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  Introduction




  This novel with its brightly proclamatory title, a title promising loudness, confident statement, irrefutable presence and exuberance, even a kind of jazzy brashness or biblical

  heft, begins in immediate contradiction in a notable quietness, a state of wounded and private withdrawal and shyness. The first thing it does is reveal someone behind closed curtains, peeking

  fearfully out, keen not to be seen.




  ‘House and Home’ is the title of its opening section; this is a novel very much about where and how we live. Pretty soon we gather that ‘House and Home’ is meant in the

  sense of a typical media heading, like a style section in a newspaper, and that intense media observation, in the form of a small crowd of paparazzi outside the house and home of this person, has

  left the person feeling invaded, hunted, ‘strange’. ‘Each time I look at the photographs in the papers, I look unreal.’




  She – a few pages on we find out that this speaker is a woman – feels guilty, even vaguely criminal. So what has she done to merit feeling like this? Has she done something terrible,

  really wrong? Has there been a death? Is there a scandal? What’s the media sensation about? The novel begins with this forced unhoming, from both the house and the self (‘I am

  not myself any longer . . . I crept out of my house in the middle of the night with a thief’s racing heart’). Pretty soon it becomes clear that ‘House and Home’ stands for a

  clash between the private and public worlds, and that this clash raises questions about how we calculate what’s real and what’s imagined about ourselves and what’s allowed and

  forbidden too. This is just the start – a human, very vulnerable start, and sure enough, this extraordinary novel, a work of originality and uniqueness which came out nearly twenty years ago

  in 1998 and achieved classic status pretty much as soon as it was published, will be in the end very much about homecoming, home truths.




  Funny and visceral, rhythmic, terribly moving, this book about marriage, family, death, loss and grief, song and above all love, whose ‘scandalous revelation’ is a cleansing,

  empowering and beautiful one, celebrates expansiveness and imaginative shapeshift. It transforms, like magic, that initial cloaked and hiding vulnerability into an orchestration of understanding

  and generosity. It honours the open play of possibilities against all the conventional odds. It revels in the music of being human.




  So far (I’m writing this in November 2015) Trumpet is Jackie Kay’s only novel. I say ‘so far’ in the knowledge that she’s working on

  another right now and I know this because we’re friends; we’ve been friends since the start of the century. We didn’t know each other, though, in 1998, when I first went into a

  shop in Edinburgh and, seeing Trumpet on a table, bought it immediately – I knew Jackie’s poems well and had read a couple of her plays too.




  I’ve never subscribed to the belief that friendship between writers negates the critical faculty in us, or vice versa. Why should it? If it did, we’d be pretty rubbish friends, no?

  Anyway, in a fruitful elision of the public and private worlds, I know her now as my very fine friend and simultaneously the most versatile of contemporary writers: she is, with great ease of

  shapeshift herself, an award-winning novelist, poet, short-story writer, dramatist, writer of poems and short and long fiction for children, songwriter, memoirist, singer, wit, and superlative

  performer (plus now she’s also a university chancellor; as of 2015 she’s holding the post of Chancellor of Salford University). She is a writer whose hallmark combination of lightness

  and resonant, calibrated depth is displayed in all her work and has been since her semi-autobiographical first poetry collection, The Adoption Papers, came out at the beginning of the 1990s

  (itself, like Trumpet, using a fusion of several different voices to make a single many-stringed story). Her use of voice, in its warmth, immediacy, vitality, its combination of hilarity and

  attentive seriousness, humanizes whichever aesthetic form she chooses to practise; her disciplined insistence on openness – open heart, eyes, ears, arms, borders and structures – and

  her ear for the contemporary and for what history means to it and to us, and for the individual in the folk voice and the communal in the individual, mean that she is a finder of multidisciplinary

  possibilities: the music in the voice, the voice for those who have none, the real something in the seeming nothing, the poem in the drama, the story in the poem, the true in the fictive.




  In 1998, though, when I read this book, all I knew was I had never read a book like it, and I was pretty sure there hadn’t ever been a book like it.




  There had certainly never been a Scottish book like it, yet it came all the same from the Scottish tradition of honouring the margins, the vernacular, and the ordinariness of things and people

  and lives (an ‘ordinariness’ which is always extraordinary – this is obvious as soon as we pay it any attention). It came from a sustained literary tradition of shapeshift itself,

  one which finds voice in unauthorized, unexpected forms and places; one often concerned with the search for a communal form, a tradition which can be traced in writers like Lewis Grassic Gibbon,

  Hugh MacDiarmid, Nan Shepherd, Willa Muir, Alasdair Gray, Liz Lochhead, James Kelman. It came from such tradition and it met and expanded this with influences from international black writers like

  Audre Lorde, Jamaica Kincaid, and especially Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison.




  But it did something beyond any tradition too, something new, and all its own. Plus, it said things about and for that Scottish tradition, and about and for a wider British tradition as well,

  especially concerning gender and ethnicity, that had simply never been said before.




  She released two books in close proximity to the publication of Trumpet. One of them was one of her most furious collections of poems, Off Colour (1998), where racism is seen

  clearly as a source of illness, an illness itself, and class divide as a social sickness, and in which the search for and protection of the self’s right to autonomy regardless of

  others’ preconceptions and demands is a recurring theme. The other book, which came out the year before Trumpet and Off Colour, and which she actually wrote while she was in the

  process of writing Trumpet, stopping midway through the novel to complete it then going back to the writing of it directly after, was her first published prose work, Bessie Smith

  (1997).




  Bessie Smith looks at the outset like it’ll probably be a straightforward biographical monograph. In reality it’s another quite extraordinary work, in many ways a twin-book to

  Trumpet, in that Trumpet frames it, has it at its heart; each book is born of the other. It tells the life story of the early twentieth-century black American blues singer, probably

  the finest blues singer ever, from the point of view of history and the point of view of a small black girl growing up in a very white Glasgow, now an adult, looking back: ‘I knew then

  of no black Scottish heroes that I could claim for my own. I reached out and claimed Bessie.’ It tells Smith’s life factually, subjectively and imaginatively all at once, diverting into

  fictive monologue at powered places in the timeline and making the notion of a first-person narrator an open plain, an open I through which many different people can be seen, can pass and

  can speak, and come together to make the single life-story.




  ‘What does a girl from Bishopbriggs near Glasgow know about Chattanooga?’ This: ‘the leather always felt important on her feet after all those years of being barefooted.’

  The writing pulls constantly towards the gifts of sympathy, understanding and empathy. Vocal idiom and strength become each other in the process. ‘She looked so sorrowful and so

  strong,’ the child thinks, looking at photographs of a singer thousands of miles and nearly a hundred years away. ‘She would stand up for herself, so she would.’




  The book is a work of blues echoes, rhythms and repetitions, sexy blues wordplay, tough raunchy vitality. ‘Blues songs and real life weren’t all that separate,’ the child

  Jackie Kay realizes; blues songs said things in a way no other songs did about the toughness and sorrowfulness in life. At the same time: ‘I liked the way the piano and the horn sounded

  comical, as if they weren’t taking any of this so seriously.’ What comes of this take on history and factual reality is a work about the power of voice, about the way that

  disenfranchisement and isolation are cancelled by the giving of language and voice, and about the depth to which we can be touched by voice. ‘The first time I heard her voice it made me

  wonder what I was remembering . . . raw unplugged voice dragging you right down to a place you had never been . . . down to the depths of yourself.’




  More: ‘you’ve got to be born with a voice like that.’ This, as a sentence, is a piece of beautiful near-throwaway ambiguity, in that on the one hand a voice like Bessie

  Smith’s blues voice is a one-off, can’t be created, evolved, made, copied or faked, and on the other that there’s no getting away from the new life, the new life-force,

  that ‘a voice like that’ grants whoever hears it.




  My 1998 edition of Trumpet summarizes its plot on the flyleaf of its dust jacket, in that way publishers like to do to catch the attention of a browsing reader or to

  suggest to people what a book will be ‘about’: ‘Celebrated Joss Moody has died and the jazz world is in mourning. But in death Joss can no longer guard the secret he kept all his

  life, and Colman, his adoring adopted son, must confront the truth: the man whom he believed to be his father was, in fact, a woman.’




  What a spoiler, I thought in 1998. I thought it especially after I’d read the opening sections of the novel and experienced a story so far from the bluntness of this summary as to be

  near-unrecognizable. But then again, one of Trumpet’s concerns, along with an ultra-sensitive understanding of ‘the private life that turns suddenly and horrifically

  public’, is finding a means of working against the reductive power of certain kinds of storytelling, certain ways of telling ‘truth’ about real lives. It does this on a larger

  scale of reference than just by referencing the media’s way with us. Sophie Stones, for instance – the journalist who wants to make a fortune from the story of Joss Moody

  (‘Transvestite has a nice pervy ring to it,’ she thinks, sure that the book she’s writing with Joss’s son will change her life) – reassures herself that

  she’s got every right to get as much money and kudos out of cheap true-life revelation as she wants. She thinks she’s got a right to because that’s the way of the world, and for

  her it’s a particularly gender-trapped way of the world. ‘Why should I have scruples when men have been using me for years?’




  Trumpet is, in a consciously much more subtle way, very much about revelation. It’s about the stories that change our lives, about the unexpected possibilities in those closest to

  us, and the unexpected shapes real family takes. It repeats its ‘shocking’ revelation about Joss’s gender formally over and over, to calibrate a shimmering response from the

  repeating unbindings (as if unbinding the question of gender each time) so that we judge human nature not by the shock of the revelation of Joss’s ‘true’ gender but by

  people’s responses to the revelation.




  ‘The trumpet man that turned out to be a woman’: one of Trumpet’s inspirations was the real-life story that broke in the media in the 1990s of Billy Tipton, an American

  jazz musician and bandleader born a woman, Dorothy Lucille Tipton, who lived an adult life as a man. The story became international news after Tipton’s death as his family wrangled over two

  wills he’d left. Jackie Kay’s Joss Moody / Josephine Moore perhaps gestures more, though, to the woman whose first name Joss derives from: the dancer, singer, civil-rights and

  resistance worker, Josephine Baker, the Missouri-born European sensation of the first half of the century, the first world-famous black woman, and a woman who, incidentally, outlived her first

  obituaries and the wartime report of her own death by three decades.




  Trumpet is a novel fascinated by ‘the significance of names’, and by what words do when they’re meant to mean, well, us. The defining act of the doctor who

  examines Joss’s corpse (since the gender revelation in this story is itself always a part of the death, not the life), the doctor who overwrites in ‘large childish letters’ the

  word male with the word female on the death certificate, goes out into the ‘pale, bloodless light’ of a new morning after she does – and blood is important in a book that in the

  end so profoundly declares itself to be about parenting, family and, crucially, the role the imagination plays in these matters. ‘Make up your own bloodline, Colman. Make it up and trace it

  back. Design your own family tree – what’s the matter with you? Haven’t you got an imagination?’ Its protagonists, Millie and Joss, one black, one white, fall for each other

  back when it’s still close to taboo to, and first see each other when they’re giving blood (one of them named for Baker whose own anti-racism novel My Blood in Your Veins was

  published in 1931 and who went on to adopt a huge and happy family of children of different ethnicities – her ‘rainbow tribe’).




  Light is important too in Trumpet, from ‘the blinding white light . . . raging white light’ of the cameras which at the opening of the book leaves Millie ‘not myself any

  longer’, to the ways in which Joss’s life and story throw very different light on the fixed notions and fantasies of identity. Jackie Kay’s work, formally expansive and inclusive,

  often an exploration of the hurt done by small-mindedness and its attendant exclusivity, is always about the opening up of our notions of identity. Here Joss’s public/private fusion of

  identity – a fusion that produces the possibilities of improvisation, a different music, a sense of play between all the selves, of possibilities for quite other selves, in those round him

  and in us too – is a question of open source. He makes the world more local and more open both at once. ‘His father was African, his mother Scottish. He doesn’t know the exact

  country, just the continent, he laughs gamely. “It’s a big fucking continent, so it is.” ’




  Then there’s the trumpet itself, phallic and feline at once, purring from its fur-lined box in descriptive terms you’d never expect to see applied to something like a trumpet. As a

  symbol, and in reality, a trumpet is not exactly subtle. We expect it to be brash. We expect it to be loud. We expect it to be undeniable. Here it becomes a whole new blues double-entendre: where

  Bessie Smith’s men had their frankfurters and jelly rolls and her women had their sugar bowl, Jackie Kay’s Joss has his literal, quite real trumpet. ‘Why not a woman playing a

  fucking trumpet, man, what’s wrong with that?’ as Colman puts it, while the novel laughs at the daftness in our traditionally received notions about gender and in fact overturns them to

  such an extent that it starts to become obscene, an act of deep disrespect and ignorance, when people refer to the Joss we know as she instead of he.




  It is just one of the magical reversals of preconception in the novel. ‘Joss’s trumpet was like a magician’s hat.’ The funeral director, one of the many ‘mouth

  pieces’ which come together to make this novel’s orchestration, thinks to himself, amazed, how ‘he had never had a man turn into a woman before his very eyes. He felt it to be one

  of those defining moments in his life that he would be compelled to return to again and again.’




  The moment at which definition breaks open – that’s the true defining moment, in a book full of ‘the peat smell of jazz’, built from the layered echoes, repetitions and

  rhythms of a music which earthily ‘unwraps’ us, frees us from sex, race and memory; its music acts as lifeblood, birth, lovemaking and transformation, most especially in the

  extraordinary section called ‘Music’, in which any notion of the fixed self, any too-fixed summarizing, ecstatically gives way, ‘collapses’.




  ‘There was no bread so she told a story / until the story told another story / until all the People gathered eating / fiction like hot French bread, melted

  butter.’ That’s from ‘Severe Gale 8’, one of Jackie Kay’s early poems. In it she already trusts the nourishment and hope there is in the story that tells another

  story.




  Back in Bessie Smith, she put it like this: ‘Any good art transforms you, makes you ask yourself questions about the world you live in, people, laws, yourself. Any good art can

  change the way you look at yourself.’




  As a writer she has always had an eye on the cultures which feed and produce us or hurt and reduce us, individuals or communities. She has always been a watcher, a noticer, a guardian, a tracer

  of the ‘true’ story, or, as Millie sees it, the difference between living a lie and living a life – maybe even an afterlife, since Trumpet is also its own book of

  revelation. Here are Millie and Joss now, all over again in the twenty-first century, coming out of a Glasgow jazz bar back in the 1950s into the dark of the brave new world like ‘people who

  have just landed on the planet all at once together with the same pioneering, fierce look on our faces.’ This fiercely pioneering work makes the walls between us come tumbling down. In a love

  song to our human versatilities, a uniting of many voices into an unprecedented and forgiving set of harmonies, a jazzy call to action, it trumpets subtlety, imagination, generosity, life-force, to

  the rooftops.




  You’ve got to be born, with voice like this.




  Ali Smith
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              The way you wear your hat;




              The way you sip your tea,




              The memory of all that –




              No, no! They can’t take that away from me!




              George Gershwin


            


          


        


      


    


  




  





  HOUSE AND HOME




  I pull back the curtain an inch and see their heads bent together. I have no idea how long they have been there. It is getting dark. I keep expecting them to vanish; then I

  would know that they were all in my mind. I would know that I imagined them just as surely as I imagined my life. But they are still there, wearing real clothes, looking as conspicuous as they

  please. Each time I look at the photographs in the papers, I look unreal. I look unlike the memory of myself. I feel strange now. It used to be such a certain thing, just being myself. It was so

  easy, so painless.




  I have to get back to our den, and hide myself away from it all. Animals are luckier; they can bury their heads in sand, hide their heads under their coats, pretend they have no head at all. I

  feel pain in the exact place Joss complained of for months. A stabbing pain on my left side. We couldn’t die of the same thing?




  There’s a film I watched once, Double Indemnity, where the guy is telling his story into a tape, dying and breathless. I feel like him. I haven’t killed anyone. I

  haven’t done anything wrong. If I was going to make a tape, I’d make it for Colman.




  I crept out of my house in the middle of the night with a thief’s racing heart. Nobody watching. I drove into dawn. Relief as I crossed the border into Scotland. I let

  down the windows to sniff the different air. I am exhausted. Every morning for the past ten days, someone has been waiting outside my house with cameras and questions. I have seen the most awful

  looking pictures of myself in the newspapers looking deranged and shocked. Of course you are going to look demented if some hack hides behind your hedge, snaps and flashes the moment you appear.

  How else are you going to look?




  Even here now the sound of cameras, like the assault of a machine-gun, is still playing inside my head. I can’t get the noise to go no matter what I do. I hear it over music, over the

  sound of a tap running, over the kettle’s whistle – the cameras’ rapid bullets. Their fingers on the triggers, they don’t take them off till they finish the film, till

  I’ve been shot over and over again. They stop for the briefest of frantic seconds, reload the cartridge and then start up again. What can they want with all those pictures? With every snap

  and flash and whirr, I felt myself, the core of myself, being eaten away. My soul. I met a man once who wouldn’t let me take his picture with Joss. He said it would be stealing his soul. I

  remember thinking, how ridiculous, a soul cannot be stolen. Strange how things like that stay with you as if life is waiting for a chance to prove you wrong. Joss’s soul has gone and mine has

  been stolen. It is as simple and as true as that.




  Once, I came out of my house and at least ten of them were waiting, two days after Joss’s funeral. I was still in a daze. I didn’t react quickly enough. I couldn’t find cover.

  I couldn’t hide. They took me walking towards my car, entering my car, wild behind the steering wheel. I looked like an actress in an old black and white movie who has just bumped off her

  husband and is escaping. The wipers on, the rain on the windowscreen, my face, crazy, at the wheel. The blinding white light, flashing and illuminating me. I could barely see to drive off. Of

  course, the minute I am placed in front of that raging white light, I am not myself any longer. I am no more myself than a rabbit is itself trapped in front of glaring headlights. The rabbit

  freezes and what you see most on the road is fear itself, not a furry rabbit, fear flashed up before you for a second until your brakes screech to a halt. I have stared at the woman who was

  captured by the light for ages and ages to try to find myself in her. I have never seen my own fear. Most people don’t get a chance to see what they look like terrified. If I had died they

  would have continued shooting, one shot after another. They would have taken me dead. The next day I was splattered all over the paper’s again, more lies, more lurid headlines.




  I had to get away. So I drove here. I’ve been here a million times and never noticed that left turn at Kepper. I threw a bag together and chucked it in the boot and took off. I’ve no

  idea how long it took me to get here. Time feels as if it is on the other side of me now, way over, out across the sea, like another country. I don’t live inside it any more and it

  doesn’t rule me.




  I have a fire going. It is working itself up into a state of survival. The only noise inside here. Dry cackle, sputtering and spitting. It sounds possessed. It seems a strange fickle, flickering

  company to begin with, as if at any moment it might just die out, the flames pale and uncertain, but after a while it has transformed into my loyal, dependable friend. I sit here like this for an

  age admiring the full colours, looking right into the wild soul of the fire to try to find myself. I can see Joss bending down to light the fire, making his base with newspapers rolled and then

  tied to precision, then kindling. ‘There’s quite an art to building a fire,’ he says, lighting it, smug, satisfied.




  Colman is the only one who knows I am here. I left him a message on his machine. I think I didn’t say much except that I was going to Torr. He can get hold of me if he wants, though I

  doubt he will. I don’t know if he’ll ever speak to me again. Bruce, the butcher, would always take a message. I won’t hold my breath.




  From the small sitting-room window, way down below, I can see the waves in the damaged light, lashing out at the rocks. My eyes follow the waves backwards out to where the sea is suddenly deep.

  It seems as if Joss has been dead for the longest time now. Every day feels like a week. I am awake for much of the time, staring out into the dark or the day; it doesn’t make much

  difference.




  My hand was shaking when I lit the fire. That’s how absurd I’ve become. I can’t even light a tiny cottage fire without shaking. It might be the beginning. Animals do that,

  don’t they, when one goes first, the other follows later, often of the very same thing. I don’t know what is real and what is not, whether the pain in my side is real or imagined. The

  terrible thing about pain is that it doesn’t matter, it still hurts. It hurts like hell.




  They will never find me here. Torr is off the beaten track. We never mentioned the existence of this place to any of the media through the years. We kept it private. Colman is the only one and

  he won’t be speaking to any of them. He told me he was too ashamed to go out. I never imagined that people could make such a fuss. I know now why they call reporters hounds. I feel hounded,

  hunted. Pity the fox.




  Joss’s holiday clothes are all here. Colman’s model aeroplanes, fishing rods, old green bottles dug up from the sea. Colman’s little antique collection. His coins. Joss’s

  records. A box of his mild cigars. Everything that mattered to us, we celebrated here. When we first adopted Colman we brought him here, not long after. We chose his name here too. Joss and I

  nearly divorced when it came to naming Colman. Joss wanted Miles; I wanted Campbell. Joss wanted Louis; I wanted Alastair. Joss wanted a jazz or a blues name. What about Jelly Roll, I laughed. Or

  Howling Wolf, Bird, Muggsy, Fats, Leadbelly. I was bent over double: Pee Wee. Joss slapped me across my face. ‘That’s enough,’ he said. ‘White people always laugh at black

  names.’ I rubbed my cheek. I couldn’t believe it. I just gave him a look until I saw the first bloom of shame appear on his. We gave up on names and went to bed. Sex is always better if

  you argue before. After, we compromised on Colman spelt the Irish way and not like Coleman Hawkins. That way we could get an Irish name and a jazz name rolled into one. Colman comes from the Latin

  meaning dove, I told Joss, pleased with myself. ‘Is that right?’ he said. ‘Well, I hope to Christ he brings us peace.’




  I must go out. It is a terrible day, the sky all gloomy and bad-tempered. It could turn sour. It could pour. But I need to get out. I put on my old mackintosh and sniff the

  salt in the air outside. I lock my door, just in case. I take a couple of steps down the road and realize I just can’t do it. There are people here who will nod and say hello and ask me how I

  am. It’s been four months or so since we were last here. I can’t face them. Not today. Maybe later when it’s dark I’ll go out. I unlock my door. Take off my coat and sit

  down by the fire. It is still there, glowing. I feed it an extra log, the long red fingers snap it up with great gusto.




  Most people here are oblivious to the happenings in the jazz world. Never heard of Joss Moody, Britain’s legendary trumpet player. Some of them might have seen the papers. There’s

  one thing: most people here just read the local paper. That was what we loved about coming here, the complete anonymity. Not a dicky bird out of anybody until the day that Joss told Angus, the

  fisherman, about himself. Angus came off his old leaking boat one day, reeking of fish. ‘What’s this I hear, eh? You didn’t tell me your husband played the trumpet. Why the big

  secret. Can we no have a wee shindig?’ Before the week was out I was showing Angus the trumpet: the big jewel in the huge jewellery box. I’d sometimes catch Joss stroking the velvet

  insides of that box with the same tender concentration that he stroked cats.




  I first brought Joss to Torr in the middle of the winter. 1956. Our tyres skidded in the black ice on the road up here. When we finally arrived Torr was thick in snow and Joss was for turning

  back. The cottage seemed as if it possessed a memory of its own, one of those memories that remembers the distant past better than the recent. It clung to smells of people who’d lived here

  years ago. The rug was worn down to the bone. The paintings on the walls were old oils by local artists with plain titles. Fishing Nets. Mist on Sea. Early morning, Kepper. Only one title disturbed

  me, Skeleton. A watercolour of an abandoned fish on the beach. I remembered it from when I was a child. I stared at the shape of the bones. I could see how simple it would be to choke to death.

  There were large cobwebs everywhere, hanging from corner to corner like fishing nets. Two mouldy coffee cups sat on the table. Duncan was last here. I was feeling the old excitement I’ve felt

  since I was a girl coming here on holiday, arriving to the smell of the past. The past had lived on in those small airless rooms whilst we had been away living our life. The past had been here all

  the time, waiting. It was wonderful. The dank musty smells of last summer. Punching the old spicy pillows. Sleeping in the noisy, creaking beds, the smell of rust and old blankets, the smell of

  damp walls. By the time we left after our fortnight’s holiday, the cottage smelt different again, as if it had suddenly come into the present.




  ‘Is this it?’ he said. ‘Right, the only way I’m going to get to like this place is if we christen it right now.’ And we did. I slid down the wall and knocked a few

  cobwebs off when I came.




  Once I was a fearless girl. I came to Torr every summer, climbed rocks, ran down the hills, dug graves for my brothers till the tide came in. Combed the beach for strange

  shells. It feels so long ago, it is as if it was somebody else who lived that part of my life. Not me. The girl I was has been swept out to sea. She is another tide entirely. Way back in the

  distance. I can’t imagine what she’d think of my life now, whether she’d think it was the life she was expecting to have or not. She always wanted marriage, I remember. Marriage,

  children. She wouldn’t have been surprised at that. I married a man who became famous. He died before me. He died recently. Now what am I? Can I remember? Joss Moody’s widow.

  That’s what I am, Joss Moody’s widow. She never imagined being a widow, did she? Of course she didn’t. What little girl ever imagines becoming a widow?




  Tonight, after dusk, I go out into the half-dark, wearing my bottle-green windcheater with the hood over my hair. Joss used to comb my hair every night. It was one of the few feminine things he

  did. I loved it. Him sitting behind me, pressing against me, combing my thick dark hair in firm downward strokes.




  I follow the road down to the sea. This walk is so familiar the memory of it is in my feet. I don’t even need to look. So many times with Joss, down the steep hill from Torr, round the

  corner of the harbour and up the other side towards the cliffs. Arm in the crook of arm down the hill, then when we came to the cliff path we’d separate, single file, Joss always behind me.

  It is muddy with all the rain. Slippy, dangerous. I keep on, taking one step up the cliff path at a time. The sea is moaning like a sick person. I can’t take my eyes off it. No matter how

  many times I am near it, it never ceases to frighten me. I stand and watch the sea’s wild movements, the huge awesome leaps. I can hear Joss saying, ‘The great beast.’ Down below,

  the upturned fishing boats look lifeless, lonely. I know which boat belongs to which man. Their oars, like long sad arms waiting to be lifted and brought to life. I am tense; afraid somebody is

  going to pounce on me. I shouldn’t have come out. I’ll need to head back. It is even harder coming down. I must be mad. I could tumble and fall into the sea. The idea is strangely

  attractive to me. There is nothing behind or in front of me: just me and the wind and the sea. Everything is so familiar it is terrifying. I try to hush my breathing. I break into a run. My legs

  are shorter. Grief is making me shrink.




  I unlock my door and rush inside the house. My heart is in my mouth. It feels wrong; there is something the matter with this place. I listen for noises. It is as if somebody else is here or has

  been here. I go from room to room looking. My own coat hanging on a door hook startles me. The sudden flashlight of a car sweeping past outside. Nothing. This fear is taking me over. If they are

  not stalking me, I am doing it to myself. I try to make light of my fears. It was our secret. That’s all it was. Lots of people have secrets, don’t they? The world runs on secrets. What

  kind of place would the world be without them? Our secret was harmless. It did not hurt anybody.




  There must be a mistake we made. A big mistake; hiding somewhere that I somehow missed.




  I sit down on Joss’s armchair. I am not sure what to do with myself. I find myself getting agitated, now wondering what to do with my hands. I pick up a book and try to read a paragraph

  but it doesn’t go in. The words spill and lurch in front of me making no sense. I close the book and turn on the television. But the sound of the chat-show host’s voice, the speed of

  his talk, distresses me. I turn it off. I put on some music. I can listen to music. I try and breathe with it because my breathing still isn’t right. It is still too fast. Joss’s

  breathing became very fast in the end. Fast and shallow. When I think of the breath he used to take in and out to blow that trumpet! When he was dying, I thought if only he could have one big

  trumpet breath, he’d get some relief.




  The summer before I met Joss, I was here at Torr with my brother and his family. I felt restless, discontented with my life. I wanted a passion, somebody to speed up time with a fast ferocious

  love. We didn’t have hot water then. At night, I’d sing in the freezing cold bathroom whilst I washed myself with the pot full of hot water in the old cracked sink, Some day

  he’ll come along, the man I love; And he’ll be big and strong, The man I love . . . Maybe I shall meet him Sunday, Maybe Monday – maybe not; Still I’m sure to meet him one

  day – Maybe Tuesday will be my good news day. Then I’d lie on my thin hard bed trying to paint him in watercolours. I gave him a strong jaw.




  I can still picture him the day we met in that blood donors’ hall in Glasgow. How could I have known then? He was well dressed, astonishingly handsome, high cheekbones that gave him a

  sculpted proud look; his eyes darker than any I’d ever seen. Thick black curly hair, the tightest possible curls, sitting on top of his head, like a bed of springy bracken. Neat nails,

  beautiful hands. I took him all in as if I had a premonition, as if I knew what would happen. His skin was the colour of Highland toffee. His mouth was a beautiful shape. I had this feeling of

  being pulled along by a pack of horses. In my mind’s eye I could see them, galloping along until they came to the narrow path that led to the big house. The huge dark gates. It was as if I

  had no say in what was going to happen to me, just this giddy sick excitement, this terrible sense of fate. We both give blood, I thought to myself. I wondered what made him give blood, what family

  accident, what trauma. We didn’t speak that first time, though I could feel him looking at me.




  The fire is shrinking too. Collapsing in on itself, turning to ash. I get up and put the guard over the fire and go into the kitchen. I stand next to the kettle for an age, rubbing my hands till

  the shrill whistle pierces through me as if I wasn’t expecting it. I make myself a cup of tea to take to bed. Sleeping in our bed here is so terrible, I considered sleeping in Colman’s

  old room, or sleeping on the couch downstairs, or sleeping on the floor. I felt as if I’d be deserting Joss though. I climb into our old bed and place my cup of tea at my side. The space next

  to me bristles with silence. The emptiness is palpable. Loss isn’t an absence after all. It is a presence. A strong presence here next to me. I sip my tea and look at it. It doesn’t

  look like anything, that’s what is so strange. It just fits in. Last night I was certain it was a definite shape. I bashed the sheets about to see if it would declare itself. It won’t

  let me alone and it won’t let me sleep. I try to find sleep. Sleep is out there where Joss is, isn’t it? That’s what the headstones tell you. Who Fell Asleep On. Sleeping. Fell

  Asleep on Jesus. Joss is out there sleeping behind the sea wall. I can’t sleep any more. Not properly. Sleep scratches at me then wakes me up. I dip down for a moment then surface again, my

  eyes peeling the darkness away. I don’t know how many hours I have had of it since he died. It can’t be many. It was a form of torture, wasn’t it, sleep deprivation?




  If I don’t try to sleep, it might sneak up on me, capture me. I won’t try to sleep. I will try to remember. The next time is six months later. We are back giving blood on the same

  day, Tuesday. I am brazen, full of knowledge. I approach him and ask him out. It is 1955. Women don’t do this sort of thing. I don’t care. I am certain this man is going to be my lover.

  When you are certain of something, you must take your chance; you mustn’t miss your opportunity or life is lost. I remember my grandfather telling me that; how he knew with my grandmother,

  how he courted her until he had her. I tell him I’ve noticed him here before. We talk about giving blood, how we both hate it, but like clenching our fist and the biscuit afterwards. I ask

  him if he watches the blood being drained out of himself. He says he looks away at anything else. He says he is quite squeamish. What about you, he asks me, what do you do? I tell him I like to

  watch the blood filling up, the wonderful rich colour of it. He laughs as if he suddenly likes me. Then we both fall silent and he stares at me awkwardly, puzzled by me just coming up to him like

  this. But he isn’t trying to get rid of me. He is looking me up and down as if appraising me. I am glad that I am wearing my good dress, with the polka dots and the straps. I know I look

  good.




  We go for a drink in Lauder’s bar. He tells me his name is Joss Moody and I ask him if that is his real name. He is offended. I see a look cross his face that I haven’t seen before.

  Of course it is his real name, what am I talking about. I tell him it sounds like a stage name, like a name that someone would make up in anticipation of being famous. He laughs at that and tells

  me he is going to be famous. I laugh too, nervously. I know he’s going to be famous also. I could have noticed then, I suppose. The way he was so irritated with me asking him about his name.

  I say, ‘My name is Millie MacFarlane,’ as if I’d just heard it for the first time, as if my own name was miles away from who I am. I say, ‘Millicent MacFarlane, but my

  friends call me Millie,’ suddenly shy. We talk about anything. He tells me he plays the trumpet. He is so pleased with himself for playing the trumpet, I can see that. He says the word,

  ‘trumpet’, and his eyes shine. ‘Would you like one for the road, Millie?’ he asks. Him saying my name makes me weak. I hold onto the table and watch him go to the bar for

  his whisky and my gin.




  He walks me to my flat in Rose Street, Number 14. And leaves me. ‘I know where you are now,’ he says. A little kiss on my cheek. I get in and throw myself on my bed, punch my pillow.

  Then I stroke the side of my cheek Joss Moody kissed and say, courting to myself, courting, courting, ‘courting’ until it sounds like a beautiful piece of music.




  We court for three months. A kiss on the cheek at the end of the date. Meeting at Boots’ Corner, at The Shell in Central Station, or below the Hielan’ Man’s umbrella under

  where the trains come out of Central Station on Argyle Street, between Hope Street and Union Street. The times I’ve waited for Joss sheltered from the rain, under the Hielan’

  Man’s umbrella, imagining the Highland men years ago, fresh down from the Highlands talking excited Gaelic to each other. Either we go drinking or we go dancing. Great dance halls in Glasgow.

  Dancing at the Playhouse, at Denniston Palais, at the Locarno, the Astoria or the Plaza, it seemed nobody would ever get old. Nobody would ever die. Even the ugly looked beautiful. Joss was a

  wonderful dancer; he loved to strut his stuff on those dance floors. A hive of jive. He was showbiz itself already. They all were. I remember laughing till I cried, watching one man after another

  get up at the Locarno and imitate Frank Sinatra singing ‘Dancing in the Park’. The Carswell Clothes’ shop competition. I remember loving the names of those bands at the dance

  halls – Ray McVey Trio, Doctor Crock and the Crackpots, Joe Loss, Oscar Rabin, Carl Barritean, Harry Parry, Felix Mendelson, and, my favourite, the Hawain Serenaders. Dancing makes us both

  happy. Big steps. Quickstep. Dip. We dance at the Barrowland way into the early hours. The atmosphere, jumping. The dance style, gallus. There is no tomorrow. There is just the minute, the second,

  the dip. The heat and the sweat. That feeling of being your body. Body and soul.




  We come out of the Playhouse full of the night. Joss takes me home and walks off again, hands in pocket. I watch him turn the corner of Rose Street into Sauchiehall Street before going in. He

  never looks back. Never waves. I begin to think that there is something wrong. Either Joss is terribly proper and old-fashioned or there is something wrong. He never tries to touch me. He holds my

  hand or we walk with our arms round each other. We kiss, short soft kisses. Three months of kisses on my left cheek, soft timeless kisses that grow into buds and wait. Each night I go home madly in

  love with Joss and terribly frustrated. I am twenty and he is thirty; perhaps the age difference is making him shy. Still, I am not a schoolgirl any more.




  At night, I watch Joss walk up the street, hands in his pockets. He has a slow deliberate walk, like he’s practised it. I go into my small bedroom. I have a single bed in the room, a

  dresser and a small wardrobe. I stare at myself in the mirror. Rub night cream into my cheeks for a long time. Imagine Joss standing behind me. Undress. Drape my bathrobe over my shoulders. Rub

  more cream into my cheeks. Use a powder puff under my breasts. Joss, behind me. I sigh, put my white nightdress on and climb heavily into my bed. I can hear Helen, my flatmate, up and about. I

  listen to her noises and fall off asleep where I’ll dream of Joss again and again and wake myself up in the middle of the night.




  I know I am waiting for something to happen.




  It is Friday. I am going to see Joss tonight. We are going to listen to some saxophone player, I forget his name. Joss knows it. I like the world of these jazz places he has been taking me to. I

  like the smoke, the drink, the belief. It is an ‘in’ world. I always feel like I’ve been taken somewhere out of myself. I have to finish filing for the doctor and then it will be

  time to go home. I’m thinking, what should I wear? All the time I’m thinking, Tonight is the night. I sing to myself. I look at the clock in the reception. It is a tease. It barely

  moves.




  Joss is late to get me. Joss is always late. When he finally arrives, he is wearing a blue serge suit and white shirt and striped tie. I am stabbed by his good looks; his thick dark hair, his

  intense eyes. Tonight he is all worked up. He admires this saxophonist. We have to rush. Out in the streets people stare at us, particularly at Joss. He knows quite a few of the guys in this club.

  Some strangers know him. He is already building up a reputation for himself, playing a few jazz bars and pubs and clubs. It is early days, he says, full of excitement. Early days for jazz and early

  days for him, for his new life. During the day he works in the fishing-tackle shop in Renfield Street. He says that’s his other interest. I say you’re an unusual man: fish and jazz.

  ‘Better than fish and chips any day,’ he says. Already there is a buzz around him, a magnetic force that draws other people towards him. He looks the part. He is tall, coloured. His

  father was African, his mother Scottish. He doesn’t know the exact country, just the continent, he laughs gamely. ‘It’s a big fucking continent, so it is.’ His mother never

  remembered and she’s dead now he says. When I ask him what his mother died of, he hesitates, then seems to pluck ‘heart attack’ out of the thin air. I can’t read his

  expression. ‘Did you not get on with her?’ I ask him. ‘Not exactly,’ he says.




  When the sax starts Joss closes his eyes and keeps them closed for the longest time. I find this a bit embarrassing. I feel as if I’ve lost him, that he belongs to the music and not to me.

  Other people shout out, little words of intense pleasure – ’Yeah!’ Clap their hands. Stomp their feet. Listen to the music as if they themselves were creating it, with a strange

  filmic pride on their faces. They shake their heads from side to side in perfect rhythm to the music. Some of their faces point downwards, chin resting on their chest; others have their heads

  tilted back. All heads shake and shudder from side to side. Some people simply move their chin out and in, jerky movements, eyes shut. But every single face in this place is prepared to go the

  distance. All attention rapt, euphoric, dedicated. They will follow the sax down to the deep dark place, wherever it leads them, disciples to the cool blue. It is almost holy. I feel like I am in a

  church and I am the only one who has got her eyes open whilst she prays. The man next to me moves his right hand to the music, small snappy movements, his private conducting. I wonder whether I

  will ever let myself go enough to put on that serious jazz face, pouting my lips and shaking my head in tight syncopated movements.
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