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ONE

largely potato-based

The angel was wearing L-plates. Her wings were bent, her 
halo hung at an angle and she swayed on her feet like she 
was standing on the deck of a ship. 

From behind the counter of the Deep Sea, Beth watched 
and waited. If this is a messenger from God, she thought, 
then He is having a laugh.

The angel put an arm out to steady herself. Her hand 
connected with the person coming into the shop behind her 
and she grabbed a handful of his jacket and hung on. They 
staggered against one another, making it hard to tell whether 
they were fighting or holding each other up. A trace of perfume 
and spilled beer drifted across the counter but was quickly 
swallowed by the clouds of hot chip fat. The familiar smell 
barely registered with Beth anymore, unless in the wake of 
some passing interruption.

The guy wrapped an arm around the angel’s waist and 
tried to kiss her, crumpling the L-plate safety-pinned to her 
back, just below her wings. She leant back, avoiding his face. 
‘Will you quit it?’ she said.

‘Aw c’mon, Angel. You might get run over by a bus 
tomorrow.’

To give him his due, thought Beth, he’s not wrong. That 
could happen. ‘Salt?’ she asked. Neither of them heard her. 
They were too wrapped up in each other. She shook some 
salt onto the chips anyway and stacked the parcels on the 
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counter, feeling their heavy warmth settle within the paper. 
The angel was laughing now and nodding. Her halo wobbled 
as the guy pulled her close again. They kissed messily then 
stood grinning at each other, their faces shining and wet under 
the fluorescent shop lights.

‘That’ll be three pound fifty,’ Beth said, raising her voice 
just a little.

The guy dug out some change and crashed it down on the 
counter. Then they picked up their chips and were gone. 

Outside, through the plate glass window, Beth could see a 
whole flock of angels. A host. They all had pink wings and 
haloes and greeted the couple with cheers. The girl responded 
by winding her arms around the guy’s neck and kissing him 
again. He held the chips safely out of reach with one hand 
and slid the other under the angel’s tutu. This time her halo 
came loose altogether and fell to the pavement. The host 
squealed and clapped. Three of them linked arms and started 
to dance along the pavement, skipping from side to side. Off 
to see the wizard. The rest followed. Beth watched them 
recede into the neon-painted darkness of just one more 
Saturday night. 

Tonight, like other weekend nights, was busy in the Deep Sea, 
especially after pub closing time when the street acted as a 
funnel for the drunk and lost to drain out of the city centre. 
They trailed through looking for food, taxis, somewhere still 
open to drink, someone to talk to, fight with, kiss. Beth 
managed, despite running the place on her own.

Before leaving her to it after the dinner-time rush, Gianni 
had made sure she had plenty of stock. The double fridges 
through the back were bulging with fish, pies, sausages, 
chicken, black puddings and enough batter to drown a horse, 
plus three huge vats of chipped potatoes submerged in cold 
water. She’d haul these through to the front shop one at a 
time as she needed them. 

‘You’re all set,’ Gianni had said running a comb through 



9

his black hair, smoothing it down and checking his reflection 
in the mirror. He’d changed into a clean shirt, top two buttons 
left undone, silver St Christopher pendant showing. ‘Phone 
me if the place burns down. Otherwise, don’t disturb. Okay?’ 
She assured him she wouldn’t. ‘Feeling lucky tonight!’ he’d 
said, and swung out of the shop in a cloud of hopeful 
aftershave. He was headed for the pubs and clubs of the city 
centre in search of his second wife. He said he knew she was 
there somewhere, it was only a question of looking. The final 
interviews, however, would always be conducted by his 
mother. 

Beth had met Gianni’s mamma a few times and shuddered 
at the memory. Luisa dressed in black and dyed her hair to 
match, rehearsing the role of widow while Tony, her husband, 
rehearsed the role of corpse. Tony had retired years ago 
although his name was still painted on the old chip van parked 
round the back. A framed photo of the van in its heyday, 
dazzling white and decorated with cartoon fish and burgers, 
hung on the back wall like a favoured relation from a more 
optimistic past. Now it was virtually a museum piece, its sides 
scabbed with rust. Tony’s Chi clung on in pale blue letters 
above the cab. They still used it for ferrying stock around 
and for parking outside the football and poaching some trade 
from the flashier trailer shops. 

Last time she’d seen her, Luisa had pinched Beth’s arm and 
said she was too thin and that it wasn’t good for business. 
People would think there was something wrong with the food. 
She reminded Beth of the witch in Hansel and Gretel. Or was 
it the wicked step-mother? Or perhaps some cross between 
the two? Maybe it was just that she didn’t understand mothers. 
A possibility since she’d never had one.

Her childhood, as far as she could remember, had been largely 
potato-based. She didn’t think about it often. When she did, 
she could hardly remember the faces of the grandparents who 
had raised her. Her memory had recast them in fuzzy black 
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and white and their features were fading at the edges. She 
tried not to think about them too much, in case she wore out 
what was left. What she remembered best was the potatoes: 
boiled, mashed, chipped, roasted, no meal complete without 
them. The smell of the peelings in the sink, the slimy starch 
of them between her fingers when she scooped them out of 
the plug hole and squeezed the water out. Even now, the 
turned-earth smell of peeled potatoes took her back to a time 
when her life was, if not exactly idyllic, then at least only 
partly screwed up. She’d never had a completely clean slate, 
coming into life with the debit column already carrying a 
couple of entries: her father before she was born and her 
mother shortly afterwards. Her gran had done her best but 
her heart hadn’t been in it. Her grandad had been a vague 
presence, as men of his generation were in the lives of children. 
And then they were gone. 

She half-filled one of the long-handled wire baskets with 
the rest of the uncooked chips from the second vat of the 
night and shook the excess water off over the sink. Working 
alone suited her fine. She operated on auto-pilot and didn’t 
have to think about much of anything. She sank the basket 
into the fryer, watched the chips taken by the brown foaming 
bubbles, listened to the busy hiss of hot fat.

Junction Street was topped by a broad intersection at its 
northern end, the meeting point for three main roads heading 
out of town. From there it narrowed into a single hardened 
artery reaching south. The street was home to the Deep Sea 
and half a dozen other fast food places, arcades, late-opening 
bars and night clubs. But the twenty-first century reached 
only as high as the lampposts. From there on up, the buildings 
were the same dirty stone tenements that had lined the street 
for over a hundred years: not that old compared to the rest 
of the city but old enough to harbour a few ghosts. Some of 
the buildings had been altered over the years: stories added, 
others taken away, creating an uneven jumble of flat and 
pitched rooftops that reached upwards, back into the darkness. 
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Beth watched Saturday night flash past the window. People 
moved in waves back and forth, closing in then parting 
again, like theatre scenery being wheeled on and off. Her 
own face reflected back at her from the glass, broken into 
pieces by the lights from outside: one eye dissolved in the 
red flare of a traffic light, her mouth taken by a speeding 
taxi. She closed her eyes and listened. Underneath the churn 
of traffic there was the familiar stream of human noise: 
shouts and screams, the clatter of running feet, snatches of 
song, wild laughter. Unchanged in the two years she had 
worked there. Unchanged probably since the year dot. It’s 
always been like this, she thought, the only difference now 
is better lighting.

She opened her eyes as an ambulance tore past, sirens 
howling, heading for the troublesome heart of the city. Sirens 
were part of the soundtrack of Junction Street. The fire 
station was nearby and the engines would regularly burst 
out of a side street and speed off, jumping the lights on the 
wrong side. And there were always police cars. More around 
closing time as arguments became things to be settled with 
fists. That was the third ambulance tonight. Beth had been 
counting. Not out of concern, or sympathy, or even morbid 
curiosity. It was just something to do. Tonight’s scoreboard 
said: 3 ambulances, 4 police cars, 1 fire engine, 2 stag parties, 
1 hen night, 46 bags of chips, 25 fish, 17 smoked sausages, 
3 indecent proposals and 2 death threats. No partridges or 
pear trees, yet. But she was trying to keep an open mind. 

She gave the basket a shake. The chips were starting to 
turn golden but weren’t quite cooked yet. A horn blast pulled 
her attention back to the street. She blinked a couple of times, 
not sure she was really seeing what she thought she was 
seeing.

A large monkey leapt from the path of a red and white 
bus and onto the traffic island. He turned and made a distinctly 
human gesture at the bus driver. 
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Usually stag parties restricted themselves to stupid hats and 
matching t-shirts, sometimes kilts and tammies. But now she 
thought of it, there had been a group last week wearing grass 
skirts, garlands of flowers and huge, plastic breasts. They’d 
barely been able to stand upright for laughing at each other. 
Maybe a monkey wasn’t all that surprising, apart from the 
fact that he was alone. A missing link. 

The bus pulled away and the monkey stood for a while, a 
forlorn look about him as if unsure what to do next. Beth 
saw him perk up when he spotted the chip shop. He crossed 
the road in a knuckle-dragging lope and came inside. His hair 
was matted and his rubber face looked strangely sad as he 
hopped about, scratching his armpits and making monkey 
noises. She watched him. What did he think he was doing? 
Eventually he slowed, then stopped and asked for a bag of 
chips. 

‘Oh go on. Smile,’ he said, ‘it might never happen!’ 
She glared at him. 
‘You’re a right miserable cow, you know that?’ 
‘One seventy-five.’ 
The monkey took his chips and went outside. 
Why didn’t he take the head and hands off at least? It’d 

make eating a whole lot easier. She watched as he fumbled 
with the wrapper and was jostled from behind by a guy of 
about twenty in a white tracksuit. There were a few others, 
all gold chains and dangerously clean trainers. One shoved 
the monkey, making him stumble, and another snatched the 
bag out of his hand, spun on his heel and started walking 
backwards, eating and laughing. The monkey protested and 
was rewarded with a thrown chip which bounced off his 
rubber nose. One of the group gave him another shove before 
they shouldered off up the street laughing and chucking chips 
at each other. The monkey stood there, his hairy shoulders 
slumped. He might be an idiot, she thought, but he didn’t 
deserve that. She wrapped another bag and took it to the 
door. 
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‘Here.’ She held it out towards him.
It took a few seconds for the penny to drop. ‘For me? 

Wow, that’s really . . . Look. I’m sorry about the whole cow 
thing. I mean, I shouldn’t have—’ 

Beth closed the door and went back to work. From the 
corner of her eye, she was aware of him standing there, letting 
his free chips go cold before he turned and walked away. She 
looked up then and watched as he crossed the road and 
shambled towards the entrance of Fantasy Island. 

A new addition since the old night club had burned down 
last year, the lap-dancing bar had brought a different kind of 
custom to Junction Street. She watched the men who 
approached the entrance, alone and in groups. Not out of 
any particular interest but it was something else to do when 
she got bored with counting things. She played: ‘Will they, 
won’t they?’ to pass the time and wasn’t often wrong. The 
groups acted differently from the single men with shouts and 
laughter, a few shoves, a bit of play fighting. Usually, the 
more noise they made, the less likely they were to go inside. 
The men who went in alone arrived by taxi and entered 
quickly, disappearing into the dark space between two neon 
palm trees. She couldn’t fathom what it was all about. Were 
they all really so hopeless that they couldn’t find anyone 
who’d take their clothes off for free? 

She had the monkey down as a ‘Won’t’. He looked far too 
interested in his chips. He ignored the doorway, but slowed 
to look at the glowing pink and blue trees along the frontage. 
Silhouettes of women with exaggerated curves and minute 
waists hung from the trees like fruit. She remembered reading 
somewhere that a real human being with the build of a Barbie 
doll would be unable to walk upright without her spine 
crumbling and her tiny ankles shattering. If she wanted to 
get anywhere, she would have to crawl, on her hands and 
knees.


