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Disclaimer





With the exception of those persons appearing as well-known personalities under their own names, albeit often in fictitious circumstances, all other characters do not bear any relationship to living characters and any resemblance to living persons is wholly accidental.



















Chapter 1





Ray Cruddas, a name half remembered by the older generations of listeners and viewers, went to the window and looked across at the trees. He had a battery shaver in one hand and a steaming cup of tea or something – today it was tea, although on other days it would be a clear dumpling soup maybe, or blood-red borscht with a little apple vinegar added to counter the natural sweetness of the beetroot, depending what Marzena, his wife, had prepared and left in a cylinder flask on his bedside tray – in the other.


This was his getting-up routine every day now, ever since he came back to live in the town after very many years away. He had grown up close to here in a house in one of the densely packed terraced streets that had been pulled down in his absence to make way for blocks of dirty lemon-yellow high-rise flats which in their turn had been flattened for an estate of fast-build boxy brick units which had quickly become known as a bad address and cropped up frequently in reports on the local news.


This recent history of the area was clearly traceable across the allotments that were visible from the window where he was standing, absently working the razor over what he regarded as his old man’s grey beard. Heavy four-panelled wooden doors of the type he remembered from when he used to live in the back-to-backs round Turkey Street had been incorporated with fifties ‘flushed’ doors – the same old doors with new, modernizing sheets of hardboard pinned to them – fibreglass cottage beams, corrugated-iron sheeting and strips of carpet manufactured in tufted nylon to make the structures that together formed the whole rambling, ramshackle hutment. A number of sheds on the allotments were made entirely of doors – doors with raw gashes where letterboxes had once been and ghost numerals, erected shoulder to shoulder – and these tended to be the Georgian doors with built-in fanlights that had been the first sign of owner occupancy on the newly privatized council estates but which had recently clearly fallen out of favour.


The style around that way now was all for the white UPVC – white nylon-framed windows and fondant-white nylon doors, some with decorative glass panels in the singing, chemical blues and yellows of alco-pops and TV-advertised detergents. The ubiquitous white doors never failed to remind Ray (three times married) of wedding-cake mouldings or (he had been trying to think of a way of working this into the act without it being interpreted as a kick in the eye by his audience) slabs of sculpted lard.


Ray’s own house was part of a Grade-II-listed terrace of clear classical lines and much touted classical proportions that ran the whole length of the north side of Allotment Field. The ceilings were high, the windows elegant, the courses repointed, the fault lines pinioned, the view across the Field (always known as ‘the Moor’) to the Park a couple of hundred yards away unimpeded. When new bricks had been stitched in, they had been chosen from old stocks to match the existing ones and created the illusion of a seamless web.


The allotments themselves were away to the right and acted as a baffle against the noise of traffic on a busy main road. Even though it was very close to the centre of the town, dairy cows were brought to graze on the Moor as a result of some centuries-old by-law or ordinance. And this too helped to preserve Moor Edge’s timeless period aspect. It had been a common failing among the terrace’s succeeding generations of residents to imagine that they were eighteenth-century landed gentry, looking out on an open vista disposed and ordered at their pleasure. All hell had broken loose when the plans to hand over some of the southern acreage of the Moor for a People’s Park had first been made public more than a century earlier. A slanging match had ensued between the elected representatives of the people who opposed the provision of amenities for the contaminating rabble and the progressives who pushed the social and hygienic benefits of having a place of outdoor recreation so close to the homes of the poor. Now the poor had other things to amuse them than afternoon boating and quoits. The bowl of the lake was cracked and leaking; the block stone of the Victorian enclosing wall was soot-blackened and perpetually sodden; every plinth inside the Park was topped off with a spiky tuft of reinforcing cable instead of the original stone alderman or whiskered city merchant.


And now that the dairy and the brewery and the dry-cleaning plant where several of Ray Cruddas’s female relatives had worked as Hoffman-pressers while he was growing up were all gone, the number of people crossing the Moor to and from work every day was probably in the dozens rather than the hundreds. The Moor had become the terrain of dog-walkers and joggers and the small herd of watchful, indolent, ear-tagged, inner-city cows. Daffodils appeared in bright patches every early April. There were bluebells in May. Ray Cruddas, not previously known for his calmness or equanimity, had certainly slowed down a lot since he moved there.


Like today. He was late, as he was always late, but he was unhurried. Using the fingers of his free hand to guide the razor to the usual holdouts of irritating stubble, he was content to go on watching the day move past his window: the heavily rouged old woman with the pack family of Yorkie dogs trailing their leads around the perimeter path of Allotment Field; the old man in the boilersuit with ‘NORTH EAST GAS BOARD’ in faded letters on the back having his daily conversation with the cows, quite possibly his only conversation of the day. Daisy, Flossie, Bessy, Dolly – there were more, perhaps a couple of dozen in all, but Ray quickly ran out of suitable cow-sounding names – moved their big Neanderthal carcasses towards their friend in lowing, lumbering recognition.


Very soon, Ray felt sure, a Sumo-like Labrador-Rhodesian Ridgeback cross called Fleet would appear, towing on the end of a long washing-line lead a permanently exasperated Filipina screaming ‘Fleet! Fleet!’ at the top of her lungs. Moses was a lurcher; Annie was a Jack Russell with anal-gland problems constantly dragging her bottom against the ground; Beetle was an albino boxer with a pink velvet muzzle and damp red vampiric eyes.


All these Ray had come to know, as he had come to recognize the ties of familiarity and affection that bound each animal to its owner and criss-crossed Allotment Field as plainly as the beaten tracks made by both humans and animals and the official paved paths with their occasional benches of perforated steel. The owners, on the other hand, he noticed hardly spoke to each other and often would step away from the path they had been taking if this meant they could avoid an awkward encounter with one of the other walkers on the Moor.


It was late February, already nearly spring, but spring tended to arrive late up there, a fact that, if he ever knew it, Ray Cruddas had forgotten. Brightness, he knew, was forecast for later. But now a sharp draught edged in where the windows were loose in their frames and raised the hairs on his skin.


There was a stand of trees on the Moor. By bending his knees slightly he was able to bring his face in line with the leafless but still distinct scribbled cloud shape of the trees and that way see himself clearly mirrored. One of the things he had learned in life was that things that grabbed him were always things he didn’t understand. And it isn’t a great exaggeration to say that he had spent a substantial part of his nearly seventy years being in some way haunted – even inhabited – by these trees which rose as the only vertical punctuation on the humpy flatness of the Moor. They lived in him as a shape which, both onstage and elsewhere, he would unexpectedly find himself imagining; as a mood – a secret atmosphere – which could momentarily overwhelm and debilitate him; as a place he would experience sudden inexplicable yearnings to be.


This is something he has revealed to nobody and always kept to himself. Although recently his hard-working Polish wife, Marzena Szymborzaly, had been moved to recite to him a folk lyric learned in childhood, and he had momentarily wavered.






There was an old tree in the park


Even stuck there when it was dark


And it witnessed such acts


Wrought by devilish pacts,


And its tales held captive the lark.








Marzena spoke this in her still heavily accented English, and laughed the gay throaty laugh he had come to listen out for on the rare occasions when she was in an audience, and he almost came out with it then.


Too small to be called a wood, too cave-like to be regarded as unconditionally welcoming, this clump or copse or grove, whatever you chose to call it, had, for various reasons, stayed with him from being a child. But what could the reasons be?


He could have said it was its outlined shape he remembered from the wartime bombing, flashed up like a simple piece of marquetry pattern against the strafed and stirred-up night sky. Or the paler, less emphatic brain shape these trees made in the all-clear when they were sometimes wreathed in a red-tinged vapour drifting back from the coast. He could have said this, if the truth hadn’t been that he had quicker memories of the times spent below ground in the barrel-vaulted tunnel that ran under the Moor and then all the way under the town – the Bus Station, the Infirmary, the Grand Assembly Rooms, the Dreamland Ballroom De Luxe – to the river.


The tunnel had been built by colliery owners in the previous century as a way of getting loaded wagons down to the quayside under the force of their own weight and had been drained and re-opened for use as an air-raid shelter in the war. And it was there, as has been often told, that as a schoolboy Ray Cruddas learned how to handle audiences paying more attention to the drone of bombers overhead than to his quips and songs, and that his career as an entertainer began.


Apart from the dramatic, rather dream-like glimpses he caught of it while the sirens were wailing, and again when the emergencies were over, he could think of only one other instance of the little grove on the Moor making any direct contact with his life.


This had happened even further back, before the war, when his mother and father were still together and apparently on the up and happy in a way that many of the people who met them in those days even commented on. The three of them had been on their way back from a small shopping errand down the town and were walking across the Moor towards home when there was a sudden downpour that none of them had seen coming. His mother was the first to make a break for it off the path, skipping across the springy turf towards the cover of the trees. She was wearing a pretty summer dress that Ray was always particularly pleased to see her in and flat orthopaedic sandals and shrieking like a girl as the rain falling from the black skies slicked her hair and Ray ran behind his mother, still holding tightly on to her hand.


His father laughed at the two of them. ‘Only sheds love being under sycamores,’ he said, flinging his head back to throw a rope of water off his heavily greased hair. They stood in the green light, just a few feet under the thick canopy of the trees, and soon felt the chill that was at the heart of the little grove moving on their backs. In the winter the mud floor had been churned up and it had dried into those shapes. The plate-sized feet of the cows were imprinted in the ground, and away from the cool centre, in the spaces between the hoofprints, grew complicated, saw-edged ferns and other plants that favoured shade.


Small clumps of grey and sandy-coloured hair had become attached to the trunks of the trees from the cows’ big swelled bodies chafing against them. The rain came down around them like a curtain through which a shaft of sunlight could soon be seen falling on the allotments which were no distance away at the other end of the Moor from where they were standing. The sensation was of standing in one room, looking through to another where lights were on and life was happening.


Raymond’s father, who was called Tommy, was wearing broad canvas braces over an open-necked shirt. The shape of his vest was visible where the shirt stuck to his body. Although he was standing in front of his parents, Raymond was aware of them holding hands, and this embarrassed him. He imagined they must look like the mannequin models of a mother, father and small boy that that winter had appeared in the window of their neighbourhood draper’s, exciting much local comment. The shop had been taken over by a new man – a Londoner (although in fact he was from the Isle of Sheppey in Kent). And the display he had put in place to demonstrate the unparalleled waterproof qualities of the new season’s stock – the family group of three dummies in mackintoshes and rain hats with water from a sprinkler device washing down over them – was regarded as being both showy and wasteful of water.


In an area where most families still shared an outhouse in a communal yard and paid ninepence to bathe in a cubicle at the municipal baths it was seen as being typical of bright but bogus southern ideas. The southerner soon afterwards packed up and left (headed for the cheap fur trade in a growing, good-class neighbourhood, it was rumoured). But to Raymond the window display was hypnotic, and he had found himself being drawn again and again to watch the indoor rain drizzling over the finely cracked hands with the painted-on nails and the feet with the painted-on dull black shoes.


It was a classic tableau of the happy family, and it was easy to imagine them frozen into these postures for all eternity, just as it was easy for Ray, standing under the dripping trees on an early August afternoon all those years ago, to believe that it was always going to be this way, him and his mam and his dad, the three of them easy-going and happy together, for ever. (In fact, his father would walk out on them both just over a year later; his mother was now dead.)


The sound of his mother’s handbag snapping shut made Ray jump. Turning from the still steady downpour, he saw her handing his father a plain brown-paper bag. She did it in the slightly furtive way she always slipped him a handkerchief when his nose was running in a public place. But Raymond knew what the paper bag contained.


In many ways the Cruddases were typical of their neighbours – the people who stayed in their own neighbourhood, loving it, enjoying the closeness, the friendliness, the familiarity, and trying to save enough money to move out. In this last respect, Tommy Cruddas was doing better than most. He worked as a costing clerk at the ABLE machine shop just across the road from their house – ALWAYS BETTER LASTING EQUIPMENT; it ran along the side of the building in fiery red letters.


But he had a part-time evening job as leader of a seven-piece dance band and played Hawaiian guitar. The main point of their trip into the town that day had been to buy a piece of sheet music from the big lavender-polish-smelling music place in the arcade which Ray always liked visiting because he was allowed to play with the latest, inner-illuminated mahogany-cabinet radios that stood in the window. 


The piece of music that his father bought that day, and that he cast his eye over as they waited out of the rain under the trees, had a peach-tinted photographic cover of a dark-skinned young woman with hibiscus in her hair and what Ray now knew to be plumeria leis covering her breasts because he spent his second honeymoon at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel in Honolulu, dining alfresco with his new wife Charmian amid date palms hung with Chinese lanterns on Kuhio Beach, serenaded by guitars and ukeleles.


(Following his father’s death, a woman he had been living with at the end sent Ray a hula-skirt-clad figure sixteen inches tall which, when you turned the key in her back, went through the movements of the hula dance and the shimmy. As a PS to her brief, badly written accompanying note she said it was worth a considerable amount in the sale rooms, but he left it behind where he was appearing, in a hotel or a car or a dressing-room somewhere.)


But in his memory none of the bad things had yet happened. He was Raymond Cruddas. He was three and a half. His father was Tommy Cruddas, twenty-four; his mother was Eliza Cruddas, twenty-two, known as ‘Betty’. They lived together in the thick of the little black-brick terraces that some people regarded as monuments of mean ugliness and beastly, but that they regarded as secure and home. It was summer. It was 1936. They had not been beaten down by the Depression; money was coming into their pockets; they loved one another.


As his father hummed the simple melody off the page, the sun started to spread from the allotments where it had been lighting up the cracked glass of the huddled buildings with a furious glowing, and swept across the Moor to where they were standing like an empty spotlight.


When he was that age, Raymond thought the movement of the branches of trees caused the wind.




*







Now Ray did two laps of the trees on Allotment Field every day. Much to his surprise, he was a jogger. During his decades away, the trees had been like a dream he kept having in which nothing occurred. Now he mostly saw them through a scrim of sweat with the sound of his own heart hammering between his ears.


It was part of his routine. He rose late and ate whatever Marzena had left for him to have. Then he did two circuits of the Moor and waited at the tea van outside the main gate of the Park for his old oppo Jackie Mabe to collect him and take him to Bobby’s, the club they ran, where he spent the whole of the rest of the very long day. It would be the early hours and sometimes later before Jackie delivered him back home again.


The jogging had started after a health scare, of course: furred-up arteries, high cholesterol, just what you would expect for a man of his age. What he hadn’t at all expected was that you could enjoy it. He hadn’t yet experienced what they called a runner’s high: the ecstasy-inducing rush of endorphins to the brain. But he wasn’t one of the sad cases with the dowager’s humps and Walkmen that he saw dragging their poor arteriosclerotic carcasses across the Moor. He was quite quick. He could be at any rate. He still experienced the novice’s pleasure from propelling himself on big metallic, light-trapping trainers, with the advanced shock-absorbers and the fluorescent flashes and panels. (‘Bigged up’, along with ‘respeck’ and ‘well wicked’, were some of the phrases he’d recently picked up from the kitchen porters and young waiting staff at work. He liked to stay abreast: ‘The Thief of Bad Gags’, as he used to be known – ‘He was laughing so hard he dropped his pencil,’ one of Ray’s local rivals used to regularly joke about him in those days – hadn’t lost his habit of vigilant earwigging for up-to-date and potentially useful material.)


Ray’s ‘dress-hair’ was waiting to be fitted at the club. The hair of his own that he had left was a deep chestnut brown, and a small patch of hair of a similar colour had been stitched into the ‘D’ at the back of his baseball hat where a half-moon of white scalp would otherwise have been framed. It was one of the demands of the job, as he saw it, to stay trim and presentable. He had weights and a tanning bed in his dressing-room.


But he had a recent history of letting himself go. This had happened when the TV work had eventually dried up and the phone stopped ringing and he slipped into the show-business shadows, just doing the odd after-dinner appearance and Rotary Round Table and living in a ranch-style house backing on to a golf course in Devon. His second wife had taken up with a man who made a decent living wearing a wetsuit and flippers to retrieve golf balls from the course’s ponds and water hazards, the biggest of which was near the end of their garden, and had moved in with him.


He’d given in to lassitude, gloom and resignation then. Let the grey come through in his hair. Piled the weight on. Eating the same food sitting at the same window table in the My Blue Heaven village Italian six nights a week while Tony and Aldo and Giuseppe smoked and fingered their watches and watched ear-splitting football on the television. Seafood linguine and escalope of veal every night for he didn’t want to remember how long. Bottle of the house red. Glass of limoncello with the sharp-as-hell almond biscuit things that shredded his gums.


It was the first time for years that he hadn’t had Jackie there to deflect attention and at least simulate conversation. At that time, for the first time in all the years they had been together, Jackie was having to earn his own living. He opened a caravan park for short-stay vans. He built the lavatory block and put down the soil pipe himself; but they kept disappearing without paying, even when he padlocked the main gate overnight. That had cleaned him out. Next he’d gone on the road, peddling bar sundries and colour-coded boning knives and the new regulation anti-bacterial chopping boards to pubs and restaurants, with second-hand books at car-boot sales as a sideline. He would come round to Ray’s and sit at the kitchen table over a beer, stacking his takings in columns.


This is not something that would have happened if Charmian had still been there. Charmian had never got on with Jackie. She never saw the point of him; Charmian had always refused to be able to see what Jackie was for. And as she found her place in the gin-and-Jaguar hierarchy slipping as Ray’s face faded from the television and the invitations to high-profile occasions trickled to a halt, things came to a head.


Ray had built up a reputation for being a big tipper. ‘When you’ve got nothing, act like you’ve got loads’ had been his motto when he set out, and it was what he still believed now that, after a lifetime of free spending, he was having to pull his horns in. It had always been their arrangement that Jackie carried a substantial float of cash to tip the maître d’, tip the waiter, tip the cloakroom girl, tip the taxi driver. Tip, tip, tip, with Charmian, when she was there, scowling blackly in the background at all times.


Ray was always telling Jackie to pick up theatre tickets for this one, send a bottle of Jack to that one, collect one of the cars from the garage, send flowers to somebody else. And then Charmian grabbed her moment when she saw Jackie taking a note from a stack of several notes wedged under a framed photograph in their bedroom and accused him of stealing from the house. Pointless to say he was only doing what Ray had told him to do (which Ray confirmed). Equally pointless, when Charmian demanded to know why he hadn’t come and asked her, to remind her that she questioned every purchase and every expense, wanting to know why it was bought, where, for how much, and for whom.


But Charmian, it turned out, was already having secret moonlight meetings in the bunkers with Gavin, her flippered golf-ball retriever, by then. So Jackie was soon back round, letting himself in with his key, counting his coins at the kitchen table like a back-street busker; while Ray, greying, balding and surplus to requirements, slumped disconsolately inside his neon tan. Not so much Don Juan and Sancho Panza, more Bob and Terry (or Terry and June, as Jackie liked to say). Coram and Jennie, a knife-throwing act they used to tour with. (He ended up winging her with a tomahawk one night at the Palace of Varieties, Leicester, after too much to drink at the end of the first house.) Mutt and Jeff. Both of them running on the rims.


It was soon after this, with nowhere left to go, that Ray had come home.


His route took him up to the end of his terrace, then sharp left through a heavy sprung gate whose banging sometimes kept him awake, on to the Moor. To his right, over towards the allotments, the old man continued to discuss the price of corned beef with the cows. The light was still flat and grey, but the weather was lifting. It would soon be lunchtime, and the day had been aired, as his mother used to like to say.


“S’goin’, boss?’ Danny the soft lad said from his bench as Ray jogged past. Approaching, Ray had caught the glint of light through the ribbon of lager as it travelled the four inches from the lip of the tin through clean air straight to the back of Danny’s throat.


‘You’re here to sell it, not sup it,’ the bar manager at Bobby’s was always telling his staff, and it’s a rule that Ray often wished he could apply to himself. Many of the old theatre managers he’d known had felt very strongly that performers should stay on their side of the curtain and kept the pass door between the auditorium and backstage locked for that reason. If you wanted a drink you sent out for one and had it brought to the dressing-room. But in a club it didn’t work like that. The locals’ deeply rooted devotion to drink meant they took it as a personal insult if you refused one. ‘Aye, twist me arm, I think I can manage a pint.’ How many times a night did Ray hear himself saying that? And last night, which hadn’t been in any way an uproarious one, he had got on to ‘binoculars’ – two tall hundred-gram glasses of vodka, downed in one. Another night recently the trick drink at Bobby’s had been a Depth-charger, which involved letting go a heavy-bottomed glass of vodka into a pint glass of lager and drinking them off together. The customer who had treated Ray to the first of these had assured him that part of the attraction was the possibility of the shot glass gathering speed inside the pint glass and smashing your teeth.


The difficulty of saying no, and saying it in time, was why Ray had taken to wearing a black bin-liner next to his body, under the satiny tracksuit top: to help sweat it out.


A large-headed mongrel dog he had never seen before came yapping at his ankles as he pounded along a path that cut through tall weeds and brought him close to the stand of trees. The dog then veered away again as suddenly as it had arrived. The silence held by the trees amplified the echo of his footfalls on the compacted wet ground and the catch of his breathing. Then something in his peripheral vision, or maybe a sound, made him turn in time to see two boys setting fire to one of the benches on the Moor.


He recognized them by their baggy jeans concertinaed around their ankles and their big baggy oversized shirts as the two boys who had called out something pissy-sounding to him when he had overtaken them a few minutes earlier. (He was pretty sure he’d heard the word ‘grandad’.) As he continued to jog backwards, he saw a brief blast of pure red flame as the plastic laminate covering the metal of the bench caught, followed by a dirty flowering of sooty black smoke. The two munchkins were already halfway across the Moor, body-charging each other and whooping and heading in the direction of the allotments, by the time he turned around and righted himself (nothing he could do) and started running in the direction of his own house once again.


The roofs of the terrace were steeply pitched with dormer windows peeping out of them. Some houses were colour-washed in pale pinks and greens, but most of them had been stripped of their rendering in the past few years and brought back to the original brick. In the case of Ray’s house this had been done with a rather heavy hand: the grit-blasting had turned the façade an unnatural, too-bright nursery red he didn’t imagine it had ever been. The pointing had also come up too white and synthetic-looking, and the general effect was of a jealously protected but never-played-with doll’s house.


He didn’t know any of his neighbours to speak to, but from their appearance and the hours they kept he supposed they worked in solid professions such as accountancy, insurance, local government, computers, the university of course. The bright, open aspect of their houses, their tacked-up children’s paintings and honeyed pine, was in marked contrast to the houses of the few remaining elderly residents whose dim interiors hid behind once dark and heavy, now faded and thin, chenille curtains and dust-laden window plants. Only one house in Moor Edge Terrace bore the signs of multi-occupation: batik-pattern and Indian bedspreads at all the windows; overturned black plastic dustbins with the flat numbers daubed in white paint rolling around the garden. It was the people in this house who Ray believed were responsible for the night-time slamming of the Moor access gate.


The terrace had been erected at around the same time as the football ground. For most of their history a kind of parity had existed, but now Moor Edge was dwarfed and dominated by its closest neighbour. A hundred years earlier Ray could have stood in one of his back bedrooms, thirty feet above the heads of the spectators standing on an earth embankment raised at the south end of the ground, behind the goal, and watched teams of terrier-like, mostly pitmen players in heavy dubbined leather boots and baggy drawers ploughing up the mud. Many of them would have taken the motor bus and then the electric tram in from the outlying villages where they lived, crush-loaded with other miners who were corning to see them play. Even as late as the 1950s the top-floor bedrooms still commanded a view over the concrete terracing straight into what was already being referred to, sentimentally but not misleadingly, as the Theatre of Dreams.


Now from the same window you could almost reach out and take hold of the scaffolding ribs of the recently erected skeleton structure which supported a cantilevered roof roughly equal in area to the pitch. This was a landmark visible from every part of the city. It was separated from Ray’s house by the length of a narrow garden, and a cobbled alley, designed originally for horse traffic, which the ribby white superstructure of the Ned Corvan Stand overhung like a cataract of snow about to slide off a roof.


On match days, the physical sensation of noise leaped the gap between the great metal skeleton of the stadium and the houses of the terrace, adrenalizing them from basement to roof joists, like a current: windows shook in their frames; bottles hummed in unison in bathroom cabinets; cups would rattle in their saucers.


Although the ground itself had gradually, and then very quickly, mutated, the football club’s role had never changed: it gave people a way of identifying with the city that was their home. It was the kind of identifying Ray had never experienced during his first distant life there, and that he thought he could make up for now.


When he had lurched past his house to begin his second lap of the Moor, he had wondered if he only imagined that he could hear a phone ringing inside. Twenty minutes earlier, just as he had been about to open the front door, he had heard the phone and had gone back in to take a call that turned out to be about one of the thousand niggling details connected with Bobby’s that dogged his existence. Did he know that hand-drier in the Gents that turned itself on every time somebody walked past it? (Did he!) Well, they had had an engineer looking at it all morning and it still kept happening; it was a persistent fault that seemed to resist fixing. What to do?


The administrative chores involved in running a business, and the constant stream of decisions he was called on to make, the petty arithmetic, tightened Ray’s skull. Most of the previous three days had been taken up investigating the matter of some cheques that had been stolen – three cheques clipped out of the middle of a new cheque book sitting in a drawer in his dressing-room/office, stubs included. This only a matter of days after picking up the phone to hear a young woman telling him that his platinum card had been what he believed she called ‘skimmed’, and just ten minutes before had been used in a transaction involving the purchase of cigarettes and petrol on the forecourt of a garage in somewhere called Semdinli on the border between Turkey and Iran. Could he also confirm (he heard the spongey click of practised fingers on a computer keyboard) that neither he nor his wife had earlier that week been staying in the Hotel Resort Ariston in Tirebolu on the Black Sea coast, paying for the hire of a car with driver, and running up a room-service bill to the total of £878.00?


This was his life. He was having lessons twice a week to try to familiarize him with e-mail and the Internet. There was the bitter struggle to get on top of the new spreadsheet software. His first appointment of the day he knew was with a former player for United who now worked as a traveller for the brewery and was coming in to discuss income from the club’s pool tables (further implications of sticky fingers) and to update target figures for ‘wet sales’. (Alan Harries was an outside left whose dislike for blatant physical confrontation had earned him the unfortunate nickname of ‘Gladys’ and the regular taunt from the terraces: ‘Where’s your handbag?’) There were the inevitable, on-going sagas of personnel in-fighting and staffing problems lying in wait. Carpet tiles to look at. A new rota shift system to throw in his two penn’orth on. Plans for an extension to the kitchen (chef, a rough-tongued Mackem, was threatening to leave unless he was given more space). What did it have to do with walking on, making people laugh for half an hour, and getting off again?


As the time approached for him to be collected by Jackie, he realized he was rushing towards an engagement with these responsibilities when all he really wanted was to turn round and start running in the opposite direction and keep going and running until the endorphins flooded his brain and he hit that high that was the highest high and from which he might never come down. Like everybody, he had always been wanting to blow the doors off his life.


A broad, downward-sloping path brought him off the Moor past the boundary fence of the allotment gardens to the main gate of the Park. But before he got there he reached under his clothing to tear at the bin-liner he had been wearing and, when he had succeeded in dragging it away from his skin, stuffed it in a bin which occasionally contained gory pornography, but not today. The act of disposing of the clammy black plastic was something he always did in a furtive, guilty-looking way, because of the risk of appearing to be involved in something indecent. The possibility was increased by the way he had to hold his chest away from his lower body in order to avoid getting his trousers and his trainers drenched in sweat.


He knew that Mighty would have his orange energy drink ready and waiting, and his anticipation was high: in his mind he could already taste it exploding on his tongue. It was as he began to allow the gradient and his earned exhaustion to carry him forward that he got his first sense of disturbance or perturbation – of something out of the ordinary happening that was exactly the opposite of the few minutes of nothing happening that he came here every day to enjoy.


Mighty’s Scran Van had been parked in the same place outside the main Park gates for about as long as anybody could remember. The gates themselves had long disappeared: rust stains on the square stone columns where the bolus hinges had once been fixed were the only sign they had ever been there. The broad slope that Ray had just run down had once been a carriage drive. The gateway to it was recessed from the road in a wide half-moon shape, and two slat-backed corporation benches, recently given a lick of emerald-green paint, squatted in the curves either side. The van itself was tucked in beside the bench to the left of the gate, gaudy with handwritten Day-Glo signs, plus a wipeboard with the day’s specials on it. In addition to the benches, there were a few battered tin tables and some mismatched old chairs scattered around.


It was nowhere. It was nothing. It reminded Ray of a picket encampment outside a factory, or the navvies huddled around their overnight braziers that he recalled watching from his bedroom window when he was a boy. (It had seemed a romantic life, being a navvy, with a corrugated-iron shelter and pals to share confidences with and a billy-can, and his first ambition had been to be one.) And yet the Scran Van was one of those nothing places, hardly noticed by the hundreds who drove past it every day, that had become vital to the small community of regulars who washed up there to eat Mighty’s home-made pies and drink Mighty’s famous tea, but mostly just to have the light of Mighty’s beneficence, a port in every storm, shine upon them.


The focus of the unusual amount of activity was the bench on the other side of the gate from the tea van. Two old boys with proud kettle-drum pot bellies and shot faces could usually be counted on to be sitting there at that time of day. But all Ray could see as he drew close were a number of milling figures, with Mighty at the centre of them wearing a wrap-around apron and carpet slippers and leaning forward in a way that made it clear she was trying to comfort somebody. He instinctively stopped running, and approached at what he hoped looked like a nonchalant stroll. 


‘Diwen cry, lover,’ Mighty was telling a tiny, bird-like Chinese woman. ‘They’re bastards. That’s all they are, bloody bastards. Young’ins. If they were mine aa naa what aa’d do. Tan their arses till they were red raw. There yar, chicken,’ she said, taking the small gill bottle of brandy that had been offered by a man Ray knew was called Stanley (never Stan) and tipping it into the hot drink that the woman was clutching on her knee. ‘Steady the norves, hinny,’ Stanley said as Mighty handed him the bottle back.


The woman was dressed all in black with inch-wide margins of grey either side of the parting in her otherwise raven hair. Somebody had brought one of the big puffed-out jackets and put it around her shoulders, but she was still shivering convulsively from the shock. There was a red weal around her neck where her necklace had cut her flesh before it snapped. Ray knew this without even having to ask. He quickly learned that a mobile phone had also been taken from the woman.


‘Arreet, John.’


‘Canny.’


‘All right, John.’


‘Canna grumble.’


Ray brought his drink from the Formica counter and found a place to sit. Only men who had known each other back to their schooldays – fifty and sixty years in some cases – called each other by their given names. Everybody else, to everybody else, was ‘John’.


Ray hadn’t lost the habit, instilled in him after years of dodging the attention of autograph-seekers and, in recent years, of the didn’t-you-used-to-be-ers, of sitting where he was able to see without being seen. (Unless being seen was the point of being somewhere – a charity event, a restaurant – which was different.) He chose a table where he was shielded from the road and looked around on the ground for the wadded Marlboro packet that he knew was usually jammed under one of the legs of the chair he was sitting on to stop it rocking.


Mighty was down on her knees, dabbing at the Chinese woman’s leg now with a paper napkin and Ray noticed that passengers on some of the buses, usually away with their own thoughts and oblivious to their existence, were craning their necks to see what was going on. He could see the woman had a bad gash on her right knee just above the flesh-toned half-stocking that Mighty was in the process of carefully rolling down. Under the bench, at her feet, was a pink nylon mesh bag with coloured flowers appliquéd to it which he hadn’t spotted until then. The Heavenly Terrace, a Chinese supermarket, had recently opened on a piece of spare ground behind the Texaco garage, and that had almost certainly been her destination when she was attacked. (By, he was prepared to bet, the pair of troglodyte pyromaniacs he had encountered earlier on the Moor.)


This piece of speculation, though, was purely Ray’s own. Nobody at the van was using the event as an excuse to stir up some small excitement or for gossip, or behaving in any way differently than they normally behaved. Only the two men who had given up their seats to the Chinese woman and had moved to a table where Ray had never seen them sitting before were giving any outward indication of being affected by the incident. Although they were trying not to be, they seemed resentful, and were braced for when they could reclaim their places, knee to knee on the bench. It was the displaced attitude of children who had arrived at school to find strangers sitting at their desk.


Most people, having weighed up the situation, had quickly gone back to doing what they were doing before it occurred: working out an accumulator or a ten-bob e/w on the 3.30 at Lingfield, or browsing in the paper, or trying to bring out a crossword. The habits of a lifetime are hard to break. But it wasn’t out of disregard for the distress of the Chinese woman, or callousness, but rather as a show of good manners and a determination not to make a bad situation worse by adding to the woman’s disorientation and sense of shock at being set upon by foreign devils in a foreign city that they had made an effort to re-immerse themselves in the ordinary dull routine of an ordinary dull day.


Somebody had even turned the radio back on after a while. But it was low, and the banal songs and the cheap chatter were perfect for establishing a sense of nothing going on. (This, in fact, had been the Ray Cruddas show-business philosophy when he started out, before the times, and his personal circumstances, forced him to go blue: a few songs, a few laughs, an act that pays no attention to the facts of life but just goes down the road. It’s only how things were. Nobody’s idea of a good time then was to be scared witless or scarred for life when they went to the pictures or to see a concert party. In the British films of those times, the formula was tried and tested: simple tales, simply told, dealing in the main with nice people doing nice things.


It was first brought home to Ray how far the world had turned when the owner of the Villa Capri Casino Nightclub, Kettering, gave him the benefit of his showbiz credo one night in the early seventies: ‘Give ’em a gamble, bare tits and a laugh and the buggers’ll shit money all night.’ This same man kept his money packed in a very large concrete safe with a mattress on top where his children slept.)


‘Five letters. Begins with p and ends with p. Means clubby.’ Conversation at the Scran Van rarely extended beyond that, and the occasional reaction to some phone-in comment (‘Yi naa what you’re supposed to call shoplifters these days, divven yiz? “Non-traditional shoppers”’), or speculation on who had the number-one hit in August 1958 with ‘Carolina Moon’, or which famous screen actor’s real name was ‘Frederick Austerlitz’. (A: Fred Astaire. Ray knew it but didn’t pipe up.) Every Friday Big Alf went round depositing the monkey nuts and liquorice allsorts he carried in his pockets in little piles in front of people he knew. Now and again somebody might offer Ray a joke they’d heard and were happy to pass on. Big issues were never addressed, and big thoughts were never spoken: it would be regarded as breaking the code somehow to speak them. Anything likely to provoke argument, such as a live broadcast of the Budget speech, or a programme about the relevance of the monarchy to modern life, was discreetly turned off. Mighty’s was no place for amateur priests, or preachers. The only issues to get debated were things like which has the most ache in it, a rum hangover or a gin hangover. The Scran Van was a place to go to briefly get away from life. A snug harbour.


Jackie Mabe had stood between Ray Cruddas and the world for more than thirty years. Jackie was Ray’s eyes and ears; he was his butler, gofer, personal assistant and wife. Jackie was the reason Ray couldn’t tell you the price of a newspaper or a pint of milk; why he didn’t know how to boil an egg, and why he hadn’t travelled on public transport (he liked to say) since Keir Hardie and the horse-drawn tram.


To be famous is, in many ways, to be an exile from life. Fame breeds a kind of contagion among the famous whose major symptom is a fear of going where other famous people don’t go. For many years Ray had refused to believe this applied to him. And then one day Jackie asked him: When was the last time he’d been in an off-licence or picked up his own cleaning? Or walked in a park, or shopped for a present for a friend or his wife, or bought himself a tie? What was he scared of? (They both knew. A familiarity with ordinary dailiness by definition meant you couldn’t be considered special, or consider yourself special, any more.) How did you rent a video, or put a bet on in a betting shop? When did he last walk in a room on his own without knowing in advance who everybody in it was going to be?


Easy question: what did a cinema ticket look like these days? Ray, who still carried a mental image of a woman in her ticket cage dinging up narrow folding tickets through a metal slot while smoking a cigarette down to the end without taking it out of her mouth once, even while talking (she has a deep cigarette cough; she likes vigorous colours; her big breasts pointing through the thin vulgar summer dress; she does not mind being stared at; the big breasts and the blown charm – he remembered such a woman from the Brighton, and then later the Gem, which itself in time became the Beth Shan Tabernacle), had to confess he didn’t know.


His solitary meals at the My Blue Heaven osteria in his village had been an ordeal without the wall of protection constituted by Jackie, but in the end it had been considerably less stressful than the alternative of shopping and cooking for himself. His daily run, and his recuperation period at the tea van at the gates of the Park, had marked his first real attempt at a re-engagement with life, and he had felt comfortable there among Mighty’s regulars from day one.


It was a relief to Ray that nobody at the van wanted to test him by offering the friendliness that, for many years, as a face coming into their living rooms, a familiar voice drip-drip-dripping into their kitchens, he had appeared to invite. They were cordial and outgoing, but they left him to himself.


Some residue of resentment would have been understandable. Everything about the trajectory of his life and its reporting in the press could be interpreted as a repudiation of how they lived and behaved; even of the way they spoke and what they wore. The more he achieved by going away, the more dissatisfaction they could have reasonably felt by being left behind. For a long time for the men of his generation in that area he had been an index of their mean ambitions and low horizons; a standard against which to measure the featurelessness of – nobody might ever have said this to them, but the implication was always there – their ‘sad little lives’. Unlike them, he had got on the bus before it passed him by and gone on to become, in the opinion of the disaffected, all suede shoes and Babycham.


But now he was back, and he was only an old bag of bones like themselves; flesh and old bones. The essence of life at the Scran Van was not judging other people and not expecting to be judged by them. If Mighty had had a motto, it would have been that. ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged.’ (That, or another favourite verse from Matthew: ‘The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have nests; but the Son of man hath not where to lay his head.’)


Nevertheless, in the miserable months before he slunk home to the North East to live, Ray had believed that in one area of his life he was going to be particularly vulnerable to rejection and even vilification. Like Jimmy Tarbuck and Ted Rogers and others who had also grown up in the old industrial regions, his attachment to the Conservative Party in general, and to Mrs Thatcher in particular, had ensured that at one stage he was virtually court jester at Downing Street.


Ray had first met Margaret Thatcher soon after her election as leader of the party in 1975, and had entertained the delegates at the annual conference in Blackpool that year, a town he knew well. In 1979 he had appeared for her at a televised election rally, and had been rewarded with a gilt-framed grip-and-grin picture of the two of them together and an invitation to her first drinks party at Downing Street as Prime Minister.


Unlike Tarbie, who was squat and perspiring and still carried the authentic whiff of a working class she had made no secret that she regarded as idle, deceitful, inferior and bloody-minded, Ray was the cut of a man it became increasingly clear the Prime Minister liked. ‘Perma-tanned’ and ‘smarmy’ to his critics, who by then were many, and baying, she was clearly captivated by his tailoring (Duggie Millings of Soho for stage and television; Kilgour and French of Savile Row for civilian and formal), his tonsure (silvering, but still all his own), his attentiveness, his usefulness as a social lubricant, and his charm.


His way in had been through Gordon Reece, her director of communications and producer of Ray’s first showcase series for Associated Television in 1965. Ray Cruddas Invites … was dropped after six weeks because it failed to find large enough audiences. But the two of them had had other successes together (Holiday Star Time, with Esther Ofarim, Reg Varney and Acker Bilk; Ray Cruddas’s Monday Night Live, with its popular ‘Spot-the-Tune’ interlude in which cash prizes could be won), and had remained firm friends. Their shared lack of interest in the substance of political issues also found favour with the Prime Minister, who turned to them increasingly for advice on how to project the most authoritative yet televisually engaging image of herself.


Reece had already demonstrated to her how the handling of the camera and lighting can aid the performer in his or her expressive task. Reece too could claim credit for getting her to sharpen her hairstyle and lower her voice. But she was constantly on the look-out for new phrases and pay-off lines, and this was where Ray was able to help. Ray it also was who pointed out that she was using her arms a little too predictably and a little too often, and assured her that the key word in television performance was nonchalance – ‘carefully studied nonchalance’. (She made a careful note of this in a small, leather-bound notebook which she kept in the slip pocket of her handbag, when he had expected a laugh.) But perhaps his greatest contribution to her TV persona was the suggestion that she might like to try slightly whiter make-up on her upper eyelids to lighten up her eyes, and the colour stick he gave her that he had used himself since the coming of colour television to tone down the fleshy, other-worldly fluorescent pink of his tongue.


‘Mr Ray Cruddas and Mrs Charmian Cruddas’ were regular guests of the Prime Minister’s at official receptions at Westminster and in Whitehall, and eventually in the more intimate surroundings of Downing Street, where they were gratified to find they were able to hold their own with the members of Mrs Thatcher’s ‘kitchen cabinet’ who included Alan Walters, her trusty guru; the old intriguer, Alf Sherman; Ralph ‘Rolf Harris, the founding father of the Institute of Economic Affairs; her Chelsea neighbour, Sir Laurens van der Post, the traveller and semi-mystic; and the self-made computer millionaire, John Hoskyns, who always seemed to back Charmian into a corner on these occasions and start banging on about Britain ‘going down the tube’. The wife of the educationalist Sir John Vaizey, a canny American in a kaftan dress, once confided to Charmian that they had a cat at home that they called ‘Lady Daisy Vaizey’, and she dined out on that for years in the bungalows and light-drenched villas of the South Hams.


It was the passing of these times, following Mrs Thatcher’s fall from power in November 1990, that Charmian had especially mourned: the after-hours washing-up at the sink in the little flat under the eaves of Number 10 with Margaret – who Charmian always addressed as ‘Prime Minister’ even when she was only asking whether she would prefer to wash or wipe – while the men shared a joke against a background of light-orchestral music over their single malts in the next room.


One of the first things Charmian packed when she gave up the ghost and went to live with Gavin, the flippered golf-ball retriever, was a letter that Mrs T. had written to Ray in the middle of a particularly bad spell when she knew he was struggling, and that Charmian had had framed and hung over the tallboy in their bedroom. It quoted four lines of an inspirational poem:






Does the road wind up-hill all the way?


    Yes, to the very end.


Will the day’s journey take the whole long day?


    From morn to night, my friend.








Charmian had gone out and found the book it had come from – it was a collection by Christina Rossetti – and the book from that day forward had become her solace and her constant companion.


Looking around him at Mighty’s regulars, the lame ducks and lost causes who gathered round her daily at the tea van – men for the most part who had never owned a car or a passport, all of them products of the old industries – the heavy industries – that had created the character and culture of that part of the world, who didn’t really own anything other than the clothes they stood in – Ray occasionally allowed himself to see it from Charmian’s perspective, and inwardly grinned when he thought how his former wife, happening across him now, would feel vindicated in seeing what she had always said would happen come to pass: she had kept on telling him that (once a Geordie, always a Geordie) he was going to end up without a pot to piss in, living in the gutter.


Except that, in the matter of their appearance at least, the Scran Van regulars didn’t conform to the street-corner-dole-wallah, flat-cap-and-rag-muffler stereotype of the old North East. They were a colourful bunch, kitted out in synthetic animal-pelt fleeces and comfortable sweatpants and the big padded training coats and replica team shirts with iridescent watermark patterns that strobed when they caught the light. It’s something Ray had particularly noticed since he’d gone back there to live: that everybody dressed sportily younger than their years – or sportily older in the case of the nursery-age children in their cropped tops and bare midriffs and hip-hugging jeans. People of all ages and both sexes seemed to have decided that the best age was around seventeen. A disco dolly with glossy long hair and chiffon bell-bottom trousers could easily turn out, when she turned around, to be a grandmother of seventy. At Mighty’s, steel toe-caps and heavy work boots had mostly been replaced by trainers with Velcro fastenings and reflectors, fat laces and fashionable signature logos. A group of four men who regularly used the table closest to the van’s counter looked like a boy band persevering well into their sixties. Their shoes, and virtually everything else they were wearing, Ray knew had come from ‘Magpie’ Jeff who sold out of a suitcase from a wall screened from the road by bushes, just behind the van, and always knew where to get what you wanted if he wasn’t carrying it himself. It’s from Jeff that Ray had got his Kappa tracksuit and the fluorescent monsters he was wearing on his own feet.


A large part of the success of Bobby’s, the nostalgia enterprise he had launched eighteen months earlier – its slogan was ‘The kind of club that takes you back even if you were never there originally’ – was due to the fact that people could go there wearing the clothes traditionally associated with the area – the proletarian ‘Andy’ caps and turban scarves, the unravelling ‘ganzies’ and massive ‘pinnies’ – and celebrate the fact that these things had been consigned to history. Another reason that business at Bobby’s was booming was that people liked to go there to be reminded of simpler, less neurotic (and less dangerous) times.


‘He’s late the day, lad.’ The regulars had got to know Ray’s habits as well as he’d got to know theirs. And it’s true that Jackie should have arrived to collect him by now. The man who had spoken had seen Ray irritatedly looking at his watch. ‘Howay, here they come,’ the same man said then, at the sound of a police siren coming closer. ‘It’s only tekken them half an hour. They must have stopped somewhere for a cuppa tea on the way.’


The Chinese woman was still sitting on the end of the bench where she had been sitting when Ray first saw her. She was holding a napkin as a pad against her knee. The wound around her throat had darkened but she had stopped shaking so violently. A few new customers had arrived at the van, and Mighty had served them. People on the buses had stopped craning their necks to follow what was happening as they passed. The Red Lion opposite had opened. The day had slowed back into its own momentum. But now the police siren tore it open.


The police car slowed almost to a halt outside the Red Lion and then accelerated into a tight U-turn that halted the on-coming traffic and made the tyres squeal on the asphalt road surface. ‘Fucken Fangio,’ the man said, as all heads turned to watch the car and the young officers – one male, one female – who quickly emerged from it. They were wearing sleeveless, official-issue black quilted jackets over crisp white shirts, and as they moved away from the car they took their caps off and clamped them up in their armpits. Mighty came down the wooden steps pushed up against the door at the side of the van and assumed responsibility for relating what had happened.


The female officer knelt down on the right-hand side of the Chinese woman just as Mighty had earlier. Her colleague, meanwhile, remained upright with his notebook in one hand and his pencil poised, scanning the faces on the benches and at the tables in a half-amused, knowing kind of fashion. ‘It is my duty to warn you that anything you say may be taken down, totally fucken twisted and used to nail you,’ the man near to Ray said in a carrying voice. When the male constable had first got out of the car Ray thought he’d noticed something unusual about him. Now that he had turned to face in their direction Ray could see that he had an ash mark thumbed on his forehead. Its shape was more distinct than the starter moustache he was growing. Mighty had a similar mark, although part dissolved in grease and perspiration and consequently much fainter, in the same place on her head. Ray had thought it was a smudge from the kitchen or to do with the commotion surrounding the woman, but now he remembered: Ash Wednesday. The day before, Mighty had had pancakes on the board and, seeing people tucking into jam pancakes, and pancakes served with lemon juice and sugar, he had seriously wavered.


Pancake Tuesday – Mardi Gras in other places: ‘Fat Tuesday’, a big carnival – was the day before Lent. It was the day to use up all the rich things – eggs, fats, cheese. Ash Wednesday was the first day of Lent, a forty-day period of self-denial; of retreat and austerity leading up to the death of Christ. In some cultures it was a period of scourging and self-flagellation. But in the First World it was increasingly just a convenient framework in which to try to get healthy or lose weight by giving up cigarettes or spirits or Chicken Whoppers.


‘I always like to get Easter behind me,’ Ray remembered Mighty saying yesterday as she broke eggs for the new batch of pancake mix she was making in a chipped blue enamel jug. ‘I always have. I don’t know why that should be. All those bright colours. It feels like a weight’s lifted.’


It felt strange to Ray to imagine Mighty and the policeman getting up and going to church this morning, leaving their houses when it was still dark, only a few lights on in the street. And then he wondered whether, unknown to each other, they had both been kneeling before the same altar while the same priest in the purple intoned the same age-old liturgy as he pressed a thumb dusted in ashes against their heads. ‘Remember man that thou art dust and unto dust thou shalt return.’ It struck him suddenly as a very lonely thing to do.


Ray had grown up in the same street as Mighty. He had known her parents, Iris and George. George had had a fish barrow that he pushed around the back lanes selling kippers, soused herrings, freshly caught haddock and cod, and he had a good reputation: people used to look forward to him coming, and to hearing his familiar cry and the clatter of his bell. He used to allow the children to play with the bell, which was engraved brass with a polished wooden handle, and with the lead weights for his scales, while he wrapped their mothers’ purchases up in newspapers.


Ray had been to school with Mighty’s brother, Arthur, a good footballer who, after a protracted illness (it was cancer, a word never mentioned in those days), had died when he was still a very young man, shortly after the war.


Mighty’s given name was ‘Merle’ after Merle Oberon, who her father had seen playing Anne Boleyn in The Private Life of Henry VIII on his first ever visit to the cinema. But although as a baby she was dark, Mighty had grown up petite and blonde. Now that she was older, she had sun-streaks applied to her hair, which she wore short, in an easily manageable style. She wore very little make-up. Apart from a wind-burned flush high across her cheeks, her skin had an opalescent sheen like the inside of a shell; bright days picked out the transparent blues and greens under her eyes. Mighty wore several swagged brass ear-rings around the rim of her right ear, and a broad wedding ring on a chain around her neck. The slender link chain she wore around one ankle, and her usually crimson orange toe-nails, added to her healthy, outdoors, Mediterranean appearance.


But the knuckles of her hands were starting to show the first signs of arthritis; they were inflamed and slightly swollen-looking and Ray noticed she was having to use two hands for many simple lifting tasks now where previously she used one. Under the laminate counter were a row of plastic bottles containing homeopathic remedies, plus ginkgo biloba for her memory (‘Now where did I put them again?’), and DHEA, a hormone that ‘fools the body into thinking you’re only forty’.


Many years earlier a local photographer had spent some time taking a picture of Mighty in a characteristic pose at the serving window of the van. The photograph had later appeared at an exhibition and in the evening paper, and the piece of yellowed newsprint was still taped to the back wall adjacent to the hot-water  geyser above the sink. Staring out of it, standing behind a row of squeezable dispensers filled with mustard, and brown and red sauce, was a fresh-faced girl with more than a passing resemblance to the girl in Manet’s popular painting (a framed print of it had hung at the back of the classroom in Ray’s last year at junior school) A Bar at the Folies-Bergères. The photographer obviously had the painting in mind when he made his composition, ironically substituting the carefully wiped-down sauce and malt-vinegar bottles for Manet’s green absinthe and sweating bottles of champagne.


Mighty’s customers brought her flowers off the allotments – daffodils and tulips and the russet pom-pom dahlias that they knew she particularly liked; and every year on her birthday she was snowed under with cards. People she might not have seen since the same day the previous year made the trip to see her especially, sometimes bringing forty cigarettes or a small box of chocolates as well as a card.


She had women friends who came and stood at the side door and enjoyed a cigarette with her, their loaded carrier bags propped against the steps, the uniforms of their jobs as supermarket shelf-fillers and nursing auxiliaries and cleaners showing at the necks and the hems of their coats. But there was only one woman regular among the men at the van. They called her ‘Dolly’ on account of her being ‘a bit Dolly Dimple’, meaning simple. But she had a cultivated speaking voice and wore tweed jackets and big groundsheet headscarves like the Queen’s, knotted under her chin. She also wore wing glasses whose lenses, Ray had noticed, were clouded and scratched. Mighty always made her eggs the way she liked them, boiled and then mashed up with butter in a tea-cup, which she ate with ‘soldiers’ and a spoon. Dolly was sometimes there and sometimes she wasn’t, with nothing to explain where she went when she went away.


The young policeman had spoken into his collar to summon an ambulance, and the ambulance arrived with its roof light flashing and its siren whooping a blood-curdling two-note scream. It swung to a halt tight in behind the police vehicle, and the paramedics – another man-woman team – threw the back doors open and hauled out a stretcher on wheels. The siren had stopped slowly like a winding-down toy. With the siren silenced it was as if there had been a high wind which had dropped suddenly. The stretcher wheels juddered as they were pushed towards the Chinese woman who was still sitting with the borrowed coat around her shoulders on the bench and looking startled as the thing came towards her. She started shaking again inside the black silk cloth of her slacks.


Where he was sitting, Ray had an excellent view – better than he actually wanted – straight into the interior of the ambulance. Another lonely place to have to go. He could see a plastic leather bench (for easy wiping) and a number of draw-string bags and coiled black rubber and a black rubber oxygen mask on the wall. He felt profoundly happy not to be the person getting into it.


The Chinese woman was still resisting getting on to the stretcher and protesting that she was able to walk. Then, as if at a signal he hadn’t noticed, the male stretcher attendant touched a lever that dropped it down to her level and the two uniformed women, each taking an arm, steered her firmly on to it. The female paramedic, a substantial woman in a green V-neck and pressed green trousers, bent down quickly and swung the woman’s legs over so she was in a semi-prone position. There was a paper-covered pillow on the stretcher, and tough restraining straps hanging down, and a waffle-textured coverlet which they threw over the Chinese woman’s thin trembling legs.


The stretcher trolley jolted as they negotiated the kerb, and at that the patient levered herself half up and commenced to do stiff little oriental bows from the waist all round, like an actress leaving the stage. The effort of doing this caused her jacket to come open and exposed a lurid, rubberized, tattoo design and the name of a rock band splashed across the front of her T-shirt.


It was another detail, though, that wrenched Ray as the woman glided past him on her way to who knew where. Her tiny feet were poking out of the blanket and he could see how, on either side of the round-toed black leather shoes she was wearing, a careful razor cut had been made. This brought back a rush of memories of his own poor old mother who, in order to relieve the terrible pressure on her bunions, would take a single-bladed carpentry razor and carefully mutilate each new pair of shoes that she bought.


The legs under the stretcher automatically lifted as it was guided into the ambulance and folded themselves away. The policewoman followed the stretcher in and the male attendant tipped the retracting steps in after her. Her silhouette was visible briefly behind the opaque white window and then it disappeared. The siren started as the ambulance claimed priority in the traffic and sped away.


The policeman gave them all the benefit of another knowing look as he walked round to the driver’s side and got in the car. Ray saw that the two old boys who usually sat there had reclaimed the bench. One of them waved sarcastically and the police car toot-tooted in reply as it pulled away.


Ray checked his watch again. Jackie was now very late.


Mighty was back in the van, squirting some aerosol cleaner at a glass case with rolls and sandwiches and small pieces of green plastic parsley in it when Ray shouted over to ask if she would mind giving Jackie a call on her mobile. He didn’t need to tell her the number.


‘Tell him not to forget those shirts. And the videos for tonight,’ Ray said. ‘Oh and my new socks.’


‘You two,’ Mighty said, screwing up her eyes to look at the illuminated panel on the phone. ‘The pair yiz. Warra yous like.’
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