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Chapter One

When she first came to Mareth it seemed to Jessie that she had come to live in Toy Town. Toy Town with sex. Nothing, absolutely
nothing could break the air of frenetic unreality. It was a huddled place on the edge of the world, only the ancient harbour
wall between it and the grubby grey and swelling sea. Next stop – who knew where? The streets were kitchen clean. It had that
languid air of permanent procrastination. Tourists and other strangers thought that nothing ever went on there. But they were
wrong. There was more to life in Mareth than a resigned journey from birth to menopause then death. It seethed. Everything
that ever could happen happened there.


Every morning, seven-thirty, regular as clockwork, Jessie was woken by the solid click click clicking of Magda Horn’s six-inch
stilettos storming up the pavement. Lying in bed, hand between her thighs – a solitary indulgence to check she was really
real – unwillingly awake, Jessie would curse the woman in the street below for her noisy footwear. A tangle-haired forty-something
hooligan with the brattish way of someone half her age. Oh yes, Jessie had the mark of Magda Horn.


Mareth dawns were exquisite; the sun slid up over the horizon and hung, a glowing red globe, above the harbour. Gulls woke
and rose in shrieking, tumbling squalls to claim their space in the day. The first people of the morning, the workers at the
quay, the bin men, Magda Horn appeared. Everyone swore. Not a curse, more a rude awakening. Junk language, highly seasoned,
quick and easy to use for people who were glad to find the world the way they left it, and who were claiming their space in the day.


Rattling a great clutch of keys and cursing, Magda opened the Ocean Café just below Jessie’s window and daily exchanged raw
morning banter with the men working on the quay across the road. She swore. And, swift as a nod and a wink, back would come
their merry quips, ‘Fuck. Fuck. Fucky. Fuck.’


Jessie, moaning on her pillow, reached for her first cigarette of the day, lit it, coughed and complained to the empty room,
‘These people can communicate volumes using only one word. What are they all on about? Is that all they can think of to say?’


Granny Moran, known in her heyday as Greasy Mae, came out from the house next door, voluminous tartan dressing gown drawn
round her as she shuffled swollen-footed in worn and ancient pink slippers over the road to the harbour’s edge to spread breadcrumbs
and bacon rinds on the ground. Seagulls took hysterics, came squabbling and crying, fighting each other and the wind, to swoop
for food.


‘Hey Mae,’ a swearer on the quay called, ‘cold enough for you?’

‘Fine healthy weather,’ Jessie heard Granny Moran’s cracked and over-used voice reply. ‘Kills all them bloody germs. An’ watch
yer bloody tongue when you bloody speak. I hear you swearing every morning. I’ve heard enough of that language to do me all
ma days. Besides I knew yer granny.’


‘I thought you were his granny,’ another swearer joined in. ‘The way you carried on, thought you were everybody’s granny.’ Granny Moran would
never escape her raunchy past. The old lady sucked her gums and stared through the freezing January fog at the thickly anoraked
gathering on the quay. Muttering fiercely, she turned back to her front door. It seemed to Jessie that when Granny Moran spoke
to herself, her language was as monstrous and vivid as everyone else’s.


The swearers, who always enjoyed their own jokes hugely, roared and laughed. A seagull screeching wildly soared past Jessie’s
window, splattering shit on her little white Peugeot parked below. And she swore. This language was catching.


In the café below, the first rock’n’roll of the day started. The Rolling Stones; bass thudded through the ceiling, rattling
the windows. ‘Soul Survivor’, Jessie heard Jagger holler, and stiffened. The din worsened. Pots clattered, crockery crunched,
cutlery rattled. Magda made the same thunderous noises every morning. Jessie wondered vaguely if she knew she was still in
bed and made a din deliberately to irritate her. The life’s philosophy of such a strident personality could only be: I am
up therefore everybody should be up. Then she started on the children.


Every day she brought trailing behind her a brood of six or seven luminous infants, assorted sizes in multi-coloured shell-suits
and back to front baseball caps, like pick’n’mix kids. Jessie could never decide if morning to morning it was the same six
or seven straggling along the harbour swinging schoolbags, kicking stones and discarded coke tins, yelling taunts and laughing
insults. Once inside the café, Magda fed them breakfast and a stream of abuse. ‘Are you going to eat that or are you going
to sit there doing your junior James Dean act?’ Clatter of pots, bang of door, rattle and crunch of crockery, babble of voices
and laughter. And Jagger’s howl.


‘Well, I’m not havin’ any adolescent crap here. Bugger off and be moody somewhere else. Come back when your hormones have settled
down.’


Slam, blam, crash. The smell of bacon wafted from the outlet ducts at the back of the café. Cereal rattled into bowls. Jessie
lay tense with the strain of listening to other people’s lives. She imagined everyone down there in the cheery warm café busy
eating cornflakes and being young.


‘The bloody noise and mess, a bit of child abuse would do the lot of you some good,’ Magda’s voice cut through the din.

‘Oh God,’ a communal groan. ‘That old threat.’

Despite herself, Jessie smiled.

Seeking solace after the life she had sought to make perfect had taken a vicious turn, Jessie had come to the noisiest, rudest
place in the world.


The first time Magda Horn ever spoke to Jessie Tate, Jessie was standing at the harbour’s edge staring out to sea. The wind was whipping her hair about her face and she had tears in
her eyes. From her window she had seen porpoises swimming by and had rushed out clutching her binoculars to get closer to
them. There they were sloping and dipping, effortlessly through the freezing grey swell only yards from the pier end. Oh God.


Jessie spent hours at the window of her flat above the Ocean Café looking through her binoculars. It was addictive. Sometimes
it hurt. She spent so long staring into the dazzle, sun on water, that when she turned back into the room the light had blinded
her and it was a while before she could see properly again. She watched gulls squalling and bickering. Eiders busying by,
dowdy ladies, gaudy males. Boats came and went, churning trails of frothing water behind them. Mostly, however, she watched
the sea. The hugeness, bulk and constancy of it fascinated her.


That day a strange shape loomed, grey against the light. Just a small triangle in the midst of all that sea. Then it was gone.
She watched. It loomed again. And again. More and more of them. She gasped. Porpoises. Her heart tumbled. Crying in triumph
at her find she ran out of her flat, down the stairs and over the road to the harbour’s edge. She had to get closer to them.
They were so beautiful. It was an effort stopping herself diving in and swimming after them. Foolish in March.


‘What’s that you’re seeing then?’

Magda stood behind her, looking quizzically out to sea. She had seen Jessie standing shivering in T-shirt and jeans as close
to the water as a person could get and, fearing the loony woman upstairs was about to do something silly, had rushed out of
the café to stop her.


‘Porpoises,’ Jessie’s voice cracked; she couldn’t contain her joy. ‘Have you seen them out there?’

Magda smiled. ‘They sometimes come by. Means good weather. So they say. Haven’t noticed it myself.’

Jessie pointed to where she had seen the porpoises. Tears streamed down her face. ‘They’re beautiful,’ she said, ‘so incredibly
beautiful.’


‘Yes,’ said Magda flatly. She had lived here all her life, had seen porpoises before. But then, these days Magda felt she
had seen everything before.


‘No,’ Jessie insisted, barely able to focus. She was weeping openly, tears streaming damply down her face, nose running, upper
lip quite out of control, ‘you don’t understand. The porpoises. They’re wonderful.’ Her face crumpled into full hormonal blubbering.


Magda nodded, ‘Of course they are.’ She shivered. In skimpy black skirt and gaudy pink shirt, she too was inadequately dressed.
Also she felt undermined by Jessie’s sophisticated thinness. And could hate her for it. One of Magda’s many many theories
was that a woman’s life was written on her hips and stomach. Hers told a tale of surfeits: alcohol, food, sex and children.
Hers were hips of excesses. Jessie’s said control. One swift eye flick and Magda knew she was in the company of a woman who
could casually refuse pudding or place an abstemious hand over the top of her glass before it was refilled. Here was a woman
who could say no and think nothing of it. Magda recognised the mixture of envy, respect and loathing she felt when she met
someone like Jessie. Though, that same swift eyeflick had also registered a certain slackness round the belly. A recent indulgence,
Magda thought. Life has caught up with her. She returned to the café, picked up a cloth and feverishly wiped the bar.


‘See that new woman upstairs?’ she said to Edie. ‘Well I thought I was bad come the time of the month. But by God she’s totally
off her head. There’s a woman seriously in need of a cup of hot chocolate and a whipped cream doughnut. She’s awash with hormones.’


It was their first meeting though they had been watching each other for months.



Chapter Two

The baby died. Jessie lay back in the delivery room eyes fixed on the ceiling. She was aware of mumbling white-coated strangers
moving near her. An embarrassed rustle, nobody spoke. Dr Davies stood at the end of the delivery table, ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs
Tate,’ he said, smiling apologetically. ‘We’ll have an autopsy, find out what went wrong. Now we’ll get you to the ward so
you can rest.’ He patted her. Professionally sad. ‘Never mind. You’re young. In a few weeks you can try again. Think of all
the fun you’ll have.’ In shock, sweat-drenched, hair matted after thirteen hours in labour, Jessie stared at him dumbly and
nodded. ‘My baby,’ she thought, ‘baby boy. He would have been mine.’


Four months, two weeks, six days later it came to Jessie what she should have said. ‘Piss off.’

She had risen from her sleep screaming, ‘You bastard. How dare you?’ Alex had only momentarily opened his eyes to look at
her. He’d got used to her rantings. Loony time, he told himself mildly, pulling a pillow over his head to obliterate the ravings.


‘Piss off, Dr Davies. I’m coming to get you, Dr Davies. Think of all the fun I’ll have.’

It had been going on for some time, Jessie’s insanity. It was a hum in her head, a tunnel she was in. Alone. She had been
going to have a baby. Death had not occurred to her. ‘Dead,’ she would say. ‘Dead. Dead,’ trying to imagine the numbness of
it. The finality. Her baby, tiny corpse, white and perfect, lifeless alone in the depth of the earth. She kept conjuring up
images, torturing herself. Couldn’t help it. A million avenging hormones coursing through her urged her on. Equipped and ready
to nurture, she didn’t know how to handle grief. ‘Dead. Dead. Dead.’ A mournful monotone.


‘Stop it.’ Alex spoke from the depths of irritation. Tired and lonely, he wanted some comfort. He wished the demented recluse
he was currently sharing his bed with would go away and his real wife would come back. His real wife, the one with pale painted
toenails, who wore a silk ivory teddy in bed and shared Sunday morning champagne picnics under the duvet, warm bagels filled
with scrambled eggs and smoked salmon, Nina Simone being sultry on the bedroom CD player. Of course all he had to do was shop
for bagels, eggs and smoked salmon and do it. But shopping had been Jessie’s part of the deal. He loved that life. This is
how we live, he often said. This is who we are. So, he ached for Jessie’s return, and if this one didn’t come soon, he was
sorely tempted to find her elsewhere.


‘I think you’re enjoying the pain.’ She considered this. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps she had to have pain. Needed the hurt.
It was, after all, her fault. Guilt consumed her. Nights she lay awake staring into the dark, reliving the pregnancy minute
by minute, trying to pinpoint the actual moment of blame. She hadn’t taken her iron tablets. Had she? She couldn’t remember.
She’d drunk too much. She should not have worked past the sixth month. She should have stopped as soon as she knew a baby
was on the way. She’d developed a passion for tomatoes, too much acidity. It was all her fault. She had walked too much. Stayed
up too late. Not drunk enough milk. Worn too tight clothing when she saw how huge she was getting. Stopped the proper circulation
getting to the infant. Nights she tossed and turned, rolled her head on the pillow trying to stop the ache. The guilt. The
guilt. The guilt.


She was haunted by the child she was sure she had killed. She imagined him, a dark-haired, sombre little one, staring at her,
wide brown eyes. She stood in the nursery they’d prepared for him, gently fingering the clothes he’d never wear. She thought
about him as he might have been. A toddler stumbling after her in the park, laughing, hair blown behind him, chubby fingers stretched out to reach her. Would he have been bright?
Her child? Of course he would have been.


She recalled the little life she had plotted for him as she stroked her swollen belly, felt him kick and move within her.
Now he wouldn’t learn to play the piano. Wouldn’t ride a bike. Wouldn’t go on holiday to Cornwall every year as she’d done.
Wouldn’t sit on his grandfather’s knee listening to the stories she listened to before him. Wouldn’t. Wouldn’t. Wouldn’t.
The wouldn’ts went on and on. She listed them, brought them out to heighten her hurt. The pain got too much to bear. She was
alone in her tunnel of grief, beyond the comfort that Alex or her friends offered.


It was a long slow sink into the black. When she first got back from hospital she seemed to be coping. Her doctor called,
his young face creased with concern. ‘I’m so sorry, Mrs Tate. How are you?’ She sat palely, legs curled, on her sofa smiling
slightly. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. Absurdly, he believed her. The local health visitor called in several times during Jessie’s
first fortnight at home. Jessie would see her car drawing up outside and swiftly add some blusher and lipstick to her brave
face. She hated the bustling intrusion. The health visitor, however, didn’t intrude for long. There were people who were actually
sick or old to tend, and mothers who had actual babies; besides, Jessie seemed so sane.


When her chums and late-night drinking companions, Trish and Lou, called to see her bringing vodka, white chrysanthemums and
sympathy, Jessie cracked a few weak jokes and mustered some enthusiasm for Lou’s new car.


‘She seems all right,’ Trish said as they drove away.

But Lou said, ‘Hmmm. You never know with Jessie.’

After five weeks, Jessie went back to the office, far too soon. She worked as an editor in a small publishing firm. She sat
at her desk desperately trying to concentrate. Tears flowed down her cheeks and fell on the typescript she was reading. ‘What’s
the point?’ she said. ‘What’s the point?’ It was all she could say, all she could think. Someone called Alex who came, wrapped his coat round her, and led her out to his car. She never went back.


She gave up her job, and lay in her bed late in the mornings, television on. She watched it glumly, her face rarely registering
an expression. She stopped cooking, stopped dressing. Roamed the house all day in jeans and a torn sweatshirt. A slow sticky
mess gathered in the kitchen, in the bathroom, dishes in the sink, dust and crumbs on the floor, scum in the bath, brown stains
in the lavatory, bins overflowed. There were damp towels, the laundry smelled, the grill-pan reeked of stale fat. She didn’t
change the bed. Newspapers piled in the living room. Ashtrays overflowed. Alex found some willing comfort in a girl at work
called Annie, a replica Jessie. He came home late, sometimes not at all. Jessie hardly noticed. She did not deserve a husband.
Her body had failed him. She had killed his child, her child.


She walked to the corner shop every morning, bought a pack of Marlboro and five bars of chocolate. She ate, smoked, drank
coffee, no milk, no sugar. Numb, cocooned in guilt, she would stand at the window for hours, staring out at the garden eating
peanut butter straight from the jar, letting the silence and her shame roar inside her head. She fooled herself she was enduring.
But she was in hell.


She did not emerge suddenly. It just occurred to her one morning that her car had been lying neglected for weeks. She rammed her spoon into her Sunpat jar, put it down on
the windowsill and went to the garage. She did not expect the car to start. But it did. Perhaps, then, she thought, she ought
to go somewhere.


She went back into the house to fetch a jacket, her chequebook, some loose change, and was filled with a rush of urgency.
Her heart thudded, panic moved wildly within her. She must go now. She must get out of the house this minute swiftly before
the phone rang, Alex turned up unexpectedly, before something – anything – happened to stop her. She ran out of the door.
She drove blinking at the world. Everything was still there as it had been before she renounced it. Traffic rumbled. Cars jostled from lane to lane. Billboards jarred, slick and gaudy messages. Skinny-faced youths leant on traffic barricades,
meanly watching her go. Watching everybody go. Radios blared. Life was so noisy. Overhead a crane heaved. She leaned down
on the steering wheel, watching it, flooded with fear. What if it fell? I do not want to die, she whispered. On pavements
people ratted to and fro carrying briefcases, bags, books. On a whim, it seemed, they left their safe runs to dash free-fall
through the cars. Women pushed prams. An old man in a brown hat waited by a tree, patient whilst his dog sniffed and peed.
Bikes weaved through the traffic lanes. Everything was moving. Everything was busy. All that life out here, minutes from her
front door. And she had forgotten about it. She clacked through the pile of tapes beside the gearstick, selected Van Morrison,
found her sunglasses then, signalling, shifted down to three, put her foot flat to the floor and shot forward through the
traffic, weaving in front of less decisive cars and into the fast lane and down the Queensferry Road and out of Edinburgh.
She didn’t know where she was going. Just out of town.


She headed north. At the Forth Bridge she paid her toll and came out from the barrier at speed. She was with other cars doing
the get-into-the-fast-lane-first dash. She hated bridges. She always gripped the wheel and stared grimly ahead in a headlong
rush to make it to land again. What if it broke in two whilst she was driving across it? She’d plummet into the sea. But today
she felt jubilant to be so high above the water. She allowed herself swift sidelong glances at the river weaving and widely
gleaming.


The rhythm of driving returned to her. Once learned, like riding a bike or making love, never forgotten. She hummed along
in top gear, easily overtaking everything that appeared before her. Van sang, she joined in. Badly. She hammered up the motorway,
then on a whim signalled into a slip road and headed for the coast. The scenery changed. More sky. Light and cloud. She drove
and didn’t think, didn’t contemplate her loss, didn’t wonder what might have been if . . . and if . . . and if; even Alex didn’t occur
to her. The tape ended and a sign loomed before her. Tourist Trail. She took it. The road twisted and looped, seemed to turn back on itself. She couldn’t decide
what to play next. Mozart, The Marriage of Figaro. Chorus, orchestra, tenor, soprano eased exquisitely from her speakers. She passed fields and, poised at the foot of little
hills, little houses like children’s drawings with perfect smoke curling from perfect little chimneys. All those weeks, days,
hours she had been tucked away this had been out here carrying on as if tragedy never happened. She crested a hill, and gasped.
The sea was before her, glistening and moving, spreading to the horizon and beyond. She snapped the cassette out of the player.


The road along the coast was straight and flat. She found her favourite Billie Holiday. That still and mournful voice slid
out: ‘April in Paris’. She made it seem like the saddest place on earth. Villages were strung out a mile or so apart. Little
places, cobbled streets, pantiled roofs. They were built sloping up from the sea. The old houses clustered round the harbour,
moving up through the centuries to the Victorian houses at the top of the hill, and modern bungalows on the main road. She
stopped at Mareth on the road between Largo and Shell Bay. She had not until now known this place existed.


It seemed to Jessie that this was the place to be. Nothing could happen to you here. It was sleepy and slow. The air smelled
of coal fires and sea. There were seventeenth-century, teeny-windowed houses on one side of the road, on the other the shore
and a small harbour. Buildings were painted different colours: blue, pink, dark red. This place sparkled. A row of well-spaced,
ancient trees lined the narrow pavement.


Even then Jessie noticed the Ocean Café. It was small, windows steamed, temptingly seedy. She heard some blues playing inside.
People would be having fun in there.


The terraces were separated at intervals by a series of tiny, cobbled, evocatively-named lanes: Tolbooth Wynd, Peep’o’Day
Lane, Water Wynd, that sloped steeply to the High Street. Jessie chose Peep’o’Day Lane, couldn’t resist it. It was so narrow
that she could touch each side with arms outstretched. The stones on the walls were old, old, worn, touched by three hundred
years of passers-by.


The High Street was also painted, shops and more houses. A pub, fronted with tubs overflowing ivy, a betting shop, an ironmonger’s,
a butcher’s and a Spar grocery store. There was a car park hidden behind a row of giant trees, probably more ancient than
the village. Jessie wandered about, staring into shop windows. Children played in the street, trundling up and down on trikes.
Jessie stared: when had she last seen that? This place was safe.


Young and Neil, Solicitors and Estate Agents, were set back off the High Street, down a steep wynd that led back to the harbour.
Jessie read the properties for sale advertised in the window. Immaculate residence, must be seen, spacious, open outlook,
well-stocked garden – estate-agent-speak broke all colloquial boundaries. Wherever you were you understood exactly what they
were on about. On impulse she went in. She stood nervously at the desk.


‘Yes?’ a young blonde receptionist smiled at her. She wore pink, everything pink.

‘I was wondering . . .’ Jessie spoke softly, uncertain. Until this moment she hadn’t known she was going to do this. ‘. . . If you
had anything to rent about here.’


‘I’ll get Mr Young.’

Pretty in Pink disappeared, came back seconds later with a Suit wringing his hands, smiling weakly. Striped shirt, polka-dot
tie, hair waved back, he peered at her through wire specs. This could be Alex. Alexes were everywhere, smitten with style,
aching for wealth.


Thinking of him now she realised that Alex didn’t have a life, he had a masterplan. He mapped out his days like an old campaigner
spending time each evening putting the final touches to the blueprint of the day ahead. He rose each morning, showered, shaved,
moisturised his skin and scented the body he worked hard to preserve in peak condition. He spent some time laying out clothes
on the bed: shirt, tie, jacket, trousers, choosing the right combination to suit both his mood and the world he was about
to face. He would leave the house before eight and come home some time after nine. He was a resources manager with a video
company that produced films for advertising agencies. He was a busy busy man.


‘I have to be there,’ he said. But that wasn’t it. He had to be seen to be there. Jessie sighed. ‘You are present at the job
from seven in the morning, till seven at night, and the job is present in you all the bloody time.’


Looking at this man in front of her now, noting a small stain on his tie and the way he ran his fingers over his chin, she
realised that beneath the veneer there was a certain uncertainty. ‘This man is as insecure as I am,’ she thought then, realising
the truth behind her husband’s meticulous routine and design for living, ‘as Alex is.’


‘Something to rent?’ said the Suit. There was The Steadings. A converted stable block just out of town. Five bdrms, gym, kitchen
with Aga, two baths, spacious living rm, dining with french windows to patio. He smiled at Jessie, scrutinising her. Old jeans,
baseball boots, torn sweatshirt, no make-up; when had that hair last seen a comb? Ah, no. He didn’t think so.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘not at the moment. If you’d like to leave your name—’

‘There’s that flat on the shore. Above Magda’s . . .’ Pretty in Pink chipped in.

Derek Young paused.

‘The shore,’ Jessie brightened. That sounded just right.

‘It’s a bit of a mess, I’m afraid.’

Jessie shrugged. So what was a mess to her? A mess? She could take this man home, show him a real mess if he wanted messes.

‘It sounds perfect,’ she said. Regretted right away that she sounded so keen. ‘How much is it?’

‘Ah . . .’ Derek Young had had enough time to reconsider his initial judgement. The hair – beneath that tangle – was very expensively
cut. The filthy jeans had cost a bit too. He couldn’t see the label on the jacket, but the sunglasses were Armani. He knew,
he had the same pair.


‘Four hundred . . . and –’ dared he risk it? – ‘fort . . . um . . . fifty a month.’

‘I’ll take it.’

‘You should see it first.’


‘Fine. I’ll see it. Then I’ll take it.’



Chapter Three

Jessie moved to Mareth. She bought food at the local Spar, posted mail at the post office, and went for daily walks round
the harbour, stepping over heaped nets and ropes. She stood at the pier end staring at the horizon. Several times a week she
walked along the shore, past the last few houses on West Way that led down to the sand. Jumping from rock to rock, carefully
keeping the salt water from her precious Timberlands, she would make her way to the foot of the cliff path. Puffing, she’d
climb the overgrown muddied way to the top. The wind would push her hair from her face, whip her breath away. She would stare
down to where the grassy slope turned sheer. Far below the sea churned and frothed white over jagged rocks. Fulmars gathered
noisily, clumsily on the cliff face. She would stand for hours watching them careen absurdly in, making sometimes two or three
runs before they managed a landing. It surprised her. She always thought birds and animals managed their lives perfectly.
There was something cheering about these birds and their duff attempts at coming in to land. ‘It isn’t just me that screws
up, then.’


The aloneness exhilarated her one day, saddened her the next. But she could not find the deepening silence she sought. The
rattle and hum from the Ocean Café downstairs reminded her constantly that there were other people in the world, all of them
having a better time than she was.


She had thought that if she could spend some time speaking to nobody, a stranger in a strange place, the turmoil in her head
might cease. She might find some peace. But after only a short time in Mareth she stopped being a stranger. She became ‘that funny woman that lives above the Ocean Café. Who is she anyway?
And what’s she doing moving into a place like that, this time of the year?’


Here in Mareth everyone knew everyone. They knew everything there was to know about each other. And what they didn’t know
they assumed. Their assumptions were passed on in conversations and gossip in shops, kitchens, living rooms and bars until
distorted by time, speculation and rumour, the assumptions became facts. And who would meddle with facts? Certainly nobody
in Mareth, where the crack was so beloved it was the stuff of life itself. There was nothing better than a good rumour. People
here were prepared to believe and in time heartily narrate the assumptions even about themselves that had passed into local
folklore. They were their own myths and legends. And proud of it.


People started to nod to her when they met her in the street. It was a curt, uncomfortable nod, with a ‘ynumph’ sort of a
greeting. A shy acknowledgement that she was in the same world, country, village, street as the nodder and it didn’t seem
right not to say something about it. Ynumph fitted the bill, or sometimes nyoink. Jessie hadn’t mastered the sound effects
and said a crisp and distant g’morning, or gd’afternoon. They nodded because she had been discussed, dissected and decided
upon. So now the nodders felt that they knew all about her and were therefore obliged to say hello, or as near to hello as
they could get.


Jessica Tate was thirty-four years old and living separately from her husband. Everyone knew that. Derek Young had extracted
the information whilst preparing the lease on No. 38 The Shore, the flat Jessie rented from his partnership, and Pretty in
Pink, Shona Kerr, who was now into powder blue, had passed it on. Jessie was tallish, thinnish, had dark hair and no visible
bloke to replace her husband. In whispered discussions in the Anchor and Crown it was being speculated that the broken marriage
left her bitter and hating all men; likely, perhaps, even to be turning into a lesbian. But the Ocean Café rejected this notion. It was the café opinion that she was just recovering from some sort of break-up and in no need of a
new relationship.


Jessie had a lot of books. What did she want with all them books? Ruby at the Spar mini-market wanted to know. Had she a lot
of reading to do? Or had she read them all? If so, why bother carting about a lot of books you’ve already read? They’d just
clutter up the shelves when you could have a few nice ornaments and a pot plant. Jessie bought macaroni and spaghetti, which
she called pasta, tins of tomatoes, onions, wholemeal bread, Alta Rica coffee and bars of fruit and nut chocolate when she
shopped. Everybody knew that. Ruby told them.


Jessie had red knickers, black knickers and silky green cami-knickers. They’d been spotted on her washing line. But so far
no bra. She’d not need a bra with them wee tits, Woody at the Anchor and Crown said. Jack, his barman, agreed. Besides, them
bull dykes don’t wear bras. Do they?


Jessie wore 501 jeans and boots and a soft, all-enveloping jersey. The boots were tan leather and cost a bomb, everyone thought.
But they didn’t cost as much as the dark burgundy jersey which came from one of them designer shops and was probably cashmere.
And though it had come from Benetton and cost twenty-five pounds, the guessing on its price was two hundred pounds and rising.
Of course Jessie had other clothes: striped silk pyjamas, a patterned robe, a navy nightdress which wasn’t as nice as the
pyjamas but probably warmer these cold nights. Especially for someone who slept alone. Jessie wore a leather jacket sometimes,
and sometimes a long black coat. When she wore her long black coat, Mareth decided she was mourning her long-lost lover. Mareth
had a romantic heart.


Jessie drove a three-year-old Peugeot that needed a new exhaust. Freddie Kilpatrick who owned the local garage knew this because
one night on the way home from the Ocean Café he had lain on the road and slid under it. Ah, he had smiled, knew it. When
he got home his wife looked at his back and said scathingly, ‘Have you been looking under cars again?’


Lying under Jessie’s Peugeot, he’d figured out his business plan. Didn’t Crumbly Al have just such an exhaust lying in his scrapyard. He could swap the Fiat gearbox he had in the back
of his workshop for a couple of central-heating radiators Joe Roberts the plumber had lying in his yard. And swap Crumbly
Al the radiators for his exhaust. He could have it ready when Jessie brought the car down to him in about a couple of weeks.
She’d not get much more out of that thing, he reckoned. He fished some string from his pocket and tied Jessie’s ailing exhaust
up. He couldn’t risk her breaking down somewhere else after all the trouble and bartering he’d have to do to get the right
part for her motor.


Jessie didn’t get much mail. ‘Only stuff about her credit card, and bank statements,’ Duncan the postie said. And though her
phone rang a fair bit she rarely answered it. Granny Moran knew this. She mentioned it when she was at the post office picking
up her pension. ‘She’s avoiding somebody,’ she said. Could it be she was on the run from the police?


Magda at the Ocean Café laughed out loud. ‘That one,’ she said squeakily, rubbing a peephole in the café’s steamy window to
watch Jessie stump round the harbour, ‘is only on the run from herself.’ Remembering a couple of mornings ago when she had
come face to face with a tearstained Jessie at the café door, added knowingly, ‘Look at her go. Striding about all hours speaking
to nobody, leaving the phone ringing, all weepy and eating chocolate. It can only be one thing . . .’ The café held its breath.
When Magda spoke, an opinion worth hearing and discussing was on the go.


‘It’s hormones,’ she said, nodding at her own wisdom. ‘It’s purely hormonal.’ Several faces joined Magda’s peering through
the peephole at the hormonally stricken Jessie. Word spread. And so when men met Jessie in the street they said ynumph or
nyoink, making a wide berth. Hormones, especially female ones, were to be avoided. Women, however, stared at her piercingly,
trying to fathom the depth of Jessie’s woes. Hormones; they knew about hormones.


The flat was miserable. Even Jessie in her doldrums could see that. It smelt not just of damp but as if dozens of unwashed
agoraphobics had lived here, cramped and refusing to go out. It had two rooms, a bedroom and a living room with cupboard-size
kitchen off. It has potential, Jessie told herself as she unpacked. I can make something of this. I can make a statement about
me. Just me and nobody else. This is a wonderful opportunity. I can be happy.


As the little world outside speculated about her she painted the bedroom a pale smoky blue, the living room and kitchen white,
and the bathroom a sagey green. She put up pictures, installed a small sofa, but left the carpet which was so vile she found
something comforting about it. She liked to imagine the cosy mores of the person who would choose such a thing.


This is me, she thought. In the blue and sweary chilly mornings she lay listening to the ribaldry outside and felt almost
at home. In the evenings young bloods would come duding out of the Ocean Café, hollering. Their raw voices cut through the
night, and if Jessie was foolish enough to come to the window to watch the goings-on they would shout up to her.


‘Hello darlin’,’ drunken voices, ‘show us yer tits.’ They’d wiggle their hips at her, uninhibited sexual motion, ‘C’mon down.
Look at this,’ and someone would moon at her. White bottom gleaming under the streetlights. ‘Let’s see your arse, darlin’.’


Jessie would gaze sadly down. ‘Not a bad bum,’ she’d think. ‘Seen better.’ Then she’d go back to her fireside, turn up her
Mahler and try to read.


The streetlamp mooners started to come by every Saturday night. They would call her name. ‘Hey, Long Coat, come an’ see this.’
Mareth’s fascination with Jessie’s manic strides round the harbour in her long black coat had gained her the nickname. Foolishly
she would go to the window to look at them. After one particularly raucous evening there was a whole row of bums shining in
the night for her to view.


‘Good heavens,’ she breathed, staring down mesmerised. She hadn’t the gumption to pull her curtains and declare her disinterest.
There were fat bums and medium bums and tight little nubby bums with cute little side indents that a person could certainly consider giving a second glance. Jessie did. And as she did, Magda Horn came out, keys in hand, to lock up for the
night. She did not shriek; scarcely noticed the row of exposed cheeks. Jessie was impressed.


Magda looked up at her. ‘So what do you think,’ she called, pointing to the first bum. ‘A five probably. And this,’ she indicated
the next arse, ‘a two. A seven. A three, an eight. Oh Lipless, you’re only a one: you’ll have to start some serious bum workouts.’


Lipless rose indignantly, heaving up his pants. ‘It’s not that bad, Magda. You’ll go a long way before you see an arse as
magnificent as mine.’


Magda hooted. ‘As long as you think so, Lipless. I’d hate you to get some sort of complex about what you’ve been bringing
along behind you all these years.’


Lipless slapped his rear, ‘Me and my arse get along just fine, Magda.’

‘I have the same thing going with mine,’ Magda said, bustling past them.

‘Ah Magda,’ Lipless said, shaking his head in admiration, ‘you’ve a great arse on you.’

‘I know,’ she said, walking off down the street, well aware the mooners were now all upright and staring at her bum.
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