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Agenda of North Lanarkshire Communities Committee Meeting

Date: Monday, 22 April 2024


	1. Sederunt/Present

	1.1 Karen McPhee, Jack McLaughlin, Neve Stewart, Fergus Cameron (Minute-taker)

	1.2 Councillors: James Murray

	1.3 Member of Scottish Parliament: Lewis O’Connor

	1.4 In attendance: Members of the public: None







All matters discussed to be regarded as highly confidential


	2. Matters arising

	2.1 Armistice wreath: decision to be made on amount to be ringfenced from Q4 budget for this year’s wreath; advance order from the Lord Hodges poppy factory to be agreed.

	2.2 Police report on Viewpark and surrounds to be reviewed and accepted. See attached.

	2.3 The cleaning of the underpass between Spindlehowe Road and St John the Baptist school. New contractors to be selected, and price agreed.

	2.4 Kenmar allotments: shortfall in funding identified following new local authority budget. Proposals for alternative finance/possible purchase and closure to be discussed.

	2.5 Any other matters arising.










1

Germaine Hounslow’s father had raised his only daughter on a robust diet of baked potatoes, Sunday night baths, and the Hounslow family motto of ‘an enemy a day’. He claimed that’s how her mother would have wanted it. With scant memories of her mum, and her dad gone for almost a year, Germaine still loved a baked potato – always done in foil in the oven for at least an hour, never microwaved. She still indulged in a blistering hot soak in the bath every Sunday, sometimes even when she’d had one the night before and hadn’t been digging or planting that day. Most importantly, Germaine still clung tightly to the family motto, making at least one and usually several enemies as she went about her business every day.

Take yesterday. With the early May sunshine splitting the clouds above her, she’d been getting on with the jobs of the day. She liked to break the back of her work during the week before the weekend folk descended and she might have call to be sociable. She’d sorted through the trays of seedlings she’d already sown indoors and was raking over the soft earth near the shed where she planned to transplant them.

She’d just pushed the spikes of her dad’s old rake into the damp soil when she noticed a pair of ferrety little men coming in the main gates and stopping for a moment to take their bearings. Both wore sharp suits and shiny black shoes which were completely unsuited to a walk round the allotments, sunshine or not. The one on the left wore a red tie and carried a clipboard. The one on the right wore a green tie and was pointing towards the plots at the top of the hill with his stumpy fingers as he spoke, Red Tie noting down whatever it was he was saying.

Germaine leaned against the rake, watching them. One of the disadvantages of the allotments being funded by the council was that they had to be open to the public. Although most of the time no one was interested in wandering round the half-dozen plots, you did get the occasional busybody who wanted to see what they’d done with the land since the Flower Festival had closed, or to bring their annoying kids for a tramp around the fairy garden. This pair didn’t seem the type for a meander across the muddy ground but, as her father used to say, ‘There’s nowt so queer as folk.’

‘Hello, can I help you?’ she called, just before they reached her.

Red Tie looked up in surprise, while Green Tie regarded her through narrowed eyes as though she were the intruder and not them.

‘Thank you, no,’ he said, in a nasally voice that matched his proportions exactly. ‘We are just … surveying the land.’

‘Surveying the land, yes,’ repeated Red Tie, smoothing down the page on his clipboard.

It wasn’t until later that Germaine reflected this was an odd way to put it – surveying the land, rather than admiring the plot holders’ plants and floral displays, or visiting the fairy garden, or taking the air, or even tutting at the state of some of the plots, No 6 at the top on the right-hand side, for example. But at the time, she was happy they didn’t need anything from her and she could go back to raking. She watched them shake their shoulders as a gentle spring drizzle started, Red Tie shielding the paper on his clipboard with his arm as they went about surveying the land.

It took them some time since the land on which the allotments were located was a fair size, taking up the whole of a huge field at the side of Viewpark nursery where they used to hold the village’s annual Flower Festival. The cuts had seen to it that the Flower Festival was long gone but the field had been partitioned off from the main nursery, and split into six substantial plots, three on each side of the path that eventually led to the community centre at the other side of the old playing fields behind. Each plot came with a large shed and was demarcated with a small wooden fence round the perimeter.

The two men made their way up the hill, stopping at intervals to point at this one’s shed or that one’s path. Germaine looked on in surprise as Green Tie took out a measuring tape at Allotment No 5 halfway up the hill, and called out something to Red Tie who noted it down. She wondered whether she should go up and ask what they thought they were doing, measuring stuff, when Green Tie flicked the tape away from him and put it back in his pocket. The pair carried on to the top of the hill where they inspected the crumbling brick wall, which Germaine was pretty sure was only standing thanks to a combination of dirty white paint gluing the bricks together and the partially broken fence propping it up on the other side.

Weirdos, she thought. What are they playing at? There’s no plants to see up there. She watched as the pair took in the playing fields behind the wall, Red Tie slightly behind Green Tie as he swept his arm in an arc over the fields, both nodding at the open expanse of green before them. Germaine was about to drop her rake and ask what on earth they were doing up there when the two men turned and headed back down the hill towards her.

Germaine’s own plot, and her shed which doubled up as the management office, were near the entrance to the allotments, next to a communal area with a few picnic tables and some benches. On the other side, close to the entrance, there was an outbuilding for storage. Most of the plot holders stored their bigger tools there so that their own sheds could be used for relaxing in with cups of tea and keeping any personal items. Germaine kept the key hanging up on the wall of her office/shed, guarding it as though the ancient shovels and rusty rakes were worth something.

Further on from the picnic area was the fairy garden – Germaine had just learned to say this without a snort – built with the lottery funding they’d received a couple of years earlier. Again, one of the conditions for this was that the general public be allowed to come in and use the facilities whenever the place was open, so Germaine could hardly object to the two men moseying around that morning. But in the short time she’d been manager here, very few people had ever come to visit. It occurred to her that perhaps these guys were from the council and wanted to check she was providing a warm enough welcome to the odd individual or two who did wander in.

‘No,’ Green Tie said when they finally reached her allotment and she asked him as much. ‘We’re not from the council, perhaps we weren’t making ourselves clear.’

Definitely not, thought Germaine, trying not to smirk as the man lifted his foot up and muttered something about his dirty shoes.

‘That’ll be the muck,’ she said. ‘Annoying, I know, but kind of crucial at an allotment. Ask the council.’

‘Indeed.’ Green Tie was looking at her with the same distaste he appeared to feel for the mud. ‘We are not from the council,’ he repeated.

‘But I think we can say, on the basis of this morning’s visit, you will be hearing from the council in due course,’ added Red Tie, looking up from his clipboard momentarily and towards his partner for confirmation.

‘We’ve got everything we need,’ was all Green Tie was prepared to say. He glanced towards the picnic area, where two of the benches were covered in rectangular trays of curly kale, cabbage and spring onion seedlings, all grown from seed and awaiting their forever home in the soft mulchy earth of Germaine’s allotment. No one ever sat on those benches though so she wasn’t about to apologize for that.

‘Right then. Thank you, Miss Hounslow,’ said Green Tie, and the two men finally left her kingdom. She stifled a laugh as Red Tie lifted his right foot high into the air and made a face at the mud on his shiny unsuitable shoes. The fact that they’d known her name hadn’t registered with her at the time, though the significance of it would not be lost on her some weeks later. But as soon as they left, she forgot all about them and went back to raking the dank and yielding earth.

Now it was Saturday, a new day and time for a new enemy. Not that there’d be anyone around to annoy her for a couple of hours or so yet, she thought, as she set about sowing the last of the spring onions, her fingers reaching into the earth and the smell of moist dark mulch reaching her nostrils. Apart from Stanley, that is, who was already doddering around his allotment when she arrived. Of course Stanley was there – probably had been since the crack of dawn.

Germaine glanced over to the first plot up the left-hand side of the path. Stanley was shuffling between shed and flower patch, like a slow and steady human crane picking up and depositing what seemed like an endless number of empty rectangular plastic boxes which had been filled with seedlings. As her dad had taught her to do, the old man had protected them from the frost over winter, waiting for some spring sunshine before judging the soil ready for germinating his tender young plants. 

She guessed he’d be about the same age as her dad had been when he died, but his laborious movements and scruffy dress made him appear much older. When he took his bunnet off for a moment, she saw that his head was covered in freckles, or big brown spots anyway, rather than hair. The only hair on it was round the tops of his ears, and a bit more sprouting from the ears themselves. Thank God he covered it up with his bunnet again quickly. Although she couldn’t see them from this far away, she knew from previous brief interactions with him that his eyes were soft and sad, with too much blood in the rim so he resembled the grizzled old bloodhound that used to live next door to her when she was growing up.

She thought she’d spotted the two weirdos from yesterday trying to have a word with him as they’d walked up the hill. The old lad had given them short shrift, quite right too. Like her dad, Stanley looked like he’d be quite happy to make an enemy or two a day. Still, she’d better make an effort to go and make small talk with him later, she was supposed to be the allotment manager after all and the poor old bugger probably wouldn’t speak to anyone else all day. And maybe he could shed some light on what the two men had been doing on her allotments, with their clipboard and fancy shoes. That could wait though – there was planting to be done.
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As most days, Stanley had been at his allotment since dawn, when orange light was beginning to streak the still-lilac sky. The deep silence of the other empty plots and the gentle May sun seeping into his bunnet and warming his head as he worked made him happier than he’d been in a long time.

He’d spotted but hadn’t acknowledged the allotment manager when she came out of the office after doing whatever it was she did in there. They’d spoken before, of course, she’d even told him her name – Hounsfield, was it, Hutton, maybe, something like that. She wasn’t Viewpark born and bred, he knew that, she was a newcomer from some big city or other. In his almost fifteen years as an allotment holder, Stanley had seen numerous managers come and go, some better than others. The Houndstooth woman didn’t seem the worst by a long shot, at least she wasn’t the type to lean on the fence and gossip, which suited Stanley fine. Like her, he wasn’t given to chatter, preferring instead to give all his attention to the things that mattered to him in life, namely his seedlings, saplings and bulbs, the state of his soil, and the jewel in the crown of his allotment – his treasured rhododendron bush – which was currently at its magnificent purple best.

He’d spent the morning sifting out the weak from the strong. The sturdy pansies and primroses could fend for themselves but the more fragile geraniums had to be handled with care. He carried them, one pot at a time, from the shed out to the relative warmth of his allotment where they could spend the day leaning into the sunshine. The barest sparkle of frost would kill them though so even in May, he had to be prepared to bring them back in at night. He worked till his hands were stiff and stained with dirt. The palm of the left one, which trembled a bit these days, was striped with blood where a spiky thorn from the rose bush had grazed him.

As usual, he’d done most of his day’s work before his fellow plot holders had set foot in the place. They started to arrive mid-morning and Stanley carried on working. He ignored the ‘Good morning, my friend’ from Mohid, his neighbour on Allotment No 2, and refused the offer of a Tunnock’s teacake from that woman with the mad hair on Allotment No 4. She’d had her gormless-looking husband in tow, and the scrawny lad he took to be their son drifted in behind them. Stanley felt like telling her to give the biscuit to him instead, God knows he looked like he needed it. He worked on, wishing he still had the place to himself. It could be his imagination but it seemed to him that other people were becoming even more annoying than usual.

Yesterday, for example, he’d been minding his own business, pulling up some stubborn dandelions from between the paving stones, when two chaps, overdressed and one of them clutching a clipboard of all things at an allotment, had interrupted him while he was busy with his weeding. The one closest to him had asked him something about the wall at the top of the hill but Stanley had shrugged disinterestedly. What did he know about brickwork and the age of the wall, he was only interested in his own little slice of land. They’d soon taken the hint and moved on.

Stanley grimaced as a fork of electricity shot up from the base of his spine and through his shoulder blades. He straightened and reached up to massage his neck, pressing the knobbly bones there to try and get some relief from the pain. He must have been sleeping like a pretzel again, when he finally managed to get over to sleep, that is. Funny, for years he’d been one of those people who could sleep any time, anywhere. It used to annoy Mabel how quickly he’d fall asleep at night. ‘How do you do it?’ she’d say. ‘Jump into bed, turn over and conk out in less time than it takes me to put down my Erica James.’ He’d shrug and think nothing of it. That seemed so long ago; now he was lucky if he slept a couple of hours a night. It had started when Mabel got ill and he’d got used to sleeping on a knife’s edge, alert to a missed breath, a moan in her sleep, every crackle of her besieged lungs.

‘That’s going to be quite the display of violas.’ It was Mohid from the next allotment, stopping on the way into his shed to have a nosy at the fruits of Stanley’s labour.

‘Pansies,’ hissed the old man under his breath in annoyance but he gave Mohid a half-wave in response so he wouldn’t think he was being rude. It wasn’t that Stanley didn’t want to be friendly but another thing his long tenure at the allotments had taught him was that people came and went. Most of the time he didn’t care, as long as he had Mabel, but after she died, he also lost his two old pals, Archie and Eddie, within a year of each other. They hadn’t lived in each other’s pockets by any means – Archie was more into his kayaking and wild swimming than his allotment, and Eddie was usually with his daughter, Maggi, and occasionally his wife Dorothy had deigned to put in an appearance. You couldn’t miss either woman, they both dressed outlandishly in Stanley’s opinion, but what did he know about fashion? Anyway, both men were gone now and even if it was stretching it a bit to call them friends, at least he’d had something in common with them – there was no common ground with these young folk. The professional types especially came in full of enthusiasm with their books and plans but before too long, usually after one hard winter, they’d realize it wasn’t for them and the plot would be given to the next sucker on the list. No point in getting too invested. Mohid took the hint and closed the door of his shed behind him.

Stanley sighed. Sometimes, he thought it might be nice to have someone to chat to and his neighbours at No 2 did seem friendly. Then again, would they really want to be friends with an old goat like him? Stanley slid his bunnet to the back of his head, gave his massive earlobes a quick pull and got back to work.

The sky was glowering now, releasing sharp beads of rain that pinged off the paving stones running between the allotments. The trio from across the path had left after lunch, having achieved nothing of note on their overgrown allotment as far as Stanley could tell. They were followed by Mohid and Farah at around fourish. At Allotment No 3, the poor boy with the messed-up face had apparently been in his shed all day and had raised his hand vaguely in Stanley’s direction as he left half an hour after his neighbours, so that left him and the manager. And since she was as taciturn as he was, he could relax and— No, wait. He’d spoken too soon, she was coming over.

‘Still got some veggies to plant, I see.’ Germaine was eyeing one small row at the back of the patch, prepped but empty, the top soil oily with the rain.

She seemed to be expecting a response. ‘I’ve been working mostly on the flowers. Too tired to do a lot of digging today,’ he said, wondering why he felt the need to explain himself to her. ‘Didn’t sleep much again last night.’

‘“Old age doesn’t come alone”, as my dad used to say.’

‘Did he? That’s helpful, thanks.’ Stanley did not look up from his primroses.

‘Well then … I’ll be heading off, unless you need me for anything?’

What on earth would he need her for? Stanley stopped himself from snorting. He pushed his bunnet back, scratched his head and carried on working, calculating that he had about twenty minutes to finish sweeping up the path before the rain began pelting down too hard even for him to be out.

It was less than ten minutes after Germaine left that the sky darkened alarmingly, till it was black as the sea floor. Rain drummed hard and fast on the shed roofs and fat pellets of water landed on Stanley’s bunnet, which he ignored until the moisture started to seep through to his scalp. The thought popped into his head – Mabel wouldn’t be putting out the washing today – instantly followed by the recollection that she wouldn’t be putting the washing out again. Ever. He pulled off his sodden bunnet and resisted the urge to throw it on the ground and stamp on it in pure undiminished rage.
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It was 11.50 p.m. and the navy night sky was filled with stars, sparking and shimmering and occasionally shooting their way across the moon. At least that’s how it appeared to Mohid.

They could have used their key to unlock the front gate but the main gardens were closed at nine and he was worried someone would see them making their way into the allotments after hours. He and Farah had been there most of the day, leaving in the late afternoon and making a show of setting down their tools and packing up like they always did when they planned a midnight expedition like this.

The old man from the next-door allotment had ignored them as usual. It was a shame, Mohid could tell Stanley was an expert on plants and soil and no doubt many other things Mohid’s school years and subsequent medical degree hadn’t taught him. He would have loved his neighbour’s advice on what to sow and when, how far apart to plant things, and which varieties of seeds did best indoors or out. Still, he couldn’t make him be friends and if it ever occurred to him that perhaps the old man was of a generation that wasn’t comfortable with people who didn’t look exactly like him, he pushed the thought away and certainly never broached the subject with Farah.

They’d waved an ostentatious goodbye to the allotment manager, Germaine, on their way out of the main gates – ‘We are leaving now and definitely not coming back after hours to light a fire and play music and dance,’ their expansive waves were saying – but she’d barely acknowledged them. Mohid had spoken to her a handful of times since they’d taken on their allotment. She seemed nice enough, even if she preferred to wave at him from the office at the bottom of the path rather than getting to know him and his wife. He had observed at least that she treated all the plot holders the same way so he didn’t take it personally. He could tell she was not the type to put up with any nonsense though so better to sneak in through the back, more thrilling in any case.

‘If that snarky manager could see us now,’ whispered his wife behind him, as though she’d read his thoughts.

He shone his torch at the gap in the fence, making sure she could see clearly enough to get through and over the crumbling wall without ripping her beautiful red sari. ‘Why did you wear one of your best saris? I told you there’d be mud here after all the rain.’

Farah laughed and Mohid could see her teeth gleaming in the funnel of light thrown by the torch. ‘Not one of my best, husband, the best. It’s our anniversary, after all.’

Mohid shook his head but he wasn’t annoyed with her. How could he be? One of the things he’d first loved about Farah was her flashy sense of style, with the twenty gold bracelets jingling up her arm, and lipstick, pillar-red, slashed across her mouth.

It had been almost ten years since his father’s cousin Sarmed had first invited him to their home to meet her. He’d been reluctant to go, having been accepted into university by then and looking forward to meeting Scottish girls his own age, staying out all night partying and indulging his love of dancing and loud, loud music and whatever else came his way. But, as he sat between his parents on a huge green and gold couch in a living room surely heated beyond safety levels, he’d spotted her for the first time. She was in the kitchen, helping her mum to prepare the sweet gulab jamuns and milk cake, and he’d watched as she glided – there was no other word for it – between cooker and fridge and back again, her neck slender and fragile as she bent towards the worktop, her hands never still as she ground almonds and shelled cardamom pods. She must have felt his eye upon her because she looked up and rolled her eyes at him as if to say, what a fuss, we should leave them all to it, and with that, he was gone. He gave the impression of listening attentively to everything Sarmed had to say but his mind was elsewhere, making plans to talk to this beautiful woman alone, away from the prying eyes of their relatives. Two months later, they were engaged.

Farah took the supplies into the shed while Mohid prepared the fire outside.

He began by making a circle of the stones he kept in a pile behind the shed. He dug a hollow in the middle and placed smaller flat pebbles in the bottom. Smiling as he heard Farah humming to herself, he made a lattice from the kindling and carefully placed a couple of fire lighters between the twigs. He lit the wood and added some more small branches to the edges, poking at them with a stick. The flames began to rise.

‘We have lift-off,’ he called to Farah, who was still in the shed heating their chai tea on the little burner and arranging the samosas and spicy pani puris on a large oval plate. There was a smaller plate with Mohid’s favourite milk cake for later.

‘I’ve done too much as usual,’ she said, bringing out the food and setting it down on the wrought-iron table Mohid had set up a little distance from the campfire. ‘Looks pretty.’ She indicated the pale pink cloth he’d used to cover the table, and the rose petals he’d scattered over that, in a late burst of inspiration. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, madame,’ said Mohid, pulling out her chair for her like he was a waiter at a posh restaurant. He loved to make her happy and that hadn’t always been easy in the last couple of years. Thank God their names had come up for an allotment. They both needed something apart from work, a joint project, to take their minds off the other stuff. But he knew it was never far from Farah’s mind. As though on cue, he saw her eye drawn to the three artificial candles she’d placed on the step in front of their shed.

Before she could say anything, he said quickly, ‘Music?’ and brought out the small cylindrical speaker from under the table.

‘Oh I think so, don’t you?’ said Farah, coming back to him.

Mohid scanned his phone for the playlist of their favourite songs he’d spent hours making earlier in the week. The music played and they tucked into their anniversary feast, the hot crumbly pastry of the samosas landing on their laps and their fingers sticky with chutney. They toasted each other with steaming chai tea. The fire was sparking now, their faces glowed in its orange light. Mohid prodded the branches to keep the flames licking the wood and Farah handed him a paper tissue and motioned to him to mop his brow.

Later, they danced in front of the firepit, swaying gently to the Eagles, Mohid breaking away occasionally to add more wood to the red hot ash bed, trying to make it last for ever.

At dawn, the dark purple sky gradually lightened to reveal soft pastel stripes, starting from low on the hill behind them and stretching across the horizon. The fire was almost out and Farah reached across Mohid to douse it with what remained of her tea.

‘Time to get rid of the evidence, dear one?’ Mohid smiled sleepily at Farah and shook himself awake.

She was looking over at the three candles on the step, still flickering but their pale flames less obvious now in the growing light. She turned to her husband and said in a low, urgent voice, ‘They can see them, can’t they? They can see them from wherever they are, and they know we’re watching over them, thinking about them, don’t they?’ She was tired, her eyes heavy, but the glow of the fire’s last embers was still reflected in them so that the look she gave her husband was glittering, hopeful.

Mohid pushed aside his years of scientific studies and all he knew to be true, and he drew his wife back towards him and whispered into her thickly plaited black hair, ‘Definitely, my queen, I am certain of it.’
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When Germaine arrived at the allotments the following morning, the door of Stanley’s shed was open though Stanley himself was nowhere to be seen. She was surprised to see the couple on Allotment No 2 were also there already and apparently hard at work. Mohid was washing down the path that led up to the door of their shed, a pile of what looked like ash neatly stacked at the bottom of the path, and Farah was rinsing out their mugs at the tap, no doubt getting ready to make their first cup of tea.

It wasn’t that Germaine didn’t like Mohid and Farah exactly, it was more that she found it difficult to know what to say to a couple like that, who were so closed off, and in any case, were all work and no play. They were just … a bit boring, she supposed.

Mohid looked up and raised his hand in greeting. ‘Getting an early start to beat the rain,’ he called down to her, gesturing to the thick clouds gathering above them. Germaine waved back but went into her shed without bothering to reply.

She looked round her office and gave a quiet sigh of satisfaction as she took in the clean, dust-free desk with its chair positioned at a precise right angle beneath it. The desk was almost empty, holding only her laptop and a couple of books on potato blight from Viewpark library. Above the desk, and pinned on to the wall, was an A4 sheet of paper with a diagram she’d made on her first day here. She’d been working at the allotments long enough that she probably didn’t need it any more but it was reassuring to have it there.

[image: Map]

All was in order as Germaine sat at her desk and checked her task list for the day. The only way she could stay on top of things was to make lists. Trouble was, all the things on her list were admin-type tasks she really didn’t want to do so she kept putting them off. Maybe if she could set herself one a day. She closed her eyes and pointed her finger at the list, opening them to see what task she’d landed on. Oh God, some huge questionnaire from the busybodies at the council about running costs for the previous six months, including the council charge – they’d know that better than her, surely – any drainage issues on the land, security, and on and on. Half of the questions related to the period before Germaine had taken over and what did they need to know all that for? Councillor Murray had already been on the phone twice last week chasing a response, and his assistant, Karen, had followed up with an email asking her when they could expect to have the information they needed. Harassed, she’d promised to make it a priority this week but it would take her hours to go back through her predecessor’s records, which, by all accounts, were none too comprehensive, part of the reason Germaine herself had been brought in to replace the lazy old codger. And now it was going to be up to her to root about for facts and figures when all she really wanted to do was wage war on the slugs and snails that had the audacity to keep popping up on her allotment like whack-a-moles.

She groaned and thought maybe there was another task that would be easier. Closing her eyes again, this time her finger landed on the words ‘Dorothy, Allotment No 6’. She was the one allotment holder Germaine hadn’t met yet because she hadn’t cared to put in an appearance since Germaine had taken over as manager and, judging by the state of her plot, not for a long time before that either. Now this was a task she could do, in fact it was something she could cross off her list right now. She reached over for her phone, gave the spotless screen a swift unnecessary wipe with an antiseptic cloth and called the number on the sheet. Either this Dorothy woman needed to turn up and do some work, or she’d be forced to give the plot to someone who really wanted it.

An hour or so later, Germaine stretched her back and closed over the lid of her laptop. Enough admin for one day, it was time to get outside. She looked up to the sky, trying to assess how long it would stay dry. She judged she had at least an hour or so before the drizzle started and decided the rest of the management duties that awaited her could carry on waiting a little longer.

All was quiet outside. None of the other plot holders had appeared while Germaine had been stuck in her office. Mohid and Farah’s plot now looked empty, apart from the flames on those stupid artificial candles shimmying like a trio of tiny ghosts. She glanced over at Allotment No 1 and was surprised to see that Stanley too had gone already, his precious spade carefully stored away in his shed. Usually, she and Stanley were like two office workers vying for promotion, each staying later than the other to prove their commitment, regardless of the actual work requiring to be done.

Looked like today’s prize for staying power was going to be hers. She picked up her own spade and started to dig over the rich soil at the back of the shed. Let the true work of the day begin.
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The bus was already half-full when Dorothy got on at the first stop at the circle in Birkenshaw. Her new friends from the dancing, Irish Mary, Terry and Myra were in their usual seats, and had kept a seat for her beside them. Once she had her jacket off and her tote bag at her feet, Irish Mary called up to the driver, ‘We’re all settled, Wendy’ and they set off.

‘What about that Norah one winning again last night?’ Myra was saying, as Dorothy moved along a bit to get comfy.

‘Ah, not that again, Myra,’ said Irish Mary.

‘What, are you telling me it’s a coincidence she just happens to be good friends with that nosy cow Pamela that calls the numbers?’

‘Are you really suggesting Norah swindles the bingo cards to win – what was it last night – a bottle of Malbec?’

Myra sniffed. ‘And she didn’t share it with anyone.’

‘She wasn’t sitting anywhere near us,’ protested Irish Mary.

‘And you didn’t share your win last month,’ added Terry.

‘How exactly you expect me to share a large set of Hoover bags I don’t know. Hand them out one each?’

‘Well, still …’

‘That’s me had it with the bingo. God knows what I’ve spent on tickets in the last six months and what have I got to show for it – a dozen replacement bags for my old Hoover? Tsk.’

‘I was reading somewhere that 90 per cent of gamblers give up just before their big win,’ put in Dorothy, taking the opportunity to join in the conversation.

Myra considered. ‘I’d better keep going then. It’s an all-expenses paid weekend to Blackpool next week and our Donna’d kill me if I didn’t give it a go.’

‘There you go then,’ said Irish Mary happily. ‘Dorothy is the voice of reason.’

‘Even if she is dressed like Old MacDonald.’ Myra couldn’t help herself. ‘Where the hell are you going in a pair of dungarees – down to Lanark to pick strawberries?’

The others laughed but Dorothy didn’t mind. She knew by now this kind of teasing was the way these women talked and they didn’t mean any offence. On the contrary, if they were doing it to her face, it meant she was one of them.

‘I’m going up to Eddie’s allotment,’ she said. ‘Some rude woman from the management committee or somewhere phoned me up out the blue yesterday and—’

‘There’s supposed to be a waiting list as long as your arm to get one of those allotments,’ said Terry. ‘You know Margaret from the Friday club—’

‘Is that the wee wifie with the glass eye, what happened—’

‘That’s the one.’ Terry ignored Irish Mary’s question. ‘She told me her man was on the list so long he got dementia and died before his name came up.’

‘It’s the cuts.’

‘Terrible.’

‘I heard it’s some woman from Aberdeen who’s replaced Frank Devlin as manager. Although how he was still there after what happened with the raffle money I don’t know.’

‘I thought they were closing down those allotments?’

‘Who told you that?’

‘Norah from the bingo, who else? But she’s Frank’s cousin and she said he wasn’t bothered about losing his job because they were turning the allotments into flats soon and—’

Irish Mary rolled her eyes. ‘He’s saying that to save face. There’s no way—’

‘Mary’s right. They’d never sell off those allotments. Folk’d be up in arms. Honest to God, rumours spread round Viewpark like margarine.’

‘Anyway …’ Dorothy found it difficult to navigate the fast-moving twists and turns of the conversation of her new friends but she was beginning to learn that you had to take your opportunity to break in and keep speaking or you’d never get the chance to talk. ‘This woman said I had to come and do some work or they’d give the plot to someone else – and Eddie would hate that. Would have hated that,’ she added softly.

‘You’re probably dressed all right for a bit of digging then,’ even Myra had to concede.

‘To be honest, I don’t think I’m fit for anything else today after all that cider we sank last night. God knows what I look like. A face only a mother could love at the best of—’ Terry nudged her and inclined her head to the other side of the bus.

Dorothy flushed as she shot a look at the young man across the aisle, ashamed of herself for caring about looks when other people … well. Poor boy, she thought, wondering whether anyone at the council had ever taken the rap for what had happened, and feeling angry at the way those schoolkids hounded him, calling him all sorts. She often saw him on the bus, and walking round Birkenshaw and Viewpark, but for someone who prided herself on talking to everyone, she’d never spoken to him. She told herself it was because he gave off don’t-disturb-me vibes rather than because she found his appearance off-putting. He glanced over and caught her eye and she quickly lowered her gaze before turning back to her friends.

She pressed the bell at the stop after Aladdin’s and told the other women to enjoy their coffee at St Columba’s and she’d see them at the dancing tomorrow.

‘Love your dungarees,’ said the bus driver to her as she left the bus.

‘Thanks, Wendy,’ said Dorothy. At last, someone with some taste, maybe she’d even noticed the remnants of ‘Greenham’ stitched into the bib.

‘Yeah,’ Wendy continued. ‘You look like the toddlers that come on the bus on their way to playdates. See you tomorrow.’

Dorothy dropped her shoulders and stuck out her chest, telling herself she didn’t care what anyone else thought, she loved her old dungarees, they were part of history. Eddie had been so good about it all, even if he didn’t understand what it was they were protesting. Being at Greenham Common was the highlight of Dorothy’s life, even now. She’d been so young then, so full of life and what she could do to change the world. What had happened to that young woman? she wondered, until she felt the tears threatening again and shook the thoughts away. Maybe it was a good thing she had Eddie’s allotment to keep her busy, and she could do with making more new friends too.

She waved goodbye to her dancing buddies and saw that the young man from across the aisle had got off at the same stop. He was standing beside her on the pavement, patiently waiting for the clusters of speeding cars to pass and allow them to cross. She steeled herself to say something, when he darted across the road and marched down the hill towards the allotments. She wondered if he was a plot holder and promised herself she’d make a special effort to speak to him later if so.

Stanley’s eyes narrowed as he took in the vaguely familiar newcomer, wondering what on earth she hoped to achieve in her patch this late in the day. Nearly lunchtime, for goodness’ sake. Still, at least she was dressed for it, not like some he’d seen recently. Mabel would have approved of this woman’s no-nonsense dungarees and thick red sweater.

Stanley watched as she stood at the edge of Allotment No 6 at the top of the path. Ah, he thought, Eddie’s widow – Dorothy, that was her name. Nice enough woman, though he hadn’t seen her since his old pal’s funeral months back now. He knew he should go over and ask how she was coping. Mabel would have been right up there, with offers of sweet tea and a gossip, and full of ideas as to how they could put right Eddie’s allotment which, after months of neglect, now resembled the Borneo rainforest. Stanley had felt vaguely guilty about that as he’d watched the grass grow taller and taller, the spreading brambles tangling round the dying crab apple trees and strawberry plants that Eddie had loved so much. But dammit all, Stanley had his own plants to worry about, and his own problems.

He leaned against his trusty spade, careful to face away from Eddie’s wife lest she engage him in conversation. What with Iris from Viewpark Church ‘checking in with him’ first thing this morning, and another phone call from Larry at his chess club, asking him when he was coming back to play, he’d had enough conversing with other people for one day, thank you very much.

He went back to his digging, trying not to be annoyed by his neighbours’ trio of always-on orange candles in his eyeline. Stanley detested this new fad where folk would decorate their plots with that sort of thing – not even traditional gnomes and bird baths, now it was fairy lights and wind chimes and all sorts. Not Stanley, though. His allotment was filled with seed beds, the potatoes, onions and cabbages he’d sown in early spring just starting to shoot up, alongside nature’s other early bloomers, the hardy and reliable daffies and snowdrops. And of course, there was his pride and joy – Mabel’s rhododendron bush. He walked over to the rhoddy and pressed one of its smooth fresh leaves between his thumb and index finger. He knew Mabel would have been impressed by how much her favourite plant had grown. Two years now – how quickly the seasons had passed, and yet, how the hours themselves stretched and dragged without her. The annual flowering of the magnificent purple rhoddy, nature at its finest, was a marker of how long she’d been gone, but also his tribute to her. The flickering of his neighbours’ candles caught his eye again and he tutted loudly. Some folk had no idea, he thought, and went into his shed to make another cup of tea before the Indian man who worked the next-door plot could look up and try to start a conversation with him.

Mohid sighed and went back to his own digging. Maybe people here just weren’t that friendly. The man at the bottom plot across the path, for instance. He’d been here almost as often as Mohid, but he seemed to spend most of his time pottering about at the side of his shed or behind it, as though he was avoiding having to speak to anyone. His dishevelled wife with the crazy hair was friendlier, had offered him and Farah carrot cake once, and admired Farah’s gold bracelets. Farah had struggled to be nice to her though, didn’t think she cared for their young son well enough. It was true that the boy looked very thin and half-dressed for the weather, and he was often here on school days, hopping around the allotments and kicking up leaves. But it was hardly their business, they had enough to worry about.

He glanced up at the new woman on the top plot, who’d been hovering outside the shed of No 6 for the last five minutes. He wondered if he should go up and introduce himself but having been roundly ignored by Stanley already today, he didn’t think his ego could take another such encounter.

Minutes later, Farah came out of their shed, with a smile wide enough to dispel any of his dark thoughts. They didn’t need to make friends here, they had each other. How blessed they’d been to find each other, how lucky they were, he thought, as he often did. The twinkling candles on their step caught his eye, and he reconsidered. Not always lucky.

‘You’ve made good progress there,’ said Farah, indicating the little square of soil Mohid had turned over and fed generously with the organic plant food the man at B&Q had recommended.

‘Getting there. I’ve another hour or so before I need to go home and shower for work. Are you heading out?’ He indicated the large red shopping bag which was slung over her shoulder.

‘I thought I’d nip up for a few things. I’ll get some lamb for tomorrow, and more asparagus if it looks fresh, okay?’ She touched each of the three sunflowers in turn on her way past.

‘I’d rather have a cold Pils and some Doritos,’ he replied, reaching for his wife for a quick hug before she left to go shopping.

‘Beer in the middle of the day, you’re one of the allotment gang now,’ she laughed.

Hardly, thought Mohid but said nothing as he waved her off, her unusually sombre navy blue sari blowing in the sharp spring breeze. He spotted Germaine outside her office, along with Karen from the council. The two women seemed to be deep in conversation, Karen with her arms raised in the air and Germaine pointing her finger in Karen’s face. Mohid wondered briefly what they were getting so worked up about, then shrugged – it was none of his business – and went back to his digging, trying not to notice how much better Stanley’s plot was than his own.
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