxi, she closed her eyes for a
moment to enjoy the sun on her face. The streets were busy with
double-decker buses slowing down just enough to let passengers jump
on and off. She was glad that Jimmy was generous enough to call a
taxi and not make her take a bus.

When the baby stirred in her arms, she opened the blanket to
find June's eyes watching her. A wave of comfort filled her heart
as she nuzzled her baby's face, and took in the fresh scent of her
newborn.

Her serenity was disturbed by the gravel voice that spoke in her
ear. "Thought you were to stay longer."

She turned around and saw Jenny. Her shoulder shrug was enough
explanation for the other woman.

"Oh, aye. A mammy's always needed at home. Well, dear, cheerio
and good luck," Jenny said. As she started down the stairs, she
yelled loudly back to Cathy, "Thanks for doing the fortune-telling
for me."

Jimmy bellowed to his wife to hurry up as a taxi pulled over to
the curb. He barred her way as she stepped up to the open door of
the taxi. "What does she mean you're telling fortunes?" he
asked.

Flustered by the accusation that she was doing something
forbidden by their religion, "She's just kiddin'. Come on, let's
get home," she said, brushing off the incident.

He firmly took hold of her arm and said, "I don't know about you
and what's going on. Something's no right."

Cathy shook off his hold and pushed past him into

the taxi.

 

* * * * *

 

Chapter 3:

The Gypsy Fortune
Teller

February, 1951

 

A tiny old gypsy woman draped in faded but once brightly colored
clothes walked through the mist and up the stone stairwell of a
tenement house at 12 Dumbarton Road in Partick, a working class
neighborhood in Glasgow. The sounds of the bells on her bracelets
preceded her as she walked up to the first of the four landings in
the building. Her craggy face peeked out of her cowl. Her boney
knuckles rapped on the first door. She pressed an ear to it in
hopes for sounds of life.

The sound of young children's laughter grew closer from behind
the closed door.

Cathy MacDonald flung open the door to find the gypsy. The old
woman stood still, except for her eyes, which slowly peered up at
the younger woman. A tiny smile crept over the gypsy's face. "Read
your fortune, missus?"

Mary and Maggie, Cathy's two middle children, stared at the old
gypsy woman with wide-eyes. Maggie loudly announced the gypsy,
"Granny! Come see the witch!" Mary jumped up and down. "Witch!
Witch!" she chanted. Baby June perched on Cathy's hip began to
babble along with her excited sisters.

Exasperated, Cathy's eyes didn't meet the old woman's, as she
sighed and said, "No, I don't think so." She started to close the
door.

The gypsy moved quickly, placing a hand flat on the door to stop
it from shutting. "I can see you long for a lost love." She peered
into Cathy's face. "Am I no right, missus?"

Startled Cathy locked eyes with the gypsy. She opened the door a
little. The two girls stood motionless on either side of her,
mesmerized by the tinkling of the gypsy's bracelets. "Come on,
gie's7 your hand. I'll tell you more for just a shilling."

Digging into her faded, flowered apron, Cathy pulled out a
couple of coins. The old gypsy looked down at them, and then
flashed her questioning eyes up to Cathy.

Granny B popped her head out from the kitchen and looked down
the hallway toward the front door. "Tell that tinker to go away.
You're too busy for that malarkey!" she yelled.

Quickly, the tiny old woman grabbed the coins out of Cathy's
hands and stashed them in her tattered clothing. "That's fine
enough, lady. Now, let's see your palm."

Cathy looked nervously over her shoulder and down the hallway.
The two girls tried to see what was happening, but she eased them
out of the way to conceal what the gypsy would say. Balancing the
baby on her hip, she held out her free palm. The old gypsy gently
cradled it in her surprisingly soft hands and moved her fingers
across Cathy's palm as though to smooth out the crisscrossing
lines.

Suddenly, baby June reached out to the old woman's face,
touching a deep crease. The ragged gypsy reciprocated, and patted a
curl of the baby's flaming red hair. "Aye, this wee lassie, I can
see she's a special wean. The seventh child of seven, is she no?
That's good luck. She can see what others can't. She's fey," the
gypsy declared, nodding her head knowingly.

Cathy was surprised to hear that her youngest child was
predicted to have inner sight.

"And you, dear," the gypsy's dark-brown eyes looked up to the
sky-blue eyes of the young woman. "You're going to move far away
from here," she said as she sighed loudly. "Sorry to say but you'll
no find the happiness you seek there."

Cathy moaned lightly. The old woman, seeing sadness cross the
younger woman's face, added soothingly, "Sometimes we think that
we've lost something only to find that it was still there all
along. You ken9?"

No, she thought, I don't understand this mysterious
message you’ve given me. She sharply pulled back her hand and
put it on the door behind her. "But this wee one," the old gypsy
nodded to June. "She'll bring you the love you're after."

Granny B's voice interrupted them. Cathy placed a finger over
her lips to quiet the gypsy.

The door suddenly swung open. "Away with you," said Granny B,
angrily waving a dishrag at the gypsy. "An' you, get in here," she
said as she pulled Cathy into the flat.

"Them tinkers. The whole lot nothing but troublin' thieves. You
didn't give her any money, did you?" Granny B asked.

Cathy walked silently past her into the kitchen. "You're so
gullible, girl," chided Granny B. "You're lucky she didn't steal
one of your weans right out from under your nose."

"Oh, Mammy. They can't even feed their own weans let alone mine.
Anyway, I felt sorry for the old woman. Her hands were like ice."
She put June on the floor and handed her a rattle to play with.

"Well, maybe you're right. This is the worse chill we've had in
February for ages," Granny B conceded.

Annie, the eldest MacDonald child at six years old, stood on a
chair next to the stove and stirred a pot of thick Scotch broth
soup while Maggie and Mary took turns licking a big wooden spoon
dripping with sweet batter.

Granny B turned her attention to the two sisters who were now
fighting over the spoon. "See, you two! You put that down! Annie,
hand Granny that thingamajig," she said, pointing to a large
rolling pin dusted with flour. The quarreling girls ran screeching
out of the kitchen when their grandmother raised the rolling pin
above her head in a threatening manner.

 "Them twins. A right handful, they are," Granny B
muttered. She often referred to Maggie and Mary as "the twins" or
"the Irish Twins," a term for children born less than a year
apart.

A small whimpering sound came from the crib next to the
fireplace. It was Helen who, at twenty-months, was not round and
rosy like the other MacDonald girls. Cathy thought of her as more
like a pale elfin child, but without the mischievousness. Helen was
a quiet toddler, a sweet child who still preferred to lie in her
crib or be held.

Cathy bent down to her daughter and noticed that the toddler was
tugging on her ear, which was a painful red. The wheezing from
Helen's lungs had gotten louder all day. This damp cold weather
will be the death of us yet, Cathy thought as she picked up her
sickly little girl.

"Tsk. Poor wee soul. Sick again?" Granny B asked worriedly. Her
home remedies hadn't worked their usual magic. The women had
discussed taking Helen back to see Dr. MacFadden, but Jimmy
discouraged it, saying it was a waste of money. "She'll grow out of
it," he had said.

Easing her tired body into a rocking chair, Cathy tried to
soothe the crying child. June watched Helen intently as her sister
sat on their mother's lap. She held up her hands and started to
babble, signaling to her mother that she wanted to be picked up.
The tired mother gave a small gasp as she scooped up the baby,
placing her next to Helen. The girls straddled their mother, and
all three rocked back and forth. The toddler looked at her baby
sister with heavy eyes. June placed her tiny hand delicately over
Helen's red ear. The sick toddler soon quieted as she sank deeply
against her mother's body. Cathy saw the redness in her ear fade to
a pale pink. June's touch always seems to help Helen, she
thought.

In a rare and blessed moment of silence, Cathy took a prolonged
inhale and closed her eyes. After a few moments she looked over at
her mother who was preparing supper. "Mammy, didn't you tell me
that you had a wean born dead?"

"Aye. Sad. Just like your wee Baby Kit." Granny B continued her
baking preparations and said no more about the infant Kit who had
been her namesake. The baby had lived for only a few days. "Both of
us have suffered the deaths of our first born. God giveth, and God
taketh away. Tsk. Aye, it's a sair fecht."

"It is indeed. So that makes me the seventh child, right?" An
awkward stillness filled the kitchen.  Still no matter how
sore the subject was, Cathy wanted to solve the gypsy’s message.
The only sound was the big black kettle on the stove that had
started to boil. Granny B ignored her daughter until Cathy said,
"You never talk about it, Mammy." 

The older woman stared at her daughter with hands on her hips.
"Leave the past alone, lassie. Nothing can be done about it. Why
you asking? Did that tinker say something?"

Cathy shrugged and said nothing.

The conversation was interrupted by a big bang coming from the
other room. "Och, for God's sake! Will you no see what those wee
devils have destroyed now! Here, I'll take Elizabeth. Come on to
your Granny." Granny B reached to take June.

Cathy's face darkened as she laid Helen on the big overstuffed
chair and held June tightly to her chest. "Oh Mammy! You and Jimmy!
You're only confusing her. Her name is June, Mammy. No Saint
Elizabeth or Mary Queen of Heaven or any other bloody holy name.
It's June and that's that."

The kettle began steaming as Granny B rushed to quiet its
whistling. She picked it up off the stove, and placed it harder
than usual on the counter, spewing water all over.

"Well, Elizabeth is her baptismal name. Thank God for that," she
muttered as she crossed herself.

 

* * * * *

 

Chapter 4

The Orange Walk

July 12, 1953

 

The stone landing outside the MacDonald's flat quickly picked up
the heat that came with the weather change, and although it had
drizzled the day before, producing a refreshing low fog, the heat
of the July afternoon now permeated the atmosphere. The MacDonalds'
flat soon became hot and stuffy.

Jimmy and Granda B had stepped out onto the landing to get out
of the way so Granny B could prepare the meal.

 "Things are going to be hot today," Granda B mused as he
carefully lowered his whiskey glass from his lips, enjoying the
last drop of Johnnie Walker Red-his favorite whiskey.

The revelry of laughter, singing and the banging of drums from
the nearby parade belied the upcoming clash of Glasgow's citizens.
If history were its gauge, the day would most assuredly grow in
violence that would last well into the next day.

Granda B's tawny brown eyes flickered over to Jimmy, his
son-in-law. The old man watched Jimmy's strong muscular body tense
up with each drumbeat that, like an anxious heartbeat, grew louder
and louder. While the two men were very different in looks-the
elder was tall, white-haired and slender, whereas Jimmy was short
and stocky with dark brown hair-they were very much alike in their
strong beliefs on family and religion. Both were proud men. They
had a right to be, they thought. They had managed to keep a decent
job in a town where Catholics often found good work opportunities
difficult to come by. Jimmy had done so well in his day job that
recently he had finally given up his second one. That was until
last week when he was let go from his job.

Granda B's low, calm voice cut short his son-in-law's thoughts.
"Aye, it is a shame, son. I told you that my cousin would take you
on at his electrical shop."

"Och, Dad, it's no just that. It's the whole thing of being let
go just like I was," he said snapping his fingers loudly and
grimacing with anger. "All because some bloody Proddy comes along
every time and takes our jobs away. It keeps me from getting
ahead."

Granda B had the same distaste for the Proddies as the Catholics
called the Protestants in Scotland, having lived with their
prejudices against Catholics much longer than Jimmy. But he knew
not to agree with his son-in-law. Jimmy would anger at the drop of
a hat and the whiskey might encourage him to do something that
would bring trouble to the family. 

Still, Jimmy's words caused Granda B to think back on that day,
many years ago when his youngest son, Francis, had died. Granda B's
stomach started to burn as it always did when he remembered that
horrible time. Against his father's orders, Francis had gone with
some friends to watch the Orange Walk, a parade of Glasgow
Protestants celebrating their 17th century victory over Catholic
rule and religion. Also, against his father’s warnings, Francis had
worn a bright green scarf, which alerted the Protestants (whose
color was orange), that he was thumbing his nose at the Orangemen
(as the Catholics called them.) A brick tossed from the crowd of
Protestants had struck Granda B’s beloved son, killing him
instantly. Months later, Granda B told his wife that Francis'
spirit had visited him during Mass. The spirit had instructed him
to help unite the two religions. Soon afterward, Granda B began his
crusade by founding and raising funds for the Francis Buchanan
Glasgow Youth Soccer League, an organization for children from both
religions. Although the program had brought him some comfort, his
grief and anger over his son's untimely death never stopped.

Speaking with the wisdom of time, the old man said to Jimmy,
"It's a bit better with them now than in my days. Just be patient,
son, you'll get another job."

The men were interrupted by the voices of two young girls, one
crying and one yelling, coming up the stairwell.

"You're the stupid cow!" Annie yelled at her unseen target as
she stomped up the stairs onto the landing with her crying sister
in tow.

Mary's golden speckled-brown eyes, usually bright with mirth,
now brimmed over with tears.

"What you greetin' aboot?" Jimmy asked her irritated with her
crying.

"Them boys throwed stones at us," Mary said, rubbing her
freckled arm with a red mark on it.

"They hurt her. I'm going to tell Granny," said Annie, angrily.
Her usually light blue-gray eyes were as dark and steely as a
Scottish winter sky.

Granda B bent down to Mary. "Oh lassie!" he sighed. "Never you
mind them bad boys, pet. Granda'll take you to Granny. She'll give
you a wee sweetie," he said as he brushed back his favorite
granddaughter's wavy blonde hair. Mary sniffed, but managed a big
smile for her grandfather and the thought of a sugar treat.

"My girls can't even walk to school without one of those
Proddies causing trouble. Annie, tell Granda what happened the
other day," Jimmy said.

Annie scowled. "A big boy asked, 'Where you goin'?' I said to
school at St. Michael's. He says, 'I hate papists.' An' he hit me
in the face. I didn't cry, though. I kicked him and ran
away."  She didn’t know what papist exactly meant other than
it was a bad word to call a Catholic and to her that was cause
enough to fight.

"Go on, hen, show your Granda what happened to you," Jimmy said.
She moved her hair aside and tilted her head upward to show Granda
B a bruised cheekbone.

"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!" Granda B said. "Right you are,
lassie, no to cry 'cause of them. You're a brave one, Annie, you
are."

Annie nodded solemnly. She knew that crying was not encouraged
in her Scottish household, whereas bravely defending yourself had a
place of honor. 

She continued her ranting against the boys downstairs. "And they
said we was stupid papist cows. Them boys are ugly, bad Proddies.
Right, Daddy?"

Before her father could answer, a male voice yelled loudly from
downstairs. "Billy! Hurry up, man!"

"Hold your bloody horses!" came the loud response from the flat
upstairs. Billy, a in his early twenties skidded down onto the
MacDonald's landing. He stopped short when he saw Jimmy and Granda
B standing, glaring at him. Billy had known both men for most of
his life, but in that moment, he eyed them as though he had
happened upon the enemy camp. His bowler hat and orange sash across
his chest was the uniform of his team-the Protestants. The young
man quickly ducked his head so as not to look at the two, although
he did manage to mumble a greeting. Granda B cocked his head and
acknowledged the greeting with an "Aye."

Billy continued thumping down the stairs, staying close to the
stone wall to put as much space as possible between him and the two
men. He had gone only a few steps past the landing when Granda B
said loud enough for his comment to echo, "That wee
bauchle is lucky I'm no longer a young man. He'd be eating
that orange sash." Granda tickled Mary's plump belly. She laughed
and hugged her grandfather tightly.

Jimmy guffawed at Granda name-calling of Billy, who indeed fit
the description of a bauchle: short and heavy with a disheveled
appearance and awkward gait.

The door opposite the MacDonald's opened. Mrs. MacSwan, a short,
round woman in her mid-sixties, came out, arranging an orange sash
on her shoulder. Satisfied with her uniform, she looked up to see
her neighbors staring at her. Her warm, light-brown eyes and ruddy
face gave her a merry look.

"Oh! Hello there gentlemen and young ladies," she sang out in a
cheery voice.

The men nodded slightly to her.

"Hello, Mrs. MacSwan," Annie said, smiling broadly. She liked
her kindly neighbor and the homemade treats she baked.

The spry elderly lady didn't miss a step on her mission to join
the growing noise of the parade. "Cheery-bye! Off I go," she called
out behind her.

With the day's purpose in mind, both men shook their heads at
the irony of the woman's friendliness. Mrs. MacSwan was off to the
Orange March, the Protestant rally march celebrating an old victory
over the Catholics.

The MacDonald's front door was cracked open wide enough for the
delicious smell of baking steak pie to waft through to the landing.
The enticing scent-a reminder that good times were still available
to the family-drew the four back into the flat.

Granny B was cooking the big Sunday dinner, a family tradition
that everyone looked forward to. Cathy sat in the overstuffed chair
with three-year-old June on her lap. Mother and daughter looked
alike: petite bodies, small noses and large eyes. The most
noticeable difference was Cathy's light blonde hair, which paled in
comparison to June's bright red ringlets.

Maggie, who sat on the floor next to the chair listening to the
story, was tall and strawberry blonde with green eyes. Helen lay in
her parent's alcove bed in the big kitchen, sleeping soundly after
a night of difficult breathing. "She has a cold," the MacDonalds
agreed.

In a soft, lyrical voice, Cathy was telling her daughters a
favorite story. It was the same one her mother had told her when
she was a little girl. "Green lady, green lady, come down for your
tea. Your tea is all ready and waiting for thee."

Granda B interrupted the story when he came into the kitchen,
holding Mary. He put her down and she quickly ran over to her
mother. "What's wrong, hen?" Cathy asked, cupping her daughter's
tear-stained face in her hands.

As Cathy comforted Mary, June slid off her mother's lap and
walked over to Helen. She stood on her toes to get a better view of
her sister lying on the top cover, apparently asleep. No matter how
she struggled to climb up into the bed to be with Helen, she slid
back down again. Everyone else in the room was focused on Jimmy's
story about how Annie bravely stood up to a Proddy.

At the end of the story, Granda B kept his promise. "Granny,
give Mary a wee sweetie to help her feel better."

As she reached up to the cupboard, Granny's hand froze in midair
at the startling sound of June's wail, "Mammy, Mammy! Ell-ell!"
which was how June pronounced Helen's name.

June’s  yelling was unnerving Jimmy. Gruffly, he told her
to be quiet, "Will you no wheest June! Get away from there."

 "I'll see to it," Granny said handing a package of
biscuits to Annie.  "June knows when Helen's no doing
well."

Granny tried to shoo June away and said,

 Smoothing back Helen's dark-brown hair, Granny B's
eyebrows furrowed when she saw her granddaughter flushed with
fever. Helen's health was a constant worry to Granny B. She thought
of how puny her four-year old granddaughter was in comparison to
her other rosy-faced grandchildren.  Even June, a year younger
than Helen, was already a bit taller than her ailing sister.

She tilted her gray head and put her ear close to Helen's mouth.
"Mother of God!" she cried out. "I think the wean's no
breathing!"

Cathy quickly joined her mother. Leaning close to Helen's face
she heard only a very slight breath. "Oh Mammy, shouldn't we get
her to the hospital?"

"Och girl, you can't think of going out there now," Granda B
said as he sat down at the kitchen table.

The sound outside grew to a loud drumming. Suddenly, the
crashing sound of breaking glass interrupted them. "Shit," Jimmy
said as he ran out of the room and toward the noise.

His three older girls stood near a broken window. A brick lay
near it. Annie picked it up and was ready to throw it back outside.
The Irish Twins jumped up and down cheering her on.

Maggie and Mary shouted shrilly, "Throw it back at them!"

The noisy drumming and loud singing was now right outside the
window. Adrenalin rushed through Jimmy, his heart beating wildly
from the growing tension. He didn't want things to get out of his
control. Quickly, he grabbed Annie by the back of her blouse to
keep her from throwing the brick.

"Get back to the kitchen!" he yelled.

He led the girls toward the kitchen and away from the broken
window.

"Jimmy, Helen's needing a doctor. Now!" Granny B said
forcefully.

The group jumped, startled at her loud pronouncement.

"Are you daft, woman?" Did you no hear that crash in there?
There's nothing but trouble out there for us," Granda B said,
opposing her command.

Helen started to gasp loudly. Jimmy looked over at his wife
cradling their sick daughter. With troubled eyes she begged softly,
"Please."

"Aye, alright." Turning to his father-in-law, he announced
firmly, "The women are right about this, Dad. We have no
choice."

Silence spread across the room as the seriousness of Helen's
condition sank in. June's shrieking cries broke the silence as
Helen's body thrust back and became rigid. The indecision was
broken.

Granda B picked up his cap and jacket. "Right you are then. Give
me the wean. Jimmy, you stay put."

"No, Dad. I'll take her myself. The rest of you just wait."
Jimmy said.

"I'm going too. She needs her mother." Cathy began to wrap the
sick girl in a large woolen shawl.

 "You'll need me to help, Jimmy. We'll go to the corner
shop and phone for a taxi. Granny'll stay with the girls," Granda B
said.

June started to wail and her grandmother picked her up in hopes
of stopping the disturbing noise. "Och, it's no that bad, henny.
See. Helen’s nicely now."

The wailing girl couldn't be comforted. Stretching out her hands
to her sick sister, she screamed like a banshee, "Ell-ell!"

The high afternoon sun directed its brilliance onto Jimmy's face
as he emerged from the dimness of the building. He put one arm up
to his eyes to deflect the sun while the other arm tightened around
the blanketed girl. He paused, uncertain of the best way to get
around the crowd. Cathy, frantic to keep moving, bumped right into
him. Granda B, bringing up the rear, moved the family forward with
purpose. 

The marching band passing by brought forth loud singing of a
tune well known to the Protestants on the street, which was meant
to offend the Catholics. The anxious trio knew they were in a
dangerous situation and worried about being stopped. But it wasn't
easy to move past the exit of the building. It was blocked by a
group of young men watching the parade, cheering and yelling as it
passed by.

Jimmy tried to push his way through the group by throwing out
his arm in a sweeping motion. "Come now. Out the way," he
yelled.

A young, dark-haired man, who appeared to be drunk, took quick
offense at being pushed aside. "Hey, Mac, where you think you're
going?"

Jimmy answered him in an uncharacteristically quiet manner,
"Look man, we've a sick wean here. Will you no get out of our
way?"

The troublemaker grinned foolishly for a second, then drew his
lips into a sneer. A fighter himself, Jimmy knew what could follow
a look like that. In a preemptive first strike, Jimmy shoved the
hooligan, sending him stumbling backwards. The group of young men,
in anticipation of the escalating brawl, tightened the circle
around Jimmy's family.

Granda B stepped out from behind Cathy to tower above them all.
He addressed the dark-haired young man, "Come on now, Andy." And to
the others he simply said, "All of you-move aside. Let the woman
come through." The group parted.

Jimmy stood silently, awed by how his father-in-law seemed to
know so many people in Glasgow. Still apprehensive, Jimmy handed
Helen to Cathy in order to free both hands in case of further
trouble. A broad-shouldered young man pushed Jimmy from behind. The
shove felt more like a punch and forced him to stumble forward into
the group of Protestants.

An older man put a hand up to the tall bully, stopping his next
move. "Easy now, lad."

But the young Protestant did not back off. His beet-red Scottish
face showed his eagerness for a confrontation-a good fight for the
cause. He raised his fists and spat out from his snarled lips,
"Bloody papists pigs."

A small, round ball of a woman holding an orange banner on a
wood stick slapped the aggressor's arm. Her strong hit was precise
and stinging "for such a wee lady," according to revelers at the
pub later that day.

"Glenn Sweeny! Don't you dare hurt that wean," the round woman
said. "Hands down, now!" She turned to Cathy, "Come along, Mrs.
MacDonald."

Everyone stopped, as if frozen in time. The young man's fists
dropped as he stepped back and carried out Mrs. MacSwan's
instructions. Her many years as a schoolteacher had perfected her
ability to stare down the hooligans.

The group stopped bothering Jimmy's family and turned away to
watch the parade. The three scurried quickly down the street,
sticking close to the safety of the buildings and away from the
crowd.

The sign hanging lopsided on the door of the corner store
stopped them in their tracks. It said in bold capital letters,
"CLOSED FOR ORANGE WALK."

"That can't be. It bloody well can't be," Jimmy mumbled.

At first he knocked loudly on the door and then began to pound
frantically on it. His voice got louder. "Open up! It's Jimmy
MacDonald. We need your phone. It's an emergency. Open up!"

Cupping his eyes to peer into the darkened shop, he could see a
telephone but could hear no sounds inside. No one would open up for
him.

 "Son, it's no use. Let's get going," Granda B said taking
a hold of his son-in-law's arm.

"Where, Daddy?" Cathy anxiously looked up at her father.

He helplessly looked out at the sea of raucous people passing
by, waving colorful orange banners held high.


           
Suddenly Helen's limp body jerked backward and then slowly went
limp. Cathy pushed the shawl aside and looked down at her
daughter's ashen face. Helen's eyes were wide open in a vacant
stare.

"No. No. Please, Mother of God. Not my wee lassie," she sobbed,
shaking her head in denial. "Helen!" she screamed over and over,
desperately calling her daughter back into her world.

Jimmy stepped forward to catch his still daughter as his wife
collapsed to the pavement. She refused to give Helen up.

The drumming had grown faint as the parade moved farther down
the road.
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