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Note to the Reader





This is a work of fiction. Though it bears a relation to the lives of several dead performers, it has no relation at all to any of their families, or to any real person associated with their careers. Showbusiness personalities enter the narrative under their own names, and several actual television programmes are named for reasons of verisimilitude, but any words spoken in the novel are imagined by the author, and the particular productions are invented by him.



















We need applause. That’s how we live. When you don’t have a lot of noise around you, the noise inside you becomes overwhelming.


Judy Garland       
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The body of Enrico Colangelo lay on the beach. Dressed in a gabardine suit, the man had rolled for three days in the Atlantic, before the Isle of Barra came out of the dark and the tenor landed at Traig Iais. He was subject to the violence of the open sea and the awful eclipse of God’s mercy. He was dead now, but in the cold chambers of Enrico’s heart there remained a final certainty: he could swim to the lifeboats, he’d find her there.


He came in the night with a quantity of teacups and wreckage, and in the morning the sea was blue, the perfect blue of an Italian sea. Enrico Colangelo might have imagined the waves had brought him home again, yet the drowned man was a stranger to the Hebrides. No one knew him. His suit was foreign, so were his shoes, and he lay on the white beach with the water lapping at his legs. Some boys were playing in the marram grass over the strand. They loved it there when the wind was strong; the grass whipped at their legs and it was frightening to hear the crash of the waves and feel the rush of the sand that would sting your face and push you back to the dunes. From the top you could look across the sound to South Uist and the place where Charles Edward Stuart met Flora Macdonald at midnight.


The boys put their jumpers over their heads and ran through the spray and the sand. The wind that morning was fierce and the sand prickled their hands and made them go red as the boys ran down, still laughing, arms spread out, their voices making the noise of fighter planes as they turn and dive. Once down on the strand they pulled their jumpers from their faces, and that’s when they saw Colangelo’s body. None of them had seen a dead person before. One of the boys wanted to cry and without saying anything he ran back over the dunes to get somebody. There was no movement among the others, no sound from them.


What are children in the eyes of a dead man? The boys came close and stared, but there was nothing. Years later two of Neil MacInnes’s brothers would be lost off Polacharra; only then, as a man of sixty-two, would Neil remember the fingers of the washed-up man at Traig Iais, the whiteness of the finger wearing a silver ring, and the fascination in Lachlin MacKinnon’s eyes. The boys wished they knew the story of the man lying dead, but soon a pair of crofters came running over the sandhills and the children stood back, paying no attention to the sea and the things that happened out there, and only sorry to have lost possession of their treasure so quickly. They looked over their shoulders at Marton McDougall, the boy weeping on the dunes.


One of the crofters went through the dead man’s suit, and was pleased to find his wallet; from a tight leather pocket inside the wallet he drew out a card, barely damp. 




ENRICO COLANGELO


Tenor from Rome, Naples Opera Houses,


London Coliseum, BBC


Address: 15 York Road, London SE1


Telephone: Waterloo 4485





When the police came from Castlebay they put a blanket over the body and built a fence of flotsam around him, and after some questions the children had to retreat to the grass to see what would happen next. But nothing happened except it got dark and the Atlantic boomed. Neil MacInnes put his arms inside his jumper and kept spying from the dunes. He thought the sea after dark might give a clue or say something or send more dead people in with the waves. But no. Enrico Colangelo lay silent and secret on the beach, everything behind him, the black water, the world beyond.


The next day Mrs Mackenzie, the wife of the Commander of the Home Guard, came with the news that London had been on the phone. They now had permission to give Enrico Colangelo a Catholic burial. And so the adults and the Home Guard took the body away from the long beach and it was carried in a box to be prepared by some women in Castlebay and then buried in the graveyard on the other side of the island.


The three churches of St Barr’s were in ruins on top of the hill at Eoligarry. The burial site wasn’t large, but you could easily tell the dead generations apart in that field: the oldest gravestones were made of the same stone as the walls of the first church, and they surrounded those broken walls, whilst the other graves, more modern and flat, marking the dead of succeeding generations, were positioned sparsely on the slopes of the hill, trailing down, more sparsely still, to a part of the field where the grass seemed green and fresh. The sun shone the day Enrico Colangelo was laid to rest; from the graveside, the sea of Barra Sound glinted like the waters of Monte Cristo, and the assembled people, for whom he was nobody in particular, uttered Hail Marys to the open air.


The boys watched as the prayers were said and when the soil was put down they scrambled over the hill making the sound of aeroplanes. The sun was high over Eriskay, and you could see other beaches, giant footsteps to the mainland, across the Minch towards the skyline. In an instant, the boys were off the hill that stands over the graveyard, their sudden laughter, their quick eyes, gone now as wind comes and goes in the grass.
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Suppers





Business was slack, so the pubs closed early and the ferry came in for the night. A brown suitcase was left standing on the pier; it stood there for hours and nobody came for it and nobody complained. It was out all night, and in the morning somebody took it along to Lost Property.


The sky was pink above the school and at eight o’clock the high tide arrived and later the promenade was quiet except for the barking of a dog. From out in the bay you could see lights coming on in the windows of Rothesay, the main town on the Isle of Bute. Inside the rooms there were shadows moving and the shadows were blue from the televisions. It had been a rough winter. First the swimming baths were closed down and then a fire destroyed the railway station at Wemyss Bay. In January, the winds got up to seventy miles per hour, interrupting ferry services to the islands, and then Rothesay’s assistant harbourmaster died, and then Mr McGettigan the butcher died. Two elderly men in blue blazers were standing along from the harbour talking about these and other matters, one man smoking a pipe and the other a roll-up, leaning against the sea-railing, the water lapping on the pebbles beneath them, the gulls overhead.


‘Good chips depends on getting a hold of the best tatties‚’ one said. ‘It’s the tatties that make the difference. They used to have them all the time. Nowadays, the chip shops are buying in rubbish tatties that should never have been planted in the first place.’


‘Aye‚’ said the other. ‘You need Ayrshires or Maris Pipers. This lot are using spuds you wouldn’t feed to the pigs.’


‘And the state of the lard …’


‘Aye, the lard. Thick wi’ crumbs and decrepit wi’ use. Terrible mess. I wouldny go near their chips, no, I wouldny thank you for them.’


‘Lard. You wouldny feed it to the pigs.’


‘A good poke a chips, Wully. They wouldny know them if they came up and took a bite oot their arse.’


‘Oh aye. Don’t get me started. The fish they’re using …’


‘Aye.’


‘They’re lettin the fish lie half the week. You need to put a fish straight into the fryer – fresh as you like, nae bother.’


‘That’s right.’


‘A good bit of fish for your tea, Wully. Oh aye. There’s plenty of them oot there swimming aboot.’


‘Well, good luck to them. The cafés will sell a fair few fish suppers come the morra morn. The world and its neighbour’ll be oot for the Jubilee the morra.’


‘Right enough. I dare say there’ll be drink.’


‘Oh, there’ll be drink all right.’


They paused a moment.


‘They were few and far between‚’ said the first man, ‘but I’ll tell you, Wully, the best chips ever seen on this island was during the war.’ The men fell quiet at that, they looked over the water, and a dog came past barking and chasing seagulls along the promenade. Not for a long time had an evening on the island been so warm and so still.




*





Maria Tambini lived at 120 Victoria Street. The family café and chip shop was downstairs, its front window filled with giant boxes of chocolates covered in reproduction Renoirs; also, here and there in the window, on satin platforms, were piles of rock that said ‘Rothesay’. No matter where you broke it, that’s what it said inside: ‘Rothesay’. Her mother spread Maria’s hair on the pillow and combed it one last time before closing the window to keep out the night. Just a minute before, she had been sitting on the edge of the bed, a silver spoon glinting in her hand, as she fed Maria from a tin of Ambrosia Creamed Rice.


‘There‚’ Rosa said. ‘Go to sleep now. Nothing will happen.’


‘Tomorrow‚’ said the girl. Mrs Tambini straightened the edge of the Continental quilt and wiped the mirror with a yellow duster.


‘It will all be great‚’ she said, thinking of things she still had to do. ‘Try to keep your head out the quilt, it’s nicer for your face.’


Maria closed her eyes. She had never known her father, and his name was never mentioned in the house, but she knew he lived somewhere in America. Sometimes, in the moments just before falling asleep, she would imagine his smiling face under the sun. All her life he remained just that: a picture in her head that appeared in the dark before sleep.


Her mother went from the room and stood for a while at the top of the stairs. Through the open window in the bathroom she could hear Frances Bone, the woman who lived at the top of the next stairwell over, listening to the shipping forecast. Mrs Bone listened to the forecast every night and often in the day too, if she caught it. Standing there, Rosa admitted to herself that it was not so annoying as she often made out: she actually liked the sound of the words coming from the radio – ‘Forties, Cromarty, southeast, veering south or southwest 4 or 5, occasionally 6. Rain then showers, moderate or good’ – and after Maria was asleep she stood there and listened.


People were laughing down in the shop and Rosa wished someone would go and bring that dog inside. She caught the look of the Firth of Clyde through the glass over the front door. For a second the sea and the distant lights were for Rosa alone. She remembered she needed Hoover bags, and passing over the last stairs she thought of an old song belonging to her father. She remembered her father most clearly when she thought of those old Italian songs he sang, and at the same time, without much fuss or grief, she thought of him coughing blood in the hours before he died.


Giovanni was slapping fish in a tray of batter and then laying them in the fryer. He caught himself in the silver top and immediately thought about his hair; it had always been the way with Giovanni: several times an hour he would go into the backshop and take a comb through his black hair. When he smiled and showed his good teeth, the women at the tables would look up and in that moment some would consider whether they hated or pitied their husbands. Giovanni rattled a basket of chips in the fryer and went through the back with a sort of swagger.


Rosa was scouring the top of the freezer with pink detergent paste. She looked over her shoulder as Giovanni came through, and she tutted. ‘This place is pure black so it is‚’ she said, scrubbing now in circles, her head down, the paste going under her fingernails. ‘I work myself to the bone in here to keep this place clean and nobody else seems to bother their arse. It’s bloody manky so it is. Why people don’t clean after theirselves I don’t know.’


She paused. Mention of the efforts she made in life always caused tears to come into her eyes.


‘All we need now is a visit from the men, that would just suit you all fine to sit there and for the men to come in and see all this. Hell slap it into you, I say. I try my best and I just get it all thrown back at me. There’s no a bugger gives a shite. I’d be as well talking to the wall. If the men come and shut down this café for dirt then hell slap it into you. I could run a mile so I could. I could just put on my coat and run a mile.’


Giovanni moved the peelings from the big sink and ran the cold water over his hands. When he’d dried them he went to put his hand on Rosa’s shoulder but she pulled away. ‘See what I mean‚’ she said, picking up the dish-towel. ‘Everything’s just left lying about for me to pick up.’ But when Giovanni turned to go back into the shop she was shaking as she stood at the sink and she put her arm behind her and stopped him. She turned and buried her head in his chest and he sighed. ‘Come on Rosa‚’ he said. ‘You’re just tired. There’s that much on your mind.’


Rosa cried so often and so predictably that no one really noticed she was crying. Her eyes were always red. People seldom asked what was wrong or if they could help; she was the type, they said, who would cry at the drop of a hat. For all the years they’d known her she had been in a state of moderate distress. She cried eating her dinner and running a bath. She cried watching television. She cried at her work and even in her sleep.


When Giovanni leant back, Rosa pressed the dish-towel against her eyes in a familiar way, then put her mouth on his chin and let her lips settle and breathed with her mouth open and ran her tongue along the bristles. Then she drew her bleachy fingers down his jawline and suddenly dug her nails into him. A line of blood ran from his chin onto his white coat. He flinched a little, made no noise, but in his eyes, staring down, anger had taken him miles away. ‘Rosa‚’ he said, lifting the towel and wiping his chin, ‘I am fucking tired in here. I’m so tired of this, even if you’re not. I don’t know what the fuck’s the matter with you.’


Just in from a meeting of the Scottish Friendly Assurance Society at the Glenburn Hotel, some customers were waiting for suppers at one of the tables. Giovanni went back and began lifting fish out the fryer and organising plates; he juggled a tub of salt and a lemonade-bottle full of vinegar. Meanwhile Rosa came through and took the duster from her pocket and climbed on a chair to clean the trays that held the cigarettes. After that she got a damp cloth and did the sweetie jars. She was quite composed and seemed quickly to lose herself in the wiping and cleaning.


There was laughter at the tables as the customers ate their fish suppers and pie suppers, their single black puddings, half-pizzas with a pickled onion. George Samson, the oldest man on the island, who drove a turquoise three-wheeler car, sat at one of the tables reading a story from The Buteman. He occasionally shook his head and licked his thumb. ‘“Although it might seem rather early in the season‚’” he read, ‘“a swarm of bees invaded a house in Castle Street, Rothesay, at the weekend and the police had to be called in to deal with it. A swarm – whether the same or another one – was seen over Castle Street on Tuesday afternoon and appeared to come to rest at the gable walls of Messrs Bonaccorsi and Humphrey’s Store Lane building, formerly the De Luxe Cinema.’”


George Samson put down the paper and took a dud lighter to his roll-up. Giovanni smiled over. ‘They say you’ll be lighting the bonfire for the Jubilee tomorrow, George.’


‘Aye‚’ said George, coming up to the counter to pay for his tea, ‘the Marquis of Bute is otherwise detained – did you hear that, detained – it seems, at a very posh do in the grounds of Holyrood Palace.’ He bowed his head as if the matter was now clear. ‘So I suppose you’d better move your arse and give me a box of Swan Vestas‚’ he said.
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Jubilee





The next day the tables for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee Party were end-to-end down Victoria Street, from the Esplanade Hotel to the doors of the Bute Amusements, and each table was decked in Union Jacks and spread with cut sandwiches, hats on paper plates, sweets of all kinds. The glossy jellies lay there in mounds, and dozens of children sat waiting for the order and the gun salute. Overnight a battleship had arrived in the bay. You could see its long strings of bunting fluttering out there, and the ship’s radar turning in the heat.


‘I’m sewd into this big dress. Don’t make me laugh or I’ll pee myself‚’ said Mary Queen of Scots to her friend Kalpana Jagannadham, dressed as Queen Victoria. The children were coming down Castle Street in a great procession, each child trussed in a historical costume, famous kings and queens mainly, and some whose parents couldn’t think came as knights or Picts or Tudor ladies-in-waiting. None of the costumes came from a shop, they were all home-made: papier-mâché ruffs, cardboard crowns, plastic swords, cotton wool for ermine, kitchen foil for crown jewels. Holding hands, the children marched down the street two by two. Maria and Kalpana were the two oldest girls, chosen because of their ‘theatricality’, but the parade and all the excitement was making them feel like infants again. They walked at the front, sighing, whispering and giggling between themselves, whilst the well-rehearsed children behind them, picked out of Bute’s several primary schools, marched under the nose of their sergeant major, Mrs Jean Ogilvie, the headmistress of St Andrew’s Roman Catholic Primary School.


Rosa had made an early claim for Maria to go as the Scottish Queen, and got out the sewing-machine and made a flouncy dress out of net curtain material. Giovanni was brilliant: he’d made a giant collar out of polythene and coat-hangers. Mrs Bone had let Maria borrow a long red wig she had in a box of hairdressing stuff in the back bedroom, and Rosa spent a whole hour that morning patting Maria’s face with white powder. Kalpana, who was Indian and Scottish and Maria’s best friend, the daughter of Dr Jagannadham – everybody called him Dr Jag – wore a black gown her father had kept from his days at Glasgow University. It was gathered at the bottom over bundles of saris and held together with safety pins. Dr Jag threw his head back and laughed that morning when she was finally dressed and ready to go. Mrs Jagannadham had sprayed Kalpana’s hair grey and put a line of cotton wool down the middle. She wore Wellington boots on her feet and carried a little ball and a bicycle pump covered in silver foil. Seeing her come down Castle Street, her brown face frowning over her lacy collar, Dr Jag thought she was the funniest thing he had ever seen.


‘Even on a nice day you are the notice box, Fiona Wallace‚’ said Mrs Ogilvie, keeping the kings and queens in line with her tan-coloured handbag.


‘I never said nothing, Mrs Ogilvie‚’ said Elizabeth I. ‘I never. I always get the blame. Michael McArdle was pinging my earrings so he was.’


‘Lift up your sceptre, Fiona. You’re a notice box that’s all you are. And you, Maria: there’s no need to look so torn-faced. You’ll find your pretty, half-French head is still attached to your shoulders. William Auld, I’ve told you before. Richard the Lionheart is in many respects a mysterious figure, but we can be almost certain that he did not suck his thumb and pick his nose at the same time.’


Queen Victoria spoke with a pure Glasgow accent. ‘Your dress is that nice‚’ she said, marching forward in her wellies at the front of the line, ‘and the neck thing really suits you so it does. I’m no joking. It’s lovely. Do you think they made them wear these collary-things because of the, what do you call it … love bites?’


‘You’re terrible‚’ said Mary Queen of Scots, scanning the crowd in a regal way. ‘Look, the Primary Ones are going daft.’


All the Primary Ones wore black sand-shoes and each child was sporting head-horns (they were meant to be Vikings).


‘Oh for pity’s sake‚’ said Mrs Ogilvie. ‘Would the mothers please, oh no, good heavens, mothers, I need your assistance here!’ Many of the mothers were following the procession from the pavement, walking alongside and making sure their kid’s costume wasn’t falling apart. Dr Jag was still laughing and taking Polaroids all the way down. Victoria Regina would occasionally look over and smile her lovely smile. ‘I’m no joking, Maria‚’ she said, ‘this is a total brass neck.’


The Primary Ones – the Vikings – had got jammed up behind a car outside Gregg’s the Baker, and some of the boys were busy lifting up their tunics and peeing into the road. ‘Young ladies, turn your heads please. Jesus, Mary and Joseph‚’ cried Mrs Ogilvie, ‘please mothers, could you take your respective children in hand. This is quite appalling. No, Fergus Tully. Fergus Tully! Do not sit down! Do not take your pants down! Mrs Tully!’


The procession of kings and queens came down Castle Street and turned before the harbour. Mary of Orange had a giant beehive hairdo and one red glove (Mrs Ogilvie said to her colleagues her father wouldn’t be reasoned with). The girl came up to Maria and Kalpana with jam smeared over her chin and a soda scone in her red hand. ‘There’s rhubarb jelly and custard as well‚’ she said through a mouthful of crumbs, ‘and hundreds of eggs this size and chocolate and a lucky bag for everybody if they behave.’ She was talking quickly and waving the scone. ‘And you get a present even if you don’t win a race or anything.’ Kalpana took hold of Maria’s blood-stained handkerchief (an object in mind of her slain lover David Rizzio) and shook it in the girl’s face. ‘Get lost, scabby Babby‚’ she said.


‘Barbara!’ shouted Mrs Ogilvie. ‘Who gave you permission to go ahead to the dinner table? Get to the back of the line you greedy girl.’ Mrs Ogilvie drew a hand across her forehead and looked as if she were now having words with some higher authority. ‘Watch her‚’ she said, ‘she’s a bad article.’ The children marched in their ramshackle fashion. ‘Kalpana‚’ said Mrs Ogilvie, ‘the royal procession is now about to turn into the street named in your memory. I know you are the Mourning Queen, but you will straighten your face please. This is a happy day.’ Meanwhile, Robert the Bruce had climbed up on George III’s back. ‘This really is the height of nonsense. I promise I will have no hesitation in marching you children back up to the school if we have any more of your carry-on. Get back into your twos and holding hands. We’re coming up to the corner now. Okay. Mary Queen of Scots and Victoria Regina, the elder girls, set a good example, raise your heads and walk in the royal fashion now. We must carry ourselves with the pride of the Anointed. Girls! Boys! Historians and patriots, historians and patriots!’


Maria and Kalpana giggled and linked arms and fashioned their faces for good behaviour. And down they came, the children of Bute, crêpe paper, glitter and glue, the infants trailing their rags of bin bag. Mrs Ogilvie lifted her head and nodded to the bandsmen. ‘Here we are‚’ she called as they turned into the area of the street party, ‘the Royals, in our excellent dresses, made to measure for their royal majesties by our excellent mothers of Argyll and Bute. Make way friends, countrymen, the children have arrived.’


The children rubbed their noses and darted their eyes. Local people were gathered all round the entrance to the pier, at the corner of Victoria Street, where the biggest table in Britain began. The people cheered and waved Union Jacks and Scottish flags, some shouting out names for children to turn around, others waving tumblers and cans of beer. The sun was scorching now and many of the mothers stood in bikini tops and some of the men roared out and others just stood on the putting green, looking impatient, blowing smoke-rings over the Firth of Clyde.


‘Cavalier by name, cavalier by nature, David Dolan‚’ said Mrs Ogilvie, primping her hair and looking down the royal line. ‘I’d ask you to keep with the procession, and woe betide anyone who opens that can of beer. If you must hold it, David, then keep it unopened and out of reach of the infants. Do not shake it up and down in that fashion.’ David Dolan’s dad had thought it a good idea to give Charles II a can of McEwan’s Export to carry with him on the march. Mrs Ogilvie licked her lips. She put a Mint Imperial in her mouth as the procession came to a halt in Victoria Street. ‘One at a time now‚’ she said. ‘Find your places at the table and no pushing.’


From a flat above the sports shop a noise suddenly flooded the street as the window was raised; a couple of teenagers with spiked hair were holding a speaker out of the window, playing a record at top volume. ‘Heathens!’ shouted Mrs Ogilvie, letting her eye-glasses swing on their chain among her Sunday pearls. ‘Close your ears children – we have barbarians in our midst!’


The two punks had only a brief triumph, for very soon a large hand came from behind their heads, and each was dragged back into the room in a flurry of slaps. The record scratched to an immediate halt, to be replaced only seconds later with Nana Mouskouri singing ‘Morning Has Broken’. ‘The divine right of succession‚’ said Mrs Ogilvie, walking with her tribe as they found their seats at the table, ‘is second only in my mind to the right of the saints to intercede on our behalf, or on behalf of the poor black babies who need God’s help. Barbara Auld, put that cake down if you know what’s good for you!’


Maria and Kalpana sank smirking into their ruffs. ‘Please miss, what is that?’ said Kalpana. She pointed to a silver airship floating over the bay. ‘That is a blessing from the county council‚’ said Mrs Ogilvie, ‘but you may feel free to comprehend it as a tear from the eye of the Baby Jesus. He weeps at behaviour such as that of those heathen boys in the window a moment ago. Now, girls, as you take your places at the Jubilee table please remember your good intentions and be in mind of the black babies who are less fortunate than ourselves. Come along the little Vikings! The feast is prepared.’ Most of the children had no idea what Mrs Ogilvie was talking about, but they lost no time in pushing back their crowns and horned helmets and diving for the cakes, whilst the mothers came at their backs with tissues, cameras and special cups.


Rosa removed the red wig and took a brush to Maria’s hair. ‘Try to keep yourself nice for the cameras, baby‚’ she said, tying her daughter’s hair into a short ponytail, then passing a tub of ice cream down to her from the other side of the table. Maria loved the cold feeling of the ice cream on her tongue and the sweet jelly she sucked from the spoon. Out in the bay, around the warship, the water sparkled, and on the deck the sailors stood to attention as the Union Jacks waved above them. Maria and Kalpana smiled at each other, rolling their eyes at all the antics; they looked out at the ship and filled their mouths with chocolate cake.
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Glorious





The old Mrs Tambini lived at 3 Morrison Terrace. Up on the headland, with the window open, she felt the breeze, and stood back for a time with the fresh wind moving over her, looking down into all the colour and all the fuss of the day.


I wonder what kind of gas is inside that balloon because they can be dangerous so they can.


For a moment her thoughts seemed to join with the breeze to tumble and fade outside the window.


Good God if this is not a day for people to bloody enjoy themselves and good for them. The church spire is bright enough good God it’ s nice and the weans you can hear their voices and all this happening in front of the Firth just as it is.


Her bluish hair, watery eyes and polished skin gave Lucia a look of constant freshness. Her lips were fairly tight but often she relieved them with a kiss of Avon lipstick. There was a mystery in Lucia’s manner, and in repose, in her off-guard moments, a look of forgotten hopefulness would cover her face. She stood at the window only long enough to feel pleased about the Jubilee party. She could see the long table and all the flags as well as people running about and cheering on the putting green. Adults were gathered around the pier and the doors of the pubs were crowded. After she had taken it all in, she began to feel a chill in one of her eyes. She walked back across her living-room carpet and turned on a bar of the fire, then she flicked a finger at the spider plant sitting on her dining table before lifting up a pair of lace gloves and a needle. The table was covered in gloves of the same sort; she counted twelve pairs and one glove that was odd. Into the living-room with the Glade air fresheners at each corner came a smell of something like gunpowder. It must have been the bangs from the ship. She looked out the window again and the children were cheering; you could hear that much over the music. She closed the window against the smell and sat down again with the glove and the thread and the needle in her lap.


Lucia Tambini kept watch for the moments of grime in other people’s lives, and her loneliness was a vigil against cruelty and vice in those around her. This one and that one – Mrs Clarty Housewife or Mr Do-As-I-Say-Not-As-I-Do – got low marks in her book, and it was a book, after all, set high on the shelf of her own experience, a life of good management and strong hopes undercut by the suddenness of grief. Inside her room Lucia kept watch: I will make a cup of tea and then go to bed at nine, she would say, and one day people will appreciate me for who I was. Good night she would say and God bless the best amongst you. All the evenings since Mario died, she went to sleep with the slow-breathing certainty that people failed to live their lives decently.


Although Mario had been good and easy-going, she now tended his memory in such a way as to make his goodness serve as a rebuke to others. Saying her prayers sometimes she asked God to make her less of a wife and more of a mother. But that was not easy. He was dead eight years – she remembered his eyes on the television the night he died, it was the night of the moon landing. She had put him into his bed and he had coughed some more and the children had looked on. ‘Wait a minute‚’ he said in the bed, and when she looked up from her needlework his eyes were dead. Mario Tambini had died of a stroke at the age of sixty-four. And now it was her daily task to address his forgotten standards, and in this way she made her days noble for all to see, though in her heart she was simply lonely. She missed him. She missed her husband and found it hard to live with the things she had never managed to tell him.


Good night. This is my life. One day years ago he sang a song I only heard it once and I can’t remember the name it was one of the old favourites and the line he sang more than once that day roughly went on to say well duty is stronger than dreaming. Good night. Good night. Forgive me Mario and duty is stronger than dreaming.


Lucia had fallen asleep in the chair. In the living-room, a picture of Mario at the fish-fryer was over the fireplace. One time he said Take that down it’s just hypocrisy, but no, she loved the picture being there. She had slippers with zips on them and sometimes she laughed as she put them on to think how cosy they were. Next to that on a string were her rosary beads blessed by the Pope. And on the back wall above the clock was a mirror held up by a chain and next to that a standard lamp which shone on a picture of the Blessed Virgin with her eyes raised up.


The gunpowder smell was gone and only Glade perfumed the air of the living-room. When Lucia woke up she put the glove back on the table with the others. In the kitchen was a bowl of black bananas. From the top of the fridge she lifted a small box and she put on her overcoat and put the box in the pocket of the coat. She often went down to the town in her slippers. The leaves of the spider plant shuddered after she banged the door shut.




*





Maria was halfway through a bar of Highland Toffee, and she was rushing to finish it, ready for a Sherbet Fountain. Kalpana dug her hand into her own Lucky Bag, and, with a mouth all stained with red Cola, she shouted for the men doing well in the adult sack race. Kalpana said she wished she could whistle properly like the older boys. The girls jumped up and down and stuffed their faces and rubbed off their make-up with their sticky fingers, all the while feeling hot in their royal robes.


‘Come on, Dr Jag‚’ shouted Kalpana, using her father’s forbidden nickname, ‘get your arse in gear.’


‘Oh-ay‚’ said Maria, ‘you swore. You’re gonnae get us into trouble.’ Mrs Ogilvie was still stalking the putting green, and plucking Vikings out of the rhododendron bushes; she kept wagging her long finger, and here and there she offered impromptu lectures on some unexpected manifestations of the Holy Trinity.


Giovanni and Rosa were good the day of the Silver Jubilee. They were always somehow better when they’d had a drink. Giovanni waved over to Maria and her wee friend, and he grabbed Rosa by the waist and swung her round. She dusted herself down and shook her head as he slugged from a pint. They were with a crowd of their friends, making jokes, supervising games, and Rosa only showed her usual embarrassment when Giovanni went too far, like when he tried to kiss her too much on the mouth. Giovanni was the most handsome man on Bute. His appearance was judged to be one of the local attractions, and because the man was a stranger to the truth about himself, the scrapes he got into – all the noisy, familiar troubles and badness – only made people love him more, surmising there must be something very like themselves in the chaos that existed behind his perfect face.


Maria would sometimes put her sweets away when Rosa looked over, fearing a telling off, but all her mother did when she looked over that day was wave at her with a grand smile. One of the times she licked her hand and smoothed the side of her hair, just to tell Maria to keep herself tidy. The children rushed out from the table, and Giovanni put Maria up on his shoulders as the horn went off for the guns. They all cheered when the bangs went up and the smoke came rolling over the bay, then went quiet for a minute as the ship’s band played ‘Rule Britannia’. Giovanni held Maria’s leg with one arm and put the other arm over Rosa’s shoulder. He didn’t move his eyes from the ship when Rosa tried to wipe a dirty mark off his chin, dry blood from the night before.


Another procession was soon coming down Castle Street. Giovanni put Maria on the grass and said ‘For Christ’s sake’ and then sloped off in the direction of the Athletic Bar. Maria could hear a drum banging and hundreds of flutes playing at the same time. Kalpana came running up. It’s the fucking Orange band‚’ she said. She didn’t see Rosa standing on Maria’s other side.


‘Kalpana Jagannadham, I’m going to wash your mouth out with soap. Your language is terrible. Come on Maria, we’ll away in and get ready for the concert. I hate that bloody noise. It’s normal music they should be playing on a day like today.’


Kalpana rolled her eyes at Maria and ran off towards Castle Street. ‘It’s a good hiding that girl’s needing‚’ said Rosa holding her daughter’s hand. ‘The language on her! No wonder her family don’t know what to do with her. A doctor’s lassie. She’s like a big drunk man of sixty the way she talks. Don’t let me ever hear you using them words, Maria. It’s a filthy way to go on that and it’ll just hold you back. Where you’re headed for they don’t use words like that. You’ll be among nice people.’


Lucia was coming down the hill and ran into the Orange band. The noise troubled her: with her hand close to the neck of her coat she made a secret sign of the cross. The man at the front of the marching band had a big red face and was out of puff, spinning the stick round his body and throwing it into the air. Lucia could hear the coins jangling in his trouser pockets as he twisted his arms deftly to keep the stick in motion. She needed to get to the other side of the road.


Protestant rubbish I’m not kidding you on, this is really ridiculous would you look at that and such a lovely day it was meant to be and them with their flutes that lot are pure bloody rubbish God forgive me would you credit this carry-on and how am I supposed to get over there I tell you it’s a good wash they’re all needing and there’s women with prams over there can’t get moving for these bloody whistles oh for goodness’ sake.


She had her purse in her hand. There were young men in blue Rangers scarves applauding the band and people and sailors on the other side were cheering for them too. She was getting angrier by the second.


Bloody rubbish God forgive me.


Unable to hold back, she stepped into the road in front of a row of drummers marching under a banner saying ‘Airdrie Quarter Commemorates the Battle of the Boyne’. One of the marchers twisted right round with his drum. ‘Get back, ya old fucking cow‚’ he said. ‘Gone, ya fucking old pig that you are. You’re no’ getting across here till we’re by.’ Some of the men on the pavement pulled Lucia back by the coat. ‘You better bide your time or you’ll cause murder here, Mrs‚’ one of them said. She just looked at him with her lip trembling, then stared down at her slippers trying to think of other songs.


She wondered what Alfredo would say. He always said she was a dare-devil out on the street and now here she was, about to be mauled by a crowd of people with drums. Alfredo always came into Lucia’s mind in times of trouble. She hadn’t seen him since the day before and that was to do with panic about the cistern in the bathroom. She decided there and then that she wouldn’t wait for these bad people to pass, she would stay on this side of the road and walk straight down to the square, to the hairdresser’s, where Alfredo would give her a cup of tea.




*





‘When I want your opinion, I’ll give it to you‚’ said Bill McNab, plucking a roller from the wheely-basket and throwing a look at Elaine, his junior, in the mirror. McNab wore a ginger toupée and big silver glasses; he hovered about the salon as if levitating on his angrier thoughts, flicking his wrists, tutting, whipping the scissors from the top pocket of his overalls like brandishing an axe. He had a frightening laugh: he whinnied on a top note, and the customers loved the sheer velocity of his bitchiness, and the staff cowered. Alfredo was his business partner and known for his quietness.


With the crowds outside, the salon was busy and young Elaine was getting the worst of McNab. ‘I don’t know what your problem is, Elaine‚’ he said, ‘but I’ll bet it’s hard to pronounce. Hurry over here, hotpants, and pass me up the rollers.’ He spent as much time looking at himself in the mirror as he did at the heads of his customers. He touched the edges of his toupée with the tips of his fingers. ‘I like you, Elaine‚’ he said. ‘You remind me of when I was young and stupid.’ The customer in the chair couldn’t stop laughing.


‘Bill‚’ said Alfredo in a low voice further along.


‘Well, no wonder‚’ McNab said with a smile. ‘What am I? A flypaper for freaks?’


Elaine put down the rollers and papers. ‘Mr Tambini, I don’t have to take this. I’m only on work experience. He’s a cheeky bastard and he’s never off my back.’


‘Tsk tsk‚’ said the woman in McNab’s’ chair.


‘Don’t worry about it, dear‚’ said Alfredo. ‘Just get on with your work and ignore him. You know what he’s like.’


‘He’s right out of order.’


‘Ready when you are, Miss Hotpants‚’ said McNab, standing back from the chair with his hand resting on his hip. ‘We’re all refreshed and challenged by your unique point of view.’


‘It’s nice to be nice‚’ said the woman in the chair.


‘But of course, Madame de Pompadour‚’ said McNab, fixing his client in the mirror with a wink. ‘I’ll try being nicer if you try being smarter‚’ he said to Elaine.


‘Bill‚’ said Alfredo.


‘Mr McNab‚’ said Elaine, taking off her overall and throwing it down into a chair, ‘go and take a gigantic fuck to yourself.’


‘Would you listen to that‚’ said the client.


‘Oooooh!’ said Bill, following Elaine with his eyes as she lifted her coat and bag from the hook.


‘Bill!’ said Alfredo.


‘Well tatty-bye, Miss Piss. Send us a postcard.’


‘You can stick your job up your arse‚’ said Elaine marching to the front door.


‘Is that not ridiculous?’ said the chair.


‘We’re not the brightest crayon in the box now, are we dear?’ said McNab in a slightly raised voice as young Elaine pulled open the door.


‘Oh‚’ said Lucia, bumping into Elaine at the door. ‘Are you all right, hen?’ Elaine, in tears, forced her way forward. ‘He’s a fucking bastard‚’ she said, disappearing into the noise outside.


‘Bill‚’ said Alfredo, quite angry now, ‘how many times?’


‘Okay, okay‚’ said McNab quickly. ‘She was useless anyway. Did you see the bloody nicotine stains on they fingers?’


‘I did, actually‚’ said the woman in the chair. ‘Not at all attractive in a young girl.’


‘It was tint, Bill. That’s us back to square one. Thanks very much.’


McNab pursed his lips and looked in the mirror. Alfredo shook his head and went back to clippering the man in his own chair. ‘Yes‚’ said McNab, smiling a big smile at himself, ‘I am an agent of Satan, but my duties are largely ceremonial.’


‘You’re unreal‚’ said McNab’s client.


‘Yes my dear, but aren’t I lovely? Oh hello, Mrs Tambini. Trust you to arrive just in time for the cabaret.’


Lucia nodded shyly at McNab and the lady in the chair. She headed for the coat-rail and Alfredo helped her off with her coat. ‘Hello mammo‚’ he said, ‘are you okay? What’s the matter?’


‘Can I go through the back?’ said Lucia.


‘Of course, mammo. Come on through.’ Alfredo turned to the gentleman in his chair. It was the famous George Samson, the island’s oldest resident, wearing his best suit. ‘I’ll be with you in a second, George.’


‘Oh Alfredo, I got an awful fright out there‚’ said Lucia, sitting down on a stool underneath the hairdressing products. ‘I ran into that bloody band and I couldn’t get across.’


‘Mammo‚’ he said, ‘you’ve got to ignore the band. You know what they’re all like on a day like this. Tea?’


‘Aye, put two sugars in‚’ she said. ‘It’s just they’re all so loud and they’ve got no business being out today. It’s supposed to be nice.’


‘Never mind‚’ said Alfredo. ‘It is nice. Did you see Maria all dressed up? Have you been down the green?’


‘No yet‚’ said Lucia. ‘I was on my way.’


‘We’ve been busy‚’ he said. ‘All those people coming in off the boat, and now we’re short-handed again.’ Alfredo smiled. ‘That mirror shook when the guns went off.’


‘Lovely day for it‚’ said Lucia, dusting the hair off the arm of his white coat. ‘Lovely day altogether.’


Alfredo put his hand on top of the kettle. In a few seconds he could feel the heat rising steadily through the handle as he stared into some postcards Blu-tacked to the back of the kitchen cupboard, pictures of Jersey and Spain, the Italian coast.
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Broadcasting





Young Michael Aigas worked in the island’s television shop and he listened to jazz all day. There were always at least a dozen televisions playing in the shop at the one time. It was an afternoon programme about the beatniks that got him into jazz; he’d watched John Coltrane’s face on all the screens and decided then and there he wanted to be American. He wanted to be American and he wanted to be black. And that was the story of young Michael Aigas. He sat in Harris’s shop all day listening to jazz and thinking about what he’d be doing if he lived in New York. He read the same book again and again.


‘Where’s the action, pops?’ said Michael.


A few dozy words came down the phone. He was speaking to Gary, who was unemployed and proud of it.


‘I know, man‚’ said Michael, ‘I’m all creeped up about this Jubilee shit. The Queen is not cool, Gary. This joint is as bare as hell’s backyard today man, I swear.’


Gary asked him to shut the shop. He said the pubs were swinging down at the harbour.


‘I’m behind the eight ball‚’ said Michael. ‘The old man’s coming back here. It’s a drag. Later on. Yeah. Let’s hit that stupid concert tonight. Jim says he’ll pay me extra for working the holiday. We’ll go out and get heaped, man.’


Michael turned all the screens over to BBC2 and watched the test card for the next hour. He put a Furry Lewis LP on the turntable and turned the volumes down on the tellies. Then he put his chin on his hands and looked into the eyes of the girl on the test card, the girl with the clown and the faraway eyes. ‘Tell it like it is, wee sister‚’ said Michael to the empty shop.


The phone rang. ‘Hello, Mrs Bone‚’ said Michael. ‘Yup. You just want to know what’s on?’ Michael unfolded a Daily Record on his desk and read from the television page. ‘Mainly royal stuff on today. Well. Golden Shot at half past seven. You don’t like him. Okay. Rising Damp? Nine o’clock. Within These Walls?’


A lot of the old customers phoned like this. They just wanted someone to talk to on the phone, and they thought because it was a TV shop they should know what was on the TV. They’d bought a television for company, but it wasn’t enough. ‘No, Mrs Bone, you don’t need a new television set yet. That’s right … that’s just the way it should be.’


Mr Harris came in. ‘Okay Mrs Bone‚’ said Michael, ‘we’ll come and check it out for you next week. Cheerio.’


‘More social work?’ said Mr Harris.


‘As per‚’ said Michael.
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The Girl’s World





Maria’s best toy sat on the dressing table in front of her window. Girl’s World: it was a life-size plastic head, with the hair all honey-blonde and shining and nylon. The special thing was that the hair could grow; you pressed a button on the doll’s pink neck, it made a clicking sound, and then you could pull a long extension from Susie’s head.


That was her name: Modern Susie. There were several versions of Girl’s World; this one had Mediterranean blue eyes and raised eyebrows and a tiny nose, a nose you could hardly breathe through. She came with special make-up and brushes. You could give her earrings and spread lip gloss over her smiling mouth. Maria spent whole evenings up in her bedroom playing with her. With the record player down low and glitter on all the plastic faces, Maria would sometimes put on a show for her old dolls, and she would make it that Susie was the big star in the room. Maria would sing to her, as if she were a real person, and late at night, when even the seagulls were asleep and the seafront was quiet, the light from outside, from the street lamps, would glance off the diamonds in Susie’s special tiara, causing sparkles to travel over the wallpaper.


Rosa was going up and down the banister with a duster and Mr Sheen. This was her deepest habit: not only to clean, but to make cleaning into one of life’s grand and protracted gestures. Rosa hated dust – she hated its settling and gathering, as if it could only throw a terrible light on the failure to cope. In no other respect was Rosa more like her mother. Every day they went about their housework as if it were an act of violence. Rosa liked to drink tea from a cup and a saucer, and sometimes, after doing the house, she would sit herself down on the sofa, exhausted and flushed, the base of the teacup rattling on the saucer’s edge.


Maria was up in her bedroom giving Modern Susie a ponytail. The Jubilee street party was loud outside the window, but she put on a record and stared at the doll. As she pulled the hair through her fingers to trap it in bobbles, the static electricity made her hands feel like somebody else’s hands, and the skin along her arms began to feel fizzy, as if tiny bubbles of electricity were running up inside them. Rosa had finished her cleaning and now she stood behind Maria at a creaky ironing-board. Doris Day was on the turntable. ‘You need to learn to stand on your own two feet‚’ Rosa said. ‘You know there isn’t a man in the world who isn’t out for what he can get. Mark my words. Before you know it you’re washing nappies and looking at the door to see if he’s coming back or not. Just you watch yourself, Maria. Keep them at arm’s length, hen.’


‘I’m thirteen‚’ said Maria, rolling lip gloss back and forth over her lips and staring in the mirror.


‘That’s enough of that‚’ said Rosa. She drove the iron over the dress and then whipped the dress over. ‘That’s enough gloss. You don’t want to make yourself look greasy. I know what age you are, Maria. I remember the day you were born as if it was yesterday. What a day that was let me tell you. I was lying up in that ward and not a bugger came to see me. Your Uncle Alfredo came right enough, and my daddy came with gritted teeth. You were such a wee thing.’


Maria’s mother often talked like the songs. She didn’t care that Maria was thirteen, or what age anybody was. She put down the iron. ‘Don’t ever think I regretted you‚’ she said. ‘I can still see your wee face lying there. That was before I was friends with Giovanni. That man’s been a good friend to me, Maria. He’s not perfect, I grant you that, but I don’t know how I’d have coped lifting and laying for everybody. He’s been a good help about here. He’s just a friend, but it’s nice to have a friend. If you’ve got a lot on your plate you know. Men will always be men, Maria.’ She propped her arm on the ironing-board and rested her chin. ‘It’s true what they say. When it comes down to it, hen, you’ve only got your mother. You remember that. There’s no another bugger to care about you.’ Rosa lifted the iron again and went over the creases.


‘They teachers of yours are half-daft‚’ she said after a minute. ‘I don’t know what they think they can learn you, Maria. You’re miles ahead of those other wee lassies and you won’t be sitting around here waiting to get your books marked. You’re a wee woman of the world, Maria. All the education you want has come out of that.’ She pointed to the record player. She laughed to herself and took some pleasure in her thoughts. ‘It’s true enough, Maria‚’ she said. ‘You and I know what we’re talking about. You know your songs. Just you wait and see. I know she’s no your teacher anymore but that Mrs Ogilvie out there’s as old as tea anyway. What does she know about young lassies nowadays? Old thing like her. She was a waitress at the Last Supper, that one.’


Rosa winked at Maria as if to acknowledge it was a bad thing to say about a teacher. ‘We love the old tunes, so we do‚’ she added, picking a thread off the dress she was ironing and placing it in the pocket of her overalls. She pointed a finger at Maria. ‘Mark my words hen, there’s nobody around here to understand a wee person like you. They’re all just out for what they can get. Every one of them, and you mark my words.’


‘Do you think Uncle Alfredo would curl my hair at the bottom?’ said Maria, looking into the mirror, folding her hair under her small hand.


‘Like Lena Martell? Aye, he’ll do that no bother. You’ve got nicer hair than her right enough. You’ll need to remember to lift your chin up though, Maria. You make your chin look that baggy when you do that. Lift it up. You need to be smarter about yourself. Nobody likes to look at a wee pudgy lassie up on a stage.’


Maria continued to stare at her face in the mirror. Rosa had taught her to sing by constantly putting the needle back to the start of the record and making her try again. She told her all the stories. Since before she could remember, it was Deanna Durbin this and Judy Garland that, Doris Day wore this, and Lulu said that to the newspaper. ‘Nobody ever got to where they want to be by sitting on their backside moaning all the time‚’ said Rosa.


‘I’m not moaning‚’ said Maria.


‘No‚’ said Rosa, ‘but you just need to make the effort and smile a lot more. You need to show your nice teeth. You cannae beat a big smile. There you are.’ Her mother let the dress float from her hand to come down softly on the bed. It was covered in yellow polka dots and had a big bow at the throat. Maria turned around and made herself smile. She liked the look of empty clothes. She liked to imagine famous people in them and then see herself in them when she was dressed up.


‘You must try to hold yourself in a wee bit when you’re singing‚’ said Rosa, rooting in the drawer for an Alice band, ‘like all the great Italian singers. Hold yourself in one place and let all the lovely sounds come out, cause you’ve a lovely singing voice on you, Maria. You’re only letting yourself down if you slouch. You’re a woman now. I can’t be doing with slouchy lassies. You’ve got to make an impression.’


Maria lifted the dress and held it to the window. ‘You’ve been going great guns in the dancing, Maria, but you have to lift up your chin do you hear me? There’s nobody likes to look at a singer that can’t do justice to herself. Are you listening to me?’


Maria had taken a box from the drawer. Inside were cardboard models with dresses and skirts and blouses you could fasten onto them: Rosa had shown her how. Maria knew the models weren’t very modern. The hair on the women looked like the hair they had in photographs she’d seen of women during the War. They had long thin legs and the skirts were like wool. ‘Some men have nothing but filth on their minds‚’ said her mother, turning a T-shirt inside-out. ‘They’re dirty inside themselves some men, they aren’t clean and you wouldn’t want them anywhere near you. Good God you can’t be too careful with some men, hen, they want to ruin people that’s all they want to do and you’re as well keeping yourself to yourself. Hold on to your dignity, Maria.’


Maria was now up on her toes looking down into the street.


‘Are you listening to me, Maria?’


‘There’s something happening‚’ Maria said, and Rosa came over to look. A lot of the children and parents were gathered at the doors of the Winter Gardens, only the older people were still sitting at the long table. A big shout came from somewhere, followed by cups and jugs of orange squash and trays of sausage rolls flying into the air. A drunk man was charging up the middle of the Jubilee table kicking things to smithereens.


‘Is that not bloody terrible?’ said Rosa. ‘That William Rooney, look at the state of him. Drunk. Oh my God. The bloody state of him. Look, he’s kicking all the nice stuff off the table.’ Everyone down on the green turned round at the commotion. William Rooney was home from the oil rigs and he was running up the table in his big tackety boots causing havoc. ‘Oh my God would you credit that?’ said Rosa, tut-tutting. ‘His poor wife’ll be black affronted. All the way up that nice tablecloth as well. What did I just tell you, Maria? Men are a bloody waste of space, God forgive me.’


‘Comeintaemeyafuckinbluenosebastardsthatyoozare!’ shouted William Rooney as he pounded up the table, cakes flying, plumes of white spittle issuing from his mouth. ‘Alltakeeverywanaeyeez – yafuckinbunchatubes!’


When Rooney got to the last few yards of the table he dived down onto his stomach and slid all the way to the end, napkins, paper plates, half-empty tumblers, abandoned hats rolling into one great ball of stuff around him as he dropped off the table, landing in a heap on the tarmac with his hands spread-eagled and a Union Jack wrapped about his head. ‘Leave the bastard‚’ said Mrs Rooney, gathering her nephews outside Timpsons the shoe-shop and ushering them along the pavement towards the Gallowgate. ‘He’s a drunken, no-use pig of a man. Leave him there to rot. I don’t want to know him, the bampot that he is.’


The last ferry left for Wemyss Bay and the sun went down behind the Argyll Hills, over in the direction of Tighnabruaich. The neon signs above the doors of the pubs flicked on as the sea went pink for half an hour, the darkness seemed to come quickly after that, then just as quickly came to life as music started pouring from the pubs. Giggling, holiday-minded children took the last of the Empire biscuits from the table and groups of sailors came walking up the seafront in their uniforms. Old George Samson, with medals, three-piece suit, and a new haircut, lit the bonfire on the rocks with a torch handed to him by the local MP. Everybody roared. Then fireworks exploded above the bay and the colours swam over the water.
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Sugar





The Winter Gardens opened its doors. In no time at all the place was mad with the scraping of chairs and the ringing of the bar till. A woman quite drunk on lagers and lime won a bottle of Bacardi at the raffle and was too embarrassed to go up and get it. Her son was famous for his cheek, and when she sent him up he took the microphone from the bandleader, Davie Devine, and gave a speech about how much he wanted to thank his agent and his hairdresser. Everybody laughed and clapped him through the cigarette smoke and said to each other he was an awful boy. Some of the younger kids were winding themselves up in the velvet curtain and the caretaker chased them. The tables were covered in pint jugs and they all had foam sliding down their insides and the dancefloor smelled of Brylcreem and Old Spice.


Kalpana Jagannadham, still in her Queen Victoria costume, was sitting in a plastic chair covered in coats. Nobody was wearing  a coat because it was too hot, and now and then she would duck under a mackintosh and take a slug of shandy. When Maria had gone in to get ready for the concert, Kalpana had hung around inside the venue, staring into space and stealing drinks from the tables. ‘And how’s the wee lassie doing then?’ said a drunk man leaning over with his tongue sliding along the edge of a cigarette paper. He could hardly stand up and his wife was all ruby-cheeked and creasing with laughter at his side.


‘I’m all right, I’m counting my fingers, shush‚’ she said. The man was insinuating something with his drunk finger in the air.


‘You just look like a wee monkey‚’ he said. ‘Hey Ella. How about a wee banana for the lovely wee monkey sitting here?’


Ella laughed at the top of her voice and spilled some of her vodka. ‘Never mind him‚’ she said to Kalpana, ‘he’s daft as a brush.’


‘Wee Pakistani monkey. Geez a kiss‚’ he said.


‘I’m Indian‚’ said Kalpana, ‘so fuck off, you fat prick.’ Ella immediately stopped laughing.


‘I’ll tell you, lady‚’ she said, ‘you have a right dirty mouth on you. If that father of yours was here. Such a nice man as well. He gives your people a good name. Come on, Freddie. She’s a right wee tear-away, that one.’


‘Byzee bye‚’ said Freddie, ‘my wee spicy monkey.’


Kalpana just stared at him. She was used to this. On the sly she drank the rest of the shandy and slid the tumbler inside the arm of somebody’s fur coat and it hit the floor with a clunk, but nobody noticed because the band had started and the compere was already reading out the names of the acts.


Over in the café, Maria was sitting on top of the counter with Alfredo fixing her hair. Lucia was at one of the tables with a hot orangeade and an Askit Powder. ‘I heard you were a royal personage today‚’ said Alfredo, moving a fat jar of beetroot out of the way so he could lay down his brushes. ‘They were all talking about it in the salon. I saw you coming down Castle Street in the procession‚’ he said, ‘you and Kalpana. The two of you looked smashing.’


‘Were we the best?’ Maria asked.


‘No doubt about it‚’ said Alfredo.


The jukebox was playing Abba. There hadn’t been a single place where music wasn’t playing that day. There had been a band on the royal procession, there was music coming from the pubs and down from people’s windows, and Maria remembered there had been music on the putting green. Even the ship had had music: the music for the Queen and that other music. There was music in every room of her mother’s house: the transistor radios, the record player in the bedroom, the jukebox here in the café.


Sitting on the counter, Maria looked along the jars of sweets up on the shelf. She knew the look and the taste of each one. As Alfredo teased her hair, Maria mouthed the names of all the sweeties you bought by weight and thought of the way they tasted and the way they felt on her tongue.


‘Sweet peanuts‚’ she mouthed.


Caramelly in your mouth a bit tough and then sugary then you cracked them open and gritty inside.


‘Midget Gems‚’ she said out loud.


Nice and rubbery and millions in your mouth at once and the black ones are best you can make a ball in your mouth and swallow them in one go at the end.


She said: ‘Cola Cubes’.


Fizzy sugar and rub them down smooth with your tongue and crack them with your teeth and goo comes out.


‘Edinburgh Rock.’


Crush like powder and it sticks inside your mouth.


‘Parma Violets.’


Only flowers.


‘Soor Plooms.’


Like marbles and lemons and sour they make you pull your cheeks in like sherbet does.


Maria looked down to see if she could see her face in the shop window. ‘Uncle Alfredo, do you like Cough Candy?’


Alfredo, smiling, twisted one of her curls round his index finger and lifted a can of lacquer from under his arm to spray it into place. ‘I like all of them‚’ he said, ‘except chocolate mice. They’re rotten.’


‘Can I have a sweetie for after?’ asked Maria.


‘Okay‚’ said Alfredo. He put his hand over the glass counter and got a packet of Munchies. He broke the tube in two and put both pieces into her sequined purse, then he lifted her down onto the floor and stood back. ‘That’s you done, Maria. Look at our famous kidlet, mammo. Ma che carina – è veramente bellissima, no?’


Maria jumped down and smiled into the silver of the counter. A brace of blonde curls rolled from her head. Lucia looked up and smiled. Her granddaughter’s lips were Candy Super-Pink and glossy as all get-out. The lids of her eyes were Frosted Summer Jade with an ivory highlighter from Boots, the No. 4 Rimmel blusher, and mascara: Lady Night-Time Blue. Maria looked into her own eyes in the counter and used her hands to smooth the creases at her waist. At the top of the yellow dress she straightened the bow. She had Woolworths doily-patterned white socks up to the knee and black, single-strap shoes, shiny enough to capture the movement of shadows around her.


She stood in front of her grandmother, who put down her long spoon and gave her a look of concentration. It was very often that way with Lucia: she looked into the eyes of the people close to her and she stayed looking for a long time. ‘You are a perfect and lovely young woman‚’ she said. Her eyes filling up, she put the ends of her fingers on Maria’s face. ‘In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost‚’ she said, touching Maria’s forehead and stomach, one shoulder and the other. ‘God bless you and keep you, my lovely wee lassie.’ Lucia looked up at Alfredo and something passed between them and she placed her hands on Maria’s small shoulders. ‘Brava, brava, bellissima‚’ she said.


Maria turned round and looked through the greasy window of the fish fryer. Giovanni was crouching on the other side with his white teeth all smiling and a handkerchief pouring from the top pocket of his brown suit. ‘Aaahaa‚’ he said, tapping on his side of the glass, an array of battered hamburgers, black puddings and fish between his face and Maria’s. ‘And who is this lovely person I see on my television screen tonight? Is it not the world-famous Maria Tambini? Everybody give a big hand for the most talented and lovely-looking little friend of mine – Maria Tambini!’


Maria pulled herself up on the counter and hung there for a kiss. ‘Mmmwa!’ said Giovanni loudly. ‘And anybody who says any different will be getting that.’ He showed a fist and round eyes to Maria and when she giggled he clipped her nose.


Lucia produced a small box from her pocket and turned to Maria. ‘This is for you‚’ she said.


‘What is it?’ asked Maria. ‘Is it jewels, mammo?’


‘No, it’s not jewellery but it is treasure.’


Maria opened the box and picked out the coin. It was shiny in the chip shop and Maria stared at it. She spoke as she read what it said: ‘Queen Elizabeth II Silver Jubilee Nineteen Seventy-Seven.’


‘Now is that not special?’ said Alfredo.


‘Thank you, mammo‚’ said Maria.


Looking at Maria’s pleased expression, Lucia unconsciously fingered the chain around her own neck, its silver crucifix and miraculous medal. ‘I’ll go over the road and find my seat‚’ she said, getting up and putting her hands into her coat pockets.


‘You’re still wearing your slippers, mammo‚’ said Maria.


‘There’s no need for me to be dressed up at my age. Now do your best, Maria. And remember that no matter what happens you are the best one. Do you hear me?’


‘Thanks, mammo, and thank you for my coin.’


Lucia took the coin from Maria and turned it over in her fingers. They all watched as the strip lights glinted off the coin and made it look like the centre of the chippy and the centre of the turning world. ‘You know they were not always good to us, these people, the English‚’ she said, and Maria noticed that mammo’s hand was trembling. ‘They did bad things and we mustn’t forget the bad things.’


‘Oh Lucia‚’ said Giovanni, walking over to the till. ‘This is a happy day.’


Lucia threw Giovanni a look. ‘This has nothing to do with you, what I say to my family‚’ she said. However, Giovanni’s remark had brought her up short. The adults would speak Italian only seldom‚ usually when there was something they didn’t want the little one to hear. ‘It’s not worth the effort‚’ said Alfredo. ‘Non vale la pena.’


‘He only pays attention to his good looks‚’ said Lucia. ‘Si dedica soto soltanto al suo bell’ aspetto. Just remember‚’ she said as she kissed Maria’s cheek and turned to lay two kisses on Alfredo, ‘you come from proud people who are clean and tidy and have morals. Nobody can take away what we have worked hard for, Maria. I’ll get across the road now.’


The bell rang over the door as she left, then two small boys came in carrying armfuls of empty lemonade bottles. Maria was still standing next to the fryer, but she was in a world of her own, going ‘step ball-change, step ball-change’ and moving her lips to remember the words of a song.


‘You better hurry up‚’ one of the boys said as Giovanni leaned over and took the bottles from him. ‘It’s starting over there.’


Just then Rosa was hurrying down the stairs into the shop pulling at the straps of her dress. ‘Come on, miss‚’ she said. ‘Are you ready, Maria? Is she ready, Alfredo? Pull your socks up for goodness’ sake, Maria, you’re not a baby and that’s us ready.’ Rosa looked at Giovanni who looked back and smiled over the counter. ‘You’d think it was you that was going onstage, Mr Universe‚’ she said, taking Maria’s hand. ‘Give me the pink ones‚’ said Rosa. Giovanni handed her a jar of sweets labelled ‘Plantation’s Sugar Bonbons’. She took two out and turned to Maria. ‘Open wide‚’ she said, and she put the two sweets into Maria’s mouth.


‘Yes!’ said Maria.


‘Elaine will take over‚’ said Rosa, gathering last-minute things. ‘It’s time for us to get over there. I can hear the band.’


‘You all right, Elaine?’ Alfredo said, giving her a nod.


Elaine was wearing black lipstick, and seemed no happier than usual; but she was glad to be free of McNab and the hairdresser’s, so she teased her spiky helmet and tried to smile gratefully at Alfredo. ‘No bother, Mr Tambini.’ 


The bell rang again and the door closed and the shop was quiet. Elaine looked bored chewing a mouthful of gum as she rattled a basket of chips in the fryer.


‘Can we get the money for these?’ asked one of the boys standing the empties on the counter.


‘No‚’ said Elaine. ‘You can get chews or anything from the sweetie jars up there or else chips.’


‘Can we no get the money?’


‘I said no didn’t I? What do you want?’


‘Can we no have ten Bensons?’ The boys looked at each other.


Elaine blew out her breath, still chewing, then, staring at the two boys, she reached under the counter and took the lid off a tin of Hamlet cigars. ‘You can have two singles and the rest in chips‚’ she said, ‘but if you tell Rosa yous are dead, right, and I’m no kidding.’


The night-time glow of the street spread over the window and passed through the glass, lighting on the chip shop’s silver counter, and the smiling boys, the empty bottles, and the boxes of chocolates up on the shelf.




*





‘What do you call a Glasgow bloke in a shirt and tie?’


‘The accused!’ shouted Ella from the table.


‘And what do you call his lady wife?’


‘The witness for the prosecution‚’ shouted the barman.


The comedian was using darts as part of his act. ‘Okay‚’ he said, aiming for the board at the back of the stage, ‘for the double top. Oh Jesus, that’s a left-handed screwdriver.’ The dart had stuck on number 5. A few spare laughs came from the crowd and the comedian plucked the dart and slugged from a pint.


Dr Jag had found Kalpana and he decided to be lenient and let her stay to see Maria sing. They stood up the back. Maria waved to her friend when she came in and Kalpana smiled back and chewed her bottom lip. The doctor gave Maria the thumbs-up, and when she saw him she too began to bite her lip.


Lucia was sitting on a chair next to the cloakroom. She wasn’t drinking or talking to anyone; she just sat with her hands clasped on her lap. Meanwhile Bill McNab the hairdresser was howling with laughter at the bar and downing vodkas. He was wearing a purple shirt open all the way down with a gold sovereign on a chain. ‘Alfredo‚’ he said when the Tambinis arrived, grabbing Alfredo by the arm, ‘somebody’s looking for you. A flashy young lady, Alfredo, not from round here. She’s done up to the nines.’ He looked round the room then drew close to Alfredo’s ear. ‘She said she’s from the London television.’


Alfredo led Maria and Rosa to the soft seats that ran along the side. Rosa was staring at the band and occasionally primping Maria’s hair, and Maria was miles away. She always got like that when she was about to sing. She went into herself. Giovanni came in behind them and went straight away to the bar. He brought over a gin and bitter lemon for Rosa and took a drink over to Lucia but she just nodded for him to sit it on the floor next to her.
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