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One

Edinburgh’s West End post office clock was going slow. Or so thought Lorna Fernie, counter clerk, covertly glancing up at the hands in between serving customers. If the clock wasn’t going slow, why was the afternoon so long? Sometimes it seemed as though leaving time would never be reached and she’d never make it to the Merchant Hall for the talent contest, which was foolish even to imagine. But then she was a wee bit nervous, wasn’t she? Unusually for her.

A slim, quite small girl, not yet twenty-one, Lorna’s eyes were blue and very bright beneath dark level brows that contrasted well with her auburn hair. Auburn, not to say ginger, though Lorna didn’t mind if folk called it that. After all, her dad had been ginger until his later years when, of course, his hair had faded, but he’d still been called Coppers by his colleagues in the dance band where he played saxophone. The same saxophone now owned by Lorna.

On that late November afternoon, even with the Christmas rush still some way off, folk were queuing patiently in the post office. But then, in 1945, they were used to queuing. Fact of life, eh? Same as shortages and rationing. Bomb damage, too, though it had to be admitted, Edinburgh had got off pretty lightly with that. Still had some protective sticky paper on the post office windows, though – just another reminder of the war, if you needed it.

Stamps, postal orders, packages, parcels, on and on went the flow, as the clerks worked away through the afternoon, but a lull came eventually when Pattie MacDowell, next to Lorna, was able to ask in a stage whisper, ‘You nervous about tonight, Lorna?’

‘A bit,’ Lorna answered after a pause.

‘You’re used to playing, though? At concerts and that?’

Yes, it was true, Lorna reflected. She was used to playing – mainly the piano – at local concerts, kirk socials, and so on, but tonight’s event was different. A talent contest in aid of charity. A competition where she’d be judged. She wasn’t used to that.

‘I’ve never been in a talent contest before,’ she said at last. ‘And it’s important, you see. There’s a prize.’

‘Aye, ten pounds, I heard.’ Pattie, a plump little blonde, was excited. ‘That’s a lot, eh?’

‘I’m more interested in something else. If you win, you get to play on the wireless.’

‘The wireless! Where?’

‘Here, in Edinburgh. At the studios in Queen Street.’ Lorna’s eyes suddenly shone. ‘Imagine it, broadcasting!’

‘And that’ll be you, Lorna. I bet you win tonight. You’re a lovely pianist.’

‘Tonight, I’m playing the saxophone,’ said Lorna.

The hands of the clock moved round at last to show the half hour after five. Going home time, thank the Lord, and as Miss Dickinson, the supervisor, closed the doors to the public, the staff yawned and stretched, buttoned up their coats and began to call out their ‘goodnights’.

Lorna, of course, was wasting no time. This was what she’d been waiting for: to finish work, skid along home, have her tea – not that she’d want it – and get ready for the contest. Her mother would be coming with her, and her Auntie Cissie, over from Musselburgh, and probably Ewen MacKee, a senior postal clerk who worked in the back office after being demobbed from the navy.

‘Hey, Lorna, wait for me!’ He was calling to her now, as she raced out into the chill of the evening. ‘You know I’m going your way.’

‘Hurry up, then. I want to do some practising when I get home.’

‘You don’t need to do any practising,’ he told her, grinning, as they set off together through the lighted, crowded streets of the West End, he suiting his long-legged stride to her quick little steps. ‘You know all your piano pieces backwards, eh?’

‘I’m playing the saxophone, Ewen.’

‘The saxophone? Whatever for? I mean – I know you’re good, but...’

She laughed a little at the expression on his broad, good-natured face, as he took off his cap and put his hand through his thick brown hair.

‘But girls don’t play the saxophone? They do, then. They can play any instrument going, don’t have to stick to the piano or violin.’

‘Yes, but for something like the contest, I thought sure you’d play those good tunes you know so well. I bet that’s what the judges would like.’

‘Who knows what they’d like? And I can play tunes on the saxophone, anyway. If you come tonight, you’ll hear ’em, eh?’

‘I’m coming tonight, all right. Just try to keep me away!’

They parted at the end of West Maitland Street, from where Ewen continued into the Dalry area and Lorna ran fast to a shabby old house off the Haymarket. Here she had lived all her life in the ground-floor flat of the converted building, the only child of her parents after two brothers had died in infancy. It was not a sadness Lorna herself had experienced, being too young at the time. In fact, she had known no sadness at all until the death of her father the year before, a grief that was still with her. How did you get over losing somebody who’d meant so much? ‘You just take it day by day,’ Tilly her mother had told her. ‘And keep busy.’

Well, they were busy enough. They had their living to make, Tilly as a dressmaker, Lorna, after her war work making munitions, in the post office, For now, as she told herself, but not for ever.

There were four rooms in their flat. Two bedrooms, a kitchen and a living room, which was furnished like most of the living rooms Lorna knew, except, along with the stuffed sofa, the loaded sideboard, the table and chairs, there was a piano. Very old, with walnut casing and yellowed keys, even a pair of candleholders, but it was Lorna’s pride and joy, and all thanks to Auntie Cissie, her mother’s sister, who’d let them have it years before. It had belonged to her late husband’s mother, given to Cissie for her children, but they’d never wanted to play and had now left Edinburgh.

‘Who else would I give it to, but Lorna?’ Cissie had asked reasonably. ‘With her dad being a musician and all?’

‘Always meant to get one,’ Cam Fernie had said, thumbing through the old music that had arrived with the piano. ‘Never got round to it.’

‘Always needed something else first,’ Tilly had put in.

‘And that’s where we made our mistake, eh? This should have come first.’

‘You had your fiddle and your sax.’

‘But we should’ve thought of Lorna.’

As her father sat down and ran his fingers over the keys, muttering that he’d have to tune the instrument before he did anything else, Lorna could remember standing looking on, transfixed with happiness.

‘Am I going to learn to play, Dad?’ she’d whispered.

Of course, she’d learned to play. As Lorna bounded into the living room now, calling to her mother that she was home, the memory of all those lessons came back. Not just for the piano, but the saxophone and violin as well, with her father patiently teaching her so thoroughly she’d never needed anyone else.

Oh, but it was hard to think he wasn’t still there in his chair, smoking and smiling as she came in from school! But she wasn’t coming in from school today, and it was Auntie Cissie sitting in his chair now. She was waiting to go with her and Ma to the talent contest that was looming ever nearer.

‘Hi, Ma!’ Lorna cried, flinging back her auburn hair. ‘Hi, Auntie Cissie! All set for tonight?’


Two

It had always seemed to Lorna that her mother and her aunt were more like twins than ordinary sisters, even though there were three years between them, Cissie now being forty-eight and Tilly forty-five. Both were fair, though, and had such similar faces – long and pale, with high cheekbones and blue eyes much lighter than Lorna’s – you could be forgiven for confusing them. Unless you knew them as well as Lorna did, for in character they were quite different.

Tilly was steady, never making a move until she was sure, while Cissie was bold and, as she sometimes said with a laugh, ready to jump in with both feet. ‘Might get wet sometimes,’ she would add, ‘but never drowned, eh?’

‘Here she is!’ she cried now, when Lorna came to give her a hug. ‘Here’s the winner!’

‘Och, now don’t be saying that,’ Tilly said reproachfully. ‘Nothing’s for sure in this world.’

‘When the judges hear Lorna playing that lovely “Minute Waltz” thing she played at the kirk concert, there’ll be no contest,’ Cissie retorted. ‘She’ll knock ’em for six.’

‘I won’t be playing the “Minute Waltz”,’ Lorna said firmly. ‘That’s a piano piece.’

‘So? I thought you were playing the piano?’

‘I’ve decided to play the saxophone.’

There was a silence as the two sisters exchanged glances.

‘The saxophone,’ Tilly said at last. ‘I don’t believe it. Whatever’s got into you, Lorna, to think of doing that?’

‘Aye, what indeed?’ Cissie asked. ‘The saxophone’s a terrible solo instrument, so it is. Why, you’ll need somebody to play with you, eh?’

‘No, I won’t, I’m playing on my own. My sax sounds beautiful.’ Lorna frowned deeply. ‘And it was my dad’s instrument, don’t forget.’

‘But yours is the piano,’ Tilly declared. ‘And he only played the sax in Jackie Craik’s band.’

‘I could’ve played it in a band!’

‘But you know he always said you couldn’t. I can see him now, sitting in that chair and saying Jackie and the fellows would never accept a lassie. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten, Lorna!’

‘I haven’t forgotten,’ she said quietly, looking away from Aunt Cissie sitting in her father’s chair.

Of course she remembered her dad saying she’d never follow him into a dance band, much as he wished she could if it was what she wanted. That had been long ago, before Lorna had heard that some women musicians had got their chances and taken the place of the men gone to war. But now the war was over and maybe things had gone back to the way they were. Lorna didn’t know. All she knew was that she needed to get her foot in the door, and that this talent contest might be the door she could open.

‘Ma, I’d better have my tea and get ready,’ she muttered. ‘Time’s getting on.’

‘Ah, now, you’re upset.’ Her mother put her arm around Lorna’s shoulders. ‘But it’s best to face facts, pet. As your dad always used to say, even if you were given a job, a dance band is no place for a lassie.’

‘Look at the hours he used to keep, eh?’ Cissie added, rising from Cam’s chair. ‘Never home till the small hours, and then there’d be the drinking and the smoking. I always said he’d never make old bones.’

‘Yes, well, let’s no’ go into all that now,’ Tilly murmured, quickly blinking her pale blue eyes. ‘Best get our tea and be on our way.’

‘There are such things as all girl bands, you know,’ Lorna said, passing out plates. ‘Maybe they’d no’ turn me down.’

‘All girl dance bands?’ Cissie echoed. ‘Where are they, then?’

‘There are plenty in America, but some in England as well. There’s a lady has a band plays on the wireless sometimes.’

‘But no’ girl bands here in Scotland, eh?’

Lorna shook her head. ‘Haven’t heard of any.’

‘Don’t tell me you’ll be running away to England, then?’ her mother asked, not altogether in fun. ‘Ah, look, you stick to your post office job and play your music in your spare time. That’s the best for you, I’m telling you. Now, I’ll get the tea.’

‘What are you going to wear tonight, Lorna?’ Cissie asked, as they sat down to pies and peas. ‘Got to cut a dash, you know.’

‘Well, I can either wear my green,’ Lorna answered, smiling at last. ‘Or, my dark blue. If I don’t wear my dark blue, I can wear my green. That’s the choice.’

‘One of these days we won’t need clothing coupons,’ Tilly remarked. ‘I’d say the blue, Lorna, the one I made for you. You suit the colour.’

‘I think the blue, too. Always think it makes me seem taller.’

‘Now you don’t need to worry about looking taller. Leave that to the men. Which reminds me – is that nice fellow from the post office going to the concert tonight?’

‘Ewen? Yes, he says he’ll be there.’

Tilly glanced at her sister. ‘He’s a lovely laddie, Cissie. Lorna could do a lot worse.’

‘Oh, Ma, stop your matchmaking!’ Lorna cried, rolling her eyes and jumping to her feet. ‘Ewen’s a friend, that’s all. Look, mind if I don’t help clear away? I’m going to get ready.’

‘She’s a wee bit worked up,’ Tilly whispered, as Lorna hurried off. ‘Nerves, you ken.’

‘No’ like her to be nervous.’

‘Seemingly, this talent thing is something special. I just hope she wins.’

‘No need to worry,’ Cissie said comfortingly. ‘She will.’

In her little bedroom that was hardly bigger than a box room, Lorna tried on the dark blue dress. It was her belief that she had the smallest mirror in the world, perched on top of the smallest chest of drawers, yet as she twisted and turned, trying to get a view of herself, she knew she would never complain. Compared with girls in some of the tenements, she lived like a princess. Own room, own mirror, own place to put her things! Heavens, she was lucky not to be taking a turn at sharing a bed!

All the same, it wasn’t easy getting ready when you had to make do with fractions of a reflection, but from what she could see, she decided she’d been right about the blue dress. It definitely made her seem taller, and once she’d put on her high heels, it would look even better. Wouldn’t be warm, of course, but then the hall would probably be too hot, anyway, when the audience was all stuffed in, and for travelling in the tram she could wear a cardigan under her coat.

When she’d given her hair a good brush she was about to put on some lipstick when she paused. Better wait to do that.

With a little catch of breath, she turned to pick up her father’s saxophone case from her one chair and took out the brass instrument she had so often seen him play. It was so beautiful. So lovingly crafted by someone probably long dead, for it was quite old, her dad had said, and yet shone as brightly as though newly made. Of course, that was the special lacquer put on to protect the brass, but even the well-used keys, some covered in mother of pearl, seemed to Lorna to be as good as new.

She ran her fingers down the cone-shaped body, remembering that she’d said she’d like to practise before the contest, but of course there’d been no time. Still – she put her lips to the mouthpiece – she would just play a few notes, to put her in the mood, for she did so love to hear the deep, special sound that from the first had drawn her to listen when her dad was playing his sax.

He’d been pleased that she’d liked it; the saxophone wasn’t to everyone’s taste. Didn’t she prefer the piano? Oh, she loved her piano, but the saxophone was to her more special. Sometimes its music was so soft, so sad. Sometimes, when her dad played jazz, just the opposite: loud, bright, so full of rhythm, it set her feet dancing. One day, she used to say, she would learn to play the saxophone, and her dad would say, yes, and he would teach her. And so, of course, he had and said she was a natural. But he still didn’t think she could ever play in a band.

Ah, well, best not to think of that now. Just try a few notes from the piece she’d be playing first that evening, which was a Bach suite arranged for the saxophone. Very hard, but she had to show what she could do and there was an easier piece to follow.

‘Lorna, Lorna, are you ready?’ came her mother’s voice, before she’d scarcely begun. ‘It’s time to go.’

‘Oh, no,’ Lorna groaned, and hastily packed away the saxophone, put on her lipstick, found her cardigan and her coat, and ran out to join her mother and Auntie Cissie.

‘OK, I’m ready.’

‘Why, you’re never wearing high heels to go out, Lorna?’ Cissie asked. ‘It’s raining, you ken. Quick, put your boots on and I’ll take your shoes in ma bag. Tilly, have you got the umbrellas?’

If we could just get going, Lorna thought, as nervous now as a racehorse under starter’s orders. Just hope I feel better when I get there.


Three

Although they thought they’d given themselves plenty of time, when Lorna and her family arrived at the Merchant Hall in Newington, they found it almost full and already uncomfortably warm. Not something you normally had to complain about in Edinburgh’s public rooms, as Cissie remarked, but oh, dear, what about the smell of the damp coats and wellingtons, then? It would have to be a wet night, wouldn’t it?

‘Just as long as we get seats,’ Tilly murmured, scanning the rows of chairs. ‘You’ll be all right, Lorna, you’ll be behind the scenes, eh?’

‘I’d better go and see what’s happening,’ Lorna said, putting her hands to her flushed cheeks. ‘Will you take my coat and cardigan, Ma? And Auntie Cissie, where’s my shoes?’

‘There’s somebody waving to us,’ Cissie said, nobly handing over Lorna’s high heels in exchange for her damp boots. ‘It must be that young man you mentioned, eh? I think he’s got some seats for us.’

‘Yes, it’s Ewen!’ Tilly cried. ‘Oh, good lad, he’s saved us some seats – that’s a relief.’

As they made their way through other family members and friends of the performers searching for seats, Lorna was staring in surprise.

‘Why, there’s Pattie!’ she exclaimed, ‘And – oh, no – Miss Dickinson! Who’d have thought she’d come tonight?’

‘Hi, Lorna!’ Ewen cried, as they came up to the front row. ‘Hello, Mrs Fernie. I made sure of some seats for you – they’re in the second row – got here before they even opened the doors.’

‘And I’m sure we’re very grateful,’ Tilly gasped. ‘Well done, Ewen.’

‘Never thought to see you here, Pattie,’ Lorna was murmuring. ‘And Miss Dickinson – it was nice of you to come.’

‘Why, Lorna, we had to come and give you our support!’ cried Miss Dickinson, who was looking younger and smarter than when at work. ‘And it’s in aid of the children’s hospital, too, isn’t it? I’m always one for a good cause.’

‘Wanted to come and wish you luck,’ Pattie said earnestly. ‘We’ll all be cheering for you, Lorna.’

But Lorna’s eyes were on three men and one woman taking their seats in the front row. One of the men she recognized as being the conductor of a local orchestra and another the head of a school music department – their photographs were often in the local papers. So was the woman’s – she was a well-known soprano. But the fourth person Lorna didn’t know and could only guess who he might be. From the BBC, perhaps? For these, of course, were the judges.

‘I’ve got to go,’ she muttered, and holding tight to her saxophone case, made her way towards the platform, just as a middle-aged man came out to speak. She didn’t need to wait to hear what he said, she knew he was from the hospital for sick children and would be thanking everybody for the shilling entrance fee they’d paid to hear the contest and wishing all the entrants good luck. All she wanted now, as she moved to join her rivals in a small room at the back of the platform, was for it to be her turn. But of course, they were all wishing the same.

Although there were only ten talent hopefuls – five young women, five young men – the room seemed full, for some had brought their accompanists, and there were also several women organizers, ticking off names, setting out chairs and trying to put everyone at ease.

‘Not long to go now,’ one of these said brightly. ‘There’s Mr Dean making his introduction. Before you know it, it’ll all be over!’

‘We’re supposed to be enjoying it,’ one of the girls murmured, at which a small ripple of laughter ran around the room.

Another girl – tall and pale with anxious eyes and brown hair unevenly cut short – laid her hand on Lorna’s arm. ‘Have you seen the judges?’ she whispered. ‘Are they out there?’

‘In the front row. Want to take a peep?’

‘No, no, I think we’ll be starting any minute. Where are you on the programme they sent? I’m fifth.’

‘I’m fourth. Just before you, then. Before the interval, as well. That’s good, eh?’ Lorna introduced herself, adding that she would be playing her saxophone.

‘Oh, my, a saxophone! Is it as difficult as it looks?’

‘Worse.’

‘My name’s Hannah Maxwell. I’m just playing the piano.’

‘Well, that can be difficult, too. What are you starting with?’

‘Chopin’s “Minute Waltz”.’

‘Oh, nice,’ Lorna murmured, looking down at the girl’s hands on her roll of music. Strong, pianist’s hands, with spatulate broad fingers. She had the feeling that this girl was good. Probably she could play the “Minute Waltz” in under the time. So, what a bit of luck, eh, that she, Lorna, had decided to play her sax?

‘Why in God’s name aren’t we starting?’ a young man with a tenor’s voice asked. ‘It’s ridiculous, keeping us hanging about like this.’

‘Are you first on?’ Lorna asked kindly.

‘Yes, and I can’t decide whether that’s good or bad.’ He gave a tremulous grin. ‘I’m dead keen to win, you ken. No’ for the money, but the spot on the wireless.’

‘We all want that,’ said a tall statuesque young woman, who looked to Lorna like a singer. ‘But I want the money as well.’

‘Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention?’ boomed the voice of a stout woman, one of the organizers. ‘The contest is about to begin. Could Anthony Baird step forward please?’

‘Oh, God,’ said the young tenor, swallowing hard. ‘That’s me. Where’s my accompanist? Janet, Janet!’

‘I’m here, Tony,’ a girl said comfortingly. ‘No need to panic. I’ve got the music.’

‘This way, please, Mr Baird,’ the organizer told him, holding his arm as though he might suddenly run away. ‘You, too, dear, if you’re accompanying him. And when you’ve finished your pieces, could you both just move into the audience? No need to return here.’

‘Oh, listen, they’re clapping,’ someone said. ‘That’s nice, eh? If they clap when we come on.’

‘Hope they clap when we’ve finished, as well,’ the statuesque young woman sighed, at which Lorna smiled.

‘Are you joking? They’re all friends and relations out there. They’ll clap, all right.’

‘But maybe no’ for everyone.’

‘Never mind the audience,’ Hannah said sharply. ‘Think of the judges.’

‘Everyone keep quiet,’ hissed the organizer, returning. ‘Mr Baird is beginning.’

And as the strains of Sullivan’s ‘Take a Pair of Sparkling Eyes’ came back to them, the contestants fell silent.


Four

Exquisite agony, was how some later described it, having to sit and wait to go on, while listening to others performing and wondering how good they were, and whether it was worth even stepping out on to the platform, as confidence gradually drained away.

Whatever happened, Lorna knew that she would go on, do her best, even if all seemed hopeless, for you could never be certain what the judges were looking for – it might be something you’d never expect and you might have it.

All the same, when her name was called and she had to walk out on to the platform, it took all her courage to smile around the hall, pretend to be at ease, pretend, in fact as that girl had said, to be enjoying herself. And then there were the moments when she had to stand, still smiling, as Mr Dean introduced her and read out what she was going to play on her unaccompanied saxophone, a most unusual, but welcome choice, as he was sure everyone would agree.

‘A little Bach first, then a rhapsody by Eric Coates, and then something I expect Lorna thought we’d all know.’ Mr Dean laughed a little. ‘“Red Sails in the Sunset”, a very pleasant tune.’

‘Ah,’ murmured the audience, and Lorna, sensing their approval, felt a sudden surge of confidence and knew at once that it was going to be all right for her. And so it proved. She played better that evening than she’d ever dared to hope for, and though the applause for the Bach and the Eric Coates was muted, when she finished with “Red Sails in the Sunset”, after being accompanied by half the audience singing along, the clapping was so deafening, she almost felt like shedding a tear or two. She didn’t of course, but waved and smiled to her mother and the rest of her supporters, while thinking with relief that no matter how well Hannah Maxwell played the ‘Minute Waltz’, she couldn’t possibly do any better.

And when Hannah appeared, looking paler than ever, and Mr Dean announced that she’d be playing Chopin, Schubert and Beethoven, Lorna was still very sure she’d got nothing to fear. Even when Hannah began to play and it was clear she was as good as Lorna had guessed, with a beautiful touch and solid technique, Lorna didn’t allow herself to waver. Good pianists were, after all, not hard to find. There was nothing special about them, nothing different, which was why Lorna had decided against playing the piano herself. Her sax would carry the day, she was sure of it, and in the interval, so many people – apart from her family – were congratulating her, she felt she was walking on air.

Until, at the end of the contest, after the judges had deliberated in the now empty back room and had appeared to give their verdict, for the first time she felt doubt. Glancing at Hannah, who was trembling beside her, and then at the rest of the entrants, it came to her that she had been far too confident. Worse, big-headed. Why, any of these could win! The tenor, the singers, the fiddle players, or, of course, Hannah. What had possessed her to think her sax would single her out?

But when the local conductor stepped forward to speak on behalf of the judges, Lorna couldn’t help herself. She still thought, maybe... maybe she had won.

First, of course, there had to come the nice words about all the entrants, to make them feel better over losing. Such a high standard... everyone deserving of a prize... particularly liked... there was the tenor’s name... and, oh no, her own! Too soon, if she was going to win. Oh, too soon!

And, yes, that was right, for here came the final announcement. By unanimous decision, for her professionalism, her sensitivity, and her most talented piano playing, the winner was...

‘Hannah Maxwell!’

Everything after that was a blur, as the bitterness sank in. Even when Lorna’s name was called as runner-up and she had to go up to the judges with Anthony Baird who’d taken third place, she felt quite unreal. Perhaps he did, too, for his grin was forced as he accepted his prize of three pounds and later congratulated Lorna on her five.

‘No’ bad, eh? Better than nothing.’

‘I’ll say,’ she heard herself heartily agreeing. ‘It’s more than twice my wages.’

‘But no’ a chance to broadcast.’

‘That’s only for Hannah.’

And then, of course, they joined in the congratulations being given to Hannah, now scarlet in the face and being embraced by her parents and a girl who might have been her sister, before turning away to be consoled by their own families.

‘Ah, pet, what a shame, eh!’ Cissie was crying, and Tilly was just putting her arm around Lorna and Pattie was saying, well, never mind, five pounds was a fortune, eh? And Miss Dickinson was saying she’d been so thrilled by ‘Red Sails in the Sunset’, and Ewen was declaring that Lorna should have won, and she was shaking her head and telling him to keep his voice down, when another voice cut through to her and she turned in surprise.

‘Miss Fernie – forgive me for interrupting – but could I have a word?’

A tall well-dressed man of about forty, carrying a hat and a raincoat over his arm, was standing at her elbow. He had dark hair that was mixed with grey and a sharp, dark gaze, and as her eyes went over him, the world for Lorna suddenly became real again. She had no idea who he was, but she knew somehow that he was important. Or, might be – to her.

‘Yes?’ she asked, standing aside from people leaving, as her mother, Auntie Cissie, Ewen, Pattie and Miss Dickinson, all stood staring at the newcomer.

‘I’m Luke Riddell. From Glasgow. You may have heard of me? I have a dance band there. Luke Riddell’s Orchestra?’


Five

He had a dance band?

Lorna’s eyes on Mr Riddell were not just bright, but starry. He had a dance band in Glasgow, and he’d asked to speak to her? Could it mean anything? Such as what? Take a hold, she told herself, stop staring, stop thinking, say something!

But Mr Riddell’s gaze had moved to Tilly, standing close to Cissie, both looking wary, though Cissie, Lorna could tell, was excited. She always loved the unexpected and to have this well-dressed stranger coming up to speak to Lorna was unexpected, all right. Tilly, though, just wanted to know what was going on and perhaps sensing this, Mr Riddell guessed correctly that she was Lorna’s mother. Again apologizing for interrupting, he asked if Tilly was Mrs Fernie.

‘That’s right,’ Tilly admitted cautiously. ‘I’m Mrs Fernie.’

‘Well, then, I knew your husband. We met from time to time, as folk in the same line of business do, and I always admired his music making. I was very sorry to hear that he’d—’

‘Yes, he died last year,’ Tilly said quickly. ‘But why did you want to speak to my daughter?’

‘I wanted to compliment her on her playing. In my opinion, she should have won.’ Mr Riddell turned to Lorna. ‘When I heard your name announced, I guessed you were Cam Fernie’s daughter, and when you took up that tenor sax of his – it was his, wasn’t it? – I knew at once that you were going to be good. And might be what I’m looking for.’

‘Looking for?’ Lorna repeated, swallowing hard.

‘What do you mean?’ asked Tilly, as Cissie’s eyes widened and a frown creased Ewen’s brow.

‘Well, when I thought I’d look in on the contest – I happened to be in Edinburgh on business and somebody told me about it – I never expected to find a sax player. But the way things are, with some of my guys not coming back to the band after the war, I’ve got vacancies and one’s for tenor sax.’ Mr Riddell gave a brief smile. ‘And yes, I do take women in my band. I’ve got two already.’

‘Are you...?’ Lorna began, then stopped. She couldn’t put it into words, she couldn’t say, as though it was something quite to be expected: ‘Are you offering me a job?’ He was, though, offering her a job. She knew it. Just couldn’t believe it.

‘We can’t talk here,’ Mr Riddell was saying quietly. ‘Perhaps you’ll take my card, Miss Fernie? Discuss it with your mother, and then, if you’re interested in playing with the band, give me a ring.’

‘Interested? I am interested, Mr Riddell.’

‘It’s out of the question,’ Tilly said, her voice shaking. ‘Lorna could never go to work for a band in Glasgow.’

‘That’s right, she’s got a job here,’ Ewen declared. ‘In the post office.’

‘The post office?’ Mr Riddell repeated.

‘I really think we should be going,’ Miss Dickinson said abruptly. ‘Pattie, Ewen—’

‘I’m no’ going anywhere.’ Ewen’s face was dark red. ‘Except with Lorna and her folks.’

‘We’re all leaving now,’ Cissie told him cheerily. ‘It’s like Mr Riddell says, we can’t talk here, anyway.’

‘Miss Fernie, I look forward to hearing from you,’ the bandleader said smoothly. ‘And Mrs Fernie, please don’t worry. Your daughter can talk it over with you and it can all be sorted out for the best. It’s been very nice meeting you, and everyone.’

And having politely inclined his head and put on his hat and raincoat, Luke Riddell walked swiftly from the emptying hall.

‘Well!’ Cissie exclaimed, laughing a little. ‘Talk about a surprise, eh? Imagine a guy like him coming up to speak to Lorna, then! And he knew Cam, and all!’

‘Let’s just get home,’ Tilly said shortly. ‘We’re going to be the last out at this rate.’

‘Aye, we’ll be sweeping the floor, next,’ Ewen said glumly, his eyes fixed on Lorna, who in fact was incapable of seeing him, or anything, except what was in her own mind.

‘I’m away for my tram,’ Miss Dickinson murmured, her eyes, too, fixed on Lorna. ‘Pattie, I think you’re going my way?’

‘Yes, Miss Dickinson.’

‘Ewen?’

‘I’m going back with Lorna.’

‘Right. Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, then. And Lorna, be sure to do as Mr Riddell said, my dear. Discuss everything with your mother, that’s always best. We wouldn’t want you to... get carried away.’

‘Don’t worry, we’ll discuss it, all right,’ Tilly said coldly.

Only Cissie kept up a stream of chatter on the tram going home, with Tilly and Ewen keeping a stern silence and Lorna still lost in her own thoughts. Back at the flat, however, Tilly managed to be polite and asked Ewen in for a cup of tea, and a slice of cake. Yes, she’d managed to get a Dundee cake from the Stores, wonders would never cease.

‘Probably be dry as dust, but seeing as I’ve no eggs left, there’s no baking for me, eh? Come on in, anyway.’

‘Thanks, Mrs Fernie, it’s nice of you to ask me, but I think I’d better get off home. You and Lorna, you’ve things to talk over.’

‘If you’re sure, now? Come some other time, then. You’re always welcome.’

As he murmured his thanks again, Ewen’s gaze rested on Lorna. ‘You’ll no’ rush into anything?’ he asked in a low voice. ‘You’ll think about what’s best?’

Focusing her eyes on him at last, Lorna gave a radiant smile. ‘Of course I’ll do what’s best, Ewen. No need to worry about that.’

‘No need at all,’ her mother said with meaning, and as Ewen touched his cap and slowly left them, the three women went into the flat and busied themselves making tea.

‘Doesn’t it seem a long time ago since we were last sitting at this table?’ Lorna asked, avoiding her mother’s eye. ‘So much has happened, eh?’

‘You won a lovely big five pound note for a start,’ Cissie remarked, studying her cake as though to decide on its dryness. ‘A very nice consolation prize, I’d say. You going to put it into your post office savings tomorrow?’

‘Haven’t thought. Probably.’

‘Let’s stop beating about the bush, Lorna, and get the talking out of the way,’ Tilly said sharply. ‘Won’t take long, seeing as you know what I’ve got to say.’

‘Oh, Ma, you’re never going to try to stop me going to Glasgow, are you?’ Lorna asked, setting down her cup. ‘You know it’s all I’ve ever wanted, and seeing Mr Riddell this evening, it was like the answer to a prayer.’

‘We were supposed to be having a discussion, Lorna. That’s what Mr Riddell said himself. Talk it over with your mother, he said. Nothing about making up your mind without a minute’s thought!’

‘How can you say I’m going to do that?’ Lorna cried, her cheeks pink, her blue eyes flashing. ‘I’ve done nothing else but think about being in a band for ages!’

‘Aye, this is Mr Riddell’s band we’re talking about. I can tell you’re planning to go over to Glasgow and take whatever’s going.’

‘Let’s leave the lassie to think about it, Till,’ Cissie put in quickly. ‘If you go on about it now, you’ll only make things worse.’

‘I’ve a right to say what I think, Cissie. I’ve a right to stop my daughter making an awful mistake.’

‘All Ma wants is for me to keep on at the post office and then get married to Ewen,’ Lorna said bitterly. ‘That’d be the mistake, that would.’

‘See the way her mind works?’ Tilly cried to Cissie, suddenly bursting into tears. Shaking her head, she fixed her eyes on Lorna. ‘Of course I want you to marry Ewen, Lorna! What mother wouldn’t want to see her daughter settled, instead of going off to Glasgow to play in a band!’

‘Oh, Ma!’ Lorna left her chair and ran to put her arms round her mother’s shoulders. ‘Don’t cry! I’ll be settled one day, but for now, I just want to have a go at what I really want to do. I’m like Dad, that’s all. I want what he wanted, eh? If I’d been a laddie, you’d never have said a word, would you?’

‘Thing is, you’re no’ a laddie,’ Tilly sighed, wiping her eyes. ‘And what’s this Mr Riddell really like, I’m wondering. Your dad was never a special friend of his, as I remember.’

‘If they only met now and again, he wouldn’t have had the chance to be his friend,’ Cissie remarked. ‘I must say, I thought Mr Riddell seemed very nice. Very gentlemanly.’

‘I thought so, too,’ Lorna said eagerly. ‘And did you hear him say he already had two girls in the band? When other bandleaders don’t want any!’

‘So, you’ll be hoping to be number three.’ Her mother sighed. ‘I wish you’d think what it’ll mean, Lorna, if you do take a job with him. Remember, you’ll have to live in Glasgow, you’ll be working too late at night to come home.’

‘Ma, it’s too soon to go into all that. I haven’t even arranged anything yet. And then I might have to have an audition. Nothing’s for sure.’

‘You won’t need an audition, Lorna!’ Cissie cried. ‘Mr Riddell’s already heard you play at the talent contest.’

And of course Ma wishes he never had, Lorna thought glumly as she began to clear the table.

‘I’ll do these cups and then make up the sofa,’ she murmured. ‘My bed’s all ready for you, Auntie Cissie.’

Ignoring Cissie’s protests that she’d be quite happy to take the sofa herself, Lorna removed and washed up the cups, just managing to overhear before she returned, her aunt saying quietly to her mother, ‘You’ll have to let her go, Till. It’s the way of the world. Young folk have to lead their own lives. No point trying to stop ’em.’

‘Oh, Cissie, I know, but she’s all I’ve got. You canna blame me for worrying.’

‘Lorna’s a sensible lassie. You’ll see, she’ll be fine.’

I hope that’s true, Lorna thought, lying awake on the old sofa, trying to avoid, and failing, its malevolent springs. I just hope it all works out. But why shouldn’t it? Never in the world had she dreamed she’d have this wonderful chance, but here it was, offered to her just when she’d been so low, and though the last thing she wanted was to upset her mother, she knew she must take it. It was – if it didn’t sound too pretentious – her destiny.


Six

All the same, when it came to making the call to Mr Riddell, Lorna found herself hesitating. Not because she’d changed her mind – that wasn’t going to happen – but because every time she thought of using the public telephone kiosk outside the post office, her mother’s sad face came into her mind. And then her steps faltered and her hand fell to her side.

A piece of nonsense, that was what it was! Lorna was twenty years old. She’d a right to her own life. Hadn’t Auntie Cissie said as much? And Glasgow was no distance from Edinburgh, she’d be able to pop home often enough. Ma would just have to accept the situation and would soon get used to it, anyway. Why not?

Well, of course, Lorna knew the answer to that. Her dad was gone and so recently the wound was still raw. Before that, Ma had been happy, with her husband and daughter as part of her life; she’d never have imagined that within a year, she might be left on her own. Husband gone, daughter gone. Which was why Lorna’s steps had not taken her to the call box; why her hand had not stretched out to put in her coins and make the call to Mr Riddell. If she didn’t do that, her mother would at least still have her.

Aware that both Ewen and Miss Dickinson were beginning to wonder what she was going to do, and with Pattie seeming ready to ask her, Lorna still kept quiet. She knew that she was right about her destiny and that to take the first step on the road towards it, she must make that call, but still she havered.

‘Haven’t you phoned that fellow yet?’ Ewen asked at break time a couple of days later, as they drank pallid coffee together. ‘From the look of him, I’d say he wouldn’t be one to wait around for folk.’

‘I know, and I’m going to ring him. Definitely.’

‘When?’

‘Soon.’

Ewen finished his coffee. ‘You thinking of your ma?’ he asked shrewdly.

‘Yes, I am!’ she answered, glad now for the chance to talk. ‘I know it’s only going to get worse, the longer I leave it, but I’m all she’s got, you see, that’s the trouble.’

‘But it isn’t just that she’ll miss you, Lorna. She feels like me. Worried about what you’d be going to.’

‘Oh, you’re as bad as she is, Ewen – going on about the band! I can take care of myself!’

He shook his head. ‘Maybe. The truth is, I think you’re just as worried as your ma and me. Why don’t you just forget the whole thing?’

‘I will not!’ she cried, jumping to her feet. ‘I’ll have another talk with Ma and ring Mr Riddell tomorrow.’

The unbelieving smile on Ewen’s broad face only strengthening her resolve, she felt immensely relieved. Tomorrow it would be. All she had to do was put her mother’s fears to rest.

The amazing and wonderful thing was that she didn’t have to do that. For, as she later sat at home, staring at the evening paper, waiting for the right time to speak, it was Tilly who spoke instead.

‘Oh, for goodness sake, Lorna!’ she suddenly cried from her seat at her old treadle sewing machine. ‘Ring that Mr Riddell and be done with it!’

Lorna’s jaw dropped. Her eyes widened. The evening paper slipped from her grasp. ‘What’s that, Ma?’ she asked faintly.

‘You heard. I said to ring Mr Riddell. You’ve been sitting around moping ever since he offered you that job, and I just wish you’d get on with it.’

‘Ma, do you mean it?’

‘I do. It came to me in the night. I thought, Lorna’s got to go. She’s got to find her own way. That’s what Cissie says, and it’s true. So, I’ve made my decision. If you take the job in Glasgow, if you want to be like your dad, I’ll say no more.’ Tilly gave a sigh. ‘But just get on with it, eh? So that I know where I am.’

‘Oh, Ma!’ Lorna ran to her mother, swung her round from the sewing machine and hugged her fiercely. ‘You don’t know what this means to me. I’ve been so worried, I can’t tell you.’

‘Aye, I know, and that’s no’ right. You’re a grown up lassie, you shouldn’t have to be worrying about me.’ Tilly planted a quick kiss on Lorna’s cheek and then turned back to her work. ‘Now, make us a cup of tea, eh? While I finish this sleeve for old Mrs MacIntyre’s new blouse.’

The tea tasted like nectar. After she’d drunk it, Lorna danced into her room, took out her saxophone, and played for so long her mother had to come in at last and remind her that not everybody in the neighbourhood was as keen on the saxophone as she was. At which, Lorna gave a rueful smile, thinking that some folk, at least, would not be minding if she moved on to Glasgow.

Would she be moving to Glasgow, though? All depended on Mr Riddell, and when she finally got through to him from the call box the following morning, it seemed to her that he sounded rather different. Had he already forgotten who she was?

‘What name did you say?’ he was asking, as she hung on to the phone with a trembling hand. ‘Sorry, there’s a lot going on here, could you speak up?’

‘It’s Lorna Fernie, Mr Riddell,’ she cried, as loud as she could. ‘Speaking from Edinburgh. You asked me to ring some time.’

‘Did I?’ His voice was more hoarse than she remembered, and in the background, she could hear chatter and laughter and somebody on a trumpet playing a scale. ‘Lorna Fernie? Oh, wait a minute. Cam Fernie’s daughter, eh? The little sax player from the talent concert?’

‘Yes, that’s me,’ she answered, breathing a sigh of relief. ‘You said to give you a ring.’

‘So I did, I was thinking of you for my missing sax, wasn’t I?’ Suddenly Mr Riddell shouted, ‘Hey, you folks, cut the noise, eh? I’ve got somebody on the phone – you still there, Miss Fernie?’

‘Yes, Mr Riddell.’

‘Nice of you to call. I remember now, I was hoping you would. When would you like to come over, then?’

‘To Glasgow?’

‘Of course, of course, to Glasgow. I take it you’re interested in the band?’

‘Oh, yes, Mr Riddell, I am.’

‘Well, can you make it this Saturday, then? Say, two o’clock? I’ll call a rehearsal for half past, so you and I can have our talk and afterwards you can meet the band.’

‘That would be good,’ she told him, trembling with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. ‘Saturday’s my half day.’

‘Excellent. You know Glasgow at all?’

‘No’ really.’

‘Not to worry. I’m easy to find. I rent a rehearsal studio in Light Street – back of Cowcaddens. Next to a disused church. You can’t miss it. See you then, Miss Fernie. Now, I’ve got to go.’

And without waiting for her to say goodbye, he was gone and the line was dead. For several moments, she stood without moving, breathing in the smoky, sweaty atmosphere of the call box, going over the practicalities of getting to Glasgow on Saturday in time for two o’clock. Of finding her way to Light Street, wherever that was. Of what music she should take with her, because Mr Riddell would be sure to want her to play. And carefully putting to the back of her mind the thought of meeting the band.

Though, of course, it was what she wanted, as she had to admit, as she left the call box at last to return to work. Of course, she wanted to meet the band, and become part of it as soon as possible. It was just that to begin with, it would be difficult. Like reliving the first day at school or in a new job. Everyone knowing everyone else, everyone knowing what to do. Except you.

On the other hand, it was a challenge, this coming meeting, and Lorna, young as she was, had already learned that you never got anywhere in this world unless you could face challenges. So, head up, shoulders straight, she told herself, and prepare for whatever was to come on Saturday.

Only nothing could have prepared her for the shock, when Saturday eventually arrived, of walking into Luke Riddell’s rehearsal studio and meeting what seemed to be a sea of eyes fixed on her. Head up, shoulders straight. How could she remember her own instructions, when the entire band, it appeared, had arrived at two instead of half past and was looking at her?


Seven

If the eyes of the band Lorna met at the door of the large echoing studio were not exactly a ‘sea’, it was certainly true that they were looking at her, and with a good deal of interest, too. Twelve men. Two women. All taking stock of her, as they busied themselves setting out chairs and stands for the rehearsal. So, why were they early? What had gone wrong?

‘All my fault, Miss Fernie!’ Mr Riddell cried, as though reading her mind, and hurrying forward to greet her in shirt sleeves and without a tie, yet still seeming as spruce as though in his formal suit.

‘Now, how did I get it wrong, then? I should have asked the band to come at half past two, but I forgot and they usually come at two, so of course they came at two. Mea culpa, eh? You find us all right?’

‘Oh, yes, thanks,’ Lorna murmured, keeping her eyes down in the hope that other eyes would be turned away. No need to say that she’d lost her way twice and by the time she’d found the studio, was rather wishing she’d let her mother and Ewen come with her, as they’d wanted to do.

No, no, it would’ve been foolish to let them come. Would have given quite the wrong impression, if anyone here had seen them. As though she, a girl of twenty, couldn’t find her way around.

‘No trouble at all,’ she added, clearing her throat, and heard someone laugh a little. No doubt thinking she looked so hot and worked up it was obvious she’d had trouble.

‘Good, good,’ Luke Riddell said cheerfully. ‘Well, guys – and ladies – as you’re all here, I’ll introduce you to Lorna Fernie from Edinburgh who might be joining us as tenor sax. Maybe some of you knew her dad – Cam Fernie? Coppers as some called him. Played with Jackie Craik’s Edinburgh band?’

Coppers Fernie? Yes, some of the men were nodding their heads. They remembered Coppers.

‘Great player,’ put in a comfortably plump man of forty or so with an alto sax, who introduced himself as George Wardie. ‘Good arranger, too. I heard he was better than Jackie at working out who played what from a melody.’

‘Each to his own,’ Luke Riddell said with a frown. ‘You may be a damn good arranger yourself, George, but I know exactly who should play what in my band, believe you me.’

‘Oh, sure, Luke, sure,’ George said hastily. ‘Everybody knows that.’

‘Yes, well, come on, Miss Fernie.’ Smiling again Luke Riddell took Lorna’s arm. ‘You take off your hat and coat and we’ll go into my little office and let these characters wait a bit, eh? Be looking over the parts for “I’ll Get By”, everybody. I want to open with that tonight.’

The office at the rear of the rehearsal room was little, all right. Cramped, might have been a better word, Lorna thought, squashing into a flimsy chair opposite Mr Riddell’s desk that was piled high with sheet music and papers, plus a telephone, a typewriter and several used cups and saucers. Round the walls were photographs of well known jazz and swing musicians, and a few group photographs of the band, some posed with young women in evening dress who were probably vocalists, as they were not shown with instruments.

Yet those two girls Lorna had spotted out there in the rehearsal room must have instruments? When were they going to make it to the group photographs? It would be interesting to find out just how far they’d been able to integrate with the men, Lorna thought, and hoped she’d soon be able to find out.

‘Fancy some tea?’ Mr Riddell asked. ‘I would, anyway.’ He leaped to the door and called through it. ‘Anybody making tea out there?’

‘Yes, Luke,’ a woman’s voice answered. ‘I’ve just been volunteered to put the kettle on.’

‘Flo Drover,’ he told Lorna, returning to his seat. ‘She plays guitar in the rhythm section. Know what a rhythm section is, Miss Fernie? Or, may I call you Lorna? But why not let’s have a look at that sax of yours while we wait for the tea? Then we can get down to business.’

Business? What did that mean, exactly? A proper audition? Or, just a little run through of some of the music she’d brought? Lorna hadn’t forgotten that word the bandleader had used when he’d introduced her to the band: ‘might’. ‘Might be joining the band’, he’d said. Which could equally well mean that she might not.

‘What a beauty,’ Mr Riddell was murmuring as he ran his fingers down her father’s sax. ‘Ah, these older horns are good, you know. Give you a head start with the tone, and the thing that’s most important about sax playing is getting the tone. That’s what I noticed about your playing, Lorna. That’s why I asked you if you were interested in my band.’

‘Tea’s up!’ cried a thin, dark-haired young woman entering the office with a tray on which were two mugs of tea and a plate of biscuits. Attractive, with high cheekbones and hazel eyes, she gave Lorna a friendly smile, as she told them they’d got the last of the shortbread. ‘Who’d think the war was over, eh?’

‘Lorna, meet Flo Drover,’ Mr Riddell said, taking a cup of tea. ‘Flo, Lorna’s going to play for me when she’s had her tea, so better shut the door, then we can’t hear the racket from out there.’

‘Right you are,’ Flo replied, with another smile, before going out and carefully closing the door behind her.

‘What would you like me to play?’ Lorna asked, drinking her tea as fast as possible. ‘I’ve brought some music with me.’

‘Oh, we won’t use yours, my dear. I’ve got something here I’d like you to try.’ The bandleader smiled as he handed her a piece of sheet music. “September in the Rain” – a lovely melody, and a fine foxtrot. How’s your sight reading?’

‘Not too bad,’ she answered bravely, for though her father had given her practice, reading a piece of music at sight had never been one of her favourite things. She’d always felt annoyed when she made a mistake and would stop and try again, while Cam would be shouting, ‘Keep going, keep going!’ Which of course, she’d be expected to do, if sight reading in a band. Now, why hadn’t she thought Mr Riddell might give her this test, and done some preparation? Too late to think of that now.

As she picked up her instrument and prepared to play the music Mr Riddell had set on a stand for her, she remembered her own instructions. Head up, shoulders straight – here was a challenge, all right. But maybe not one she could meet.
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