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        Blue moon, you saw me standing alone

        Without a dream in my heart

        Without a love of my own
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            MAY – SEPTEMBER 2007

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake left his ship, RFA Grey Rover, and headed for a pub he liked in Portsmouth, The Bridge Tavern near Camber Dock Quay. He’d returned with the squadron to the UK after operating in the Med. The next day, Jake was going on leave for six weeks. Good money and three weeks for every month at sea.

      Jake ordered a pint of Fuller’s London Pride, a fine ale with a superb bitter aftertaste. A heady brew. Better than Scotch Ale, Jake thought. He took a couple of generous swallows. A refreshing draught. Jake put the pint glass down on the bar. He felt a hand on his shoulder and heard a familiar voice.

      “Jake Bruce, my protégé.”

      “Hello, Ma’am,” Jake said. They shook hands.

      “Come on, Jake. We’re good friends and old shipmates. You’re the best chef that I trained who worked for me. Call me Martita. Think about it. You’re out of the Navy, and I’m soon to leave the Service.”

      Jake took in his old boss, Martita Morgan, from HMS Dumbarton Castle. Martita cut a smart figure in her dress blues. He noticed the crown, lion, and unicorn badge of Warrant Officer 1, WO1. Martita Morgan had done well. Jake liked and respected his old boss. He knew she deserved the highest rank for enlisted personnel. He’d enjoyed a good working relationship with her. But he took no liberties in the galley or on board ship. Martita had presence — a tall, lean woman who projected power and influence in her job and beyond. Officers listened to her. He felt awkward calling her by her Christian name; still, he said, “Congratulations on your promotion to WO1, Martita.”

      “Thanks, Jake. I got the rank a few years ago. How have you been?”

      “I was all set to sign on for twenty-two years, but a Jimmy the One got in the road. He leaned on me to transfer to submarines. They needed chefs, he said. I made Petty Officer. Served my fifth year on an attack nuclear sub. I quit after that. Good money. I’m with the RFA. Been with them for three years. Reckon I’ll stay for a while.”

      But Jake hated submarines. Submerged for months at a time, he served on HMS Sceptre. A hundred and twenty men aboard. She was thirty years old — thirty-four years in service when decommissioned.

      For Jake, the boat was a jail. The galley, a broom cupboard manned by four chefs on watches. Six hours on and six hours off. He loathed the sleeping arrangements: bunks in stacks of three, a foot and a half between them with a curtain for privacy. Hot-bunking — two or three sailors sharing a bunk. Claustrophobic.

      “You couldn’t swing a cat on the boat,” Jake said. “Officers rabbiting on about teamwork. ‘Aye, very good, Sir,’ I said to a young Lieutenant. He told me no more lip. Enough already.”

      Martita shook her head. “My last sea duty finished three months ago. A frigate, HMS Lancaster, operating off the Horn of Africa. I’ve served thirty years. That’s long enough. Time to try my hand somewhere else. I’m forty-seven. I don’t want to leave it until I’m too set in my ways.”

      “But you could serve for another ten years or more. Become an officer.”

      “I hate officers.”

      “You’d be a good officer.”

      Martita slapped her right leg and laughed. “You can see more than I can see.” She had shore duty and was winding down from active service.

      Jake looked at the group of uniformed senior enlisted men and women further down the bar. “Your shipmates?”

      “Yes, we’re here for a farewell drink. I have leave from tomorrow, and when I come back, I’ll finish my service.”

      “I’m going on leave myself,” Jake said. “Going home to the West Indies?”

      “No. I said my farewells there a year or two ago. I’m a British citizen. Have been for a long time — passport and all, son. I’m staying in the UK. Going to travel round the country, see if I can find a place that might suit me, and think about settling there.”

      Looking at Jake, she laughed and added, “You had spunk when you were a rating. I liked that.”

      Martita was referring to the incident in the wardroom aboard HMS Dumbarton Castle, when he brought from the galley a silver tureen of hot soup and a matching silver ladle. A stroppy, snobbish, promoted Lieutenant brandished the menu and summoned Jake.

      “Steward, what is this concoction, Potage St Germain?”

      “Why, Sir, I thought you’d know. It’s French for rubbish.” Quiet laughter round the table. The Lieutenant was raging.

      Martita had frowned, then smiled. That bloody Lieutenant had rubbed Jake the wrong way. He deserved the barb. But she’d had a word with her protégé. “A tosser, that Lieutenant. Take care, Jake. It’s fresh pea soup.”

      “I know that.”

      “Don’t push it, Jake.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” he’d said.

      They sat quietly in The Bridge Tavern, thinking about the past. Jake finished his first pint of London Pride and ordered another. “A fresh glass, please,” he said to the barman. Jake didn’t care for the habit in English bars of pouring a second or third pint into the same glass. “Have one with me?”

      “Thanks, Jake. Lamb’s Navy Rum.”

      In England, the pubs served spirits in twenty-five ml measures. He preferred the Scots serving of thirty-five ml measures. He asked for a double—a decent measure—fifty ml.

      When she had a tipple, since the Navy had abolished grog, Martita had a glass of Lamb’s, a blend of rums from Trinidad, Tobago, and Guyana.

      Two swallows and Jake had taken in a half pint of London Pride. It went down well. Two snorts and Martita emptied her glass. She sighed. “Good stuff. But a couple of shots is enough. You had dinner, Jake?”

      “No. Saving myself for an Indian later.”

      “I’m living off base. I’m done here. How about we repeat one of our double acts from Dumbarton Castle?”

      “I’d like that.”

      They stopped at Tesco Express and bought a mid-sized chicken, a plump bird. “Not too much food?” Jake asked.

      “You’re a stripling, Jake. You’re needing built up.” Martita laughed. “I take a lot of filling. I want to see you working with the knife on that bird. Let’s pick up potatoes, onions, and garlic cloves. I’ve got everything else in the apartment.”

      Martita stopped and looked around. She pointed to the far side of the shop. “Over there for the beer. Fuller’s? You sank a pint or two of London Pride.”

      Jake grinned. “Spot on, Martita.” He piled six half-litre bottles of London Pride into the trolley. Outside, they hailed a waiting taxi, loaded the boot, and headed to Martita’s apartment.

      “I bought the place a few years ago,” Martita said. “I let it to Navy people when I’m away. My nest egg.”

      “You’ll stay on in Pompey?” Jake said.

      “No. I’ll find the right change of scene.”

      Jake liked the apartment. The living area had beige walls with matching chairs and a sofa. The place was clean and tidy, Navy fashion.

      The kitchen layout suggested a cook who loved the culinary arts. A smooth white plaster, white-emulsion finish covered the walls and ceiling. Soft white lighting glowed on the ceiling and under the pale oak wall cabinets. The black granite worktop edges were finished with a beautiful chamfer, the bottom of the wall trimmed with matching granite. Bosch double oven and ceramic hob. A Salter electric kettle, Krups food mixer, and a Dualit toaster sat back from a bright window.

      “I like this, Martita. But the table in the centre of the floor is magnificent.”

      “Thanks, Jake. The black granite top, chamfered edges, the stainless-steel legs, and the four black leather high chairs. The right thing.”

      Martita put the beer in the freezer. “Want it chilled for when we eat.” She laid two hardwood chopping blocks on the worktop near the sink.

      “Take a look at this, Jake. Sakai Kyuba. The Knife Set: Gyuto, the chef’s knife; Petty, for paring; and Nakiri, for carving, chopping vegetables and meat. Good for cutting bread. Tackle any job with these knives.”

      “The handles are a beautiful colour. Olive green?”

      “Yes, maple wood dyed olive green.”

      “Paid close to seven hundred quid. The makers say the knives are part of a six-hundred-year-old tradition of smithing. Came in a nice wooden box. Lifetime guarantee.”

      Martita reached into a cabinet below the granite worktop. She placed a bottle on the worktop and read from the label. “Ron Zacapa Centenario XO Rum Solera Gran Reserva Especial. Guatemalan rum. Best I’ve ever tasted—and we islanders know our rums.” She poured a decent measure into two crystal glasses.

      “Mmm,” Jake murmured. “Never tasted anything like it. Magnificent.”

      “You’re going to need a shot after I show you my most precious knife.” Martita withdrew a long-bladed knife from a wooden scabbard. “This is a Yanagiba Water Honyaki. It’s an octagonal blade, single-edged. It’s the right length at about eleven inches. A good heft in the hand at close to seven ounces. Made of Shirogami white steel. Moon-Fuji finish. I like the buffalo ebony handle.” Martita laid the blade on the palm of her left hand, handle pointing to Jake, offering him the knife.

      “What a beautiful knife,” Jake said.

      “They make them good in Japan,” Martita said. “Careful. It’s a cut-throat sharp blade. I keep it that way with the Musashi whetstone and the Tsubaki oil.”

      Martita bought the Honyaki blade for its pulchritude. But on getting used to the craft built into the beauty, she made it the centre of her working knives. She promised that the hand of another would never learn the secrets of the knife. That was until she met Jake again.

      “Would you like to try out the blade?”

      “Of course I would. You’re sure? Letting me put my hands on such a beautiful thing?”

      “I’m a good carver, son. But you’re in another league. I should have told you before you left Dumbarton Castle. I didn’t because I wanted you to keep working at your gift.”

      “Glad you said that, Martita.”

      “Carve the chicken?”

      “Right.” Jake took the knife from Martita.

      She laid the chicken flat. Jake held the knife in his right hand, keeping his left hand free to move the bird into position. Holding it with his left hand, he made an elegant, clean movement and cut the right drumstick where it joined the thigh. Jake moved the bird and removed the left drumstick. Using his thumbs, he popped out the thigh bones and cut them out. Jake searched for the fat line, located the joint, and made a couple of swift strokes with the knife. He set the two thighs next to the boned drumsticks.

      It pleased Martita to watch Jake. She felt the knife had joined to his right arm.

      Jake looked up. “I swear, Martita, this knife has magic. A spirit beaten into the blade by the smith guides my hand.”

      Martita laughed. “I like that, Jake. But the magic—the spirit—is coming from you.”

      “Well, I don’t know. But I bet the smith who made this makes swords. I know I carve well, but this Honyaki blade is guiding me.”

      Jake moved the chicken and felt for the joint where the wing joined the bird. One stroke of the blade and the right wing was clear. Then he cut away the left wing.

      Jake located the backbone, made a precise stroke, and took it out. He put the carcass to one side.

      “For the stockpot?”

      Martita nodded.

      “Okay.”

      Jake cut the breast in two halves.

      “Eight pieces. I’ll leave the skin on until it’s cooked—for the natural juices and flavours.”

      Martita heated the vegetable oil in a large pot. She cooked the chicken pieces with onions and garlic until browned. She stirred in Jamaican curry powder, added water covering the chicken to halfway. She put a lid on the pot and simmered the chicken until tender. A final dash of hot pepper sauce. Martita placed the chicken pieces in a serving dish. She removed the skin with the Sakai Kyuba Petty knife.

      Jake had set two places on the granite dining table. He brought a basket of crusty bread and warm plates from the small oven. He placed a bottle of cooled London Pride beside each place.

      A leg and thigh of the bird lay in the serving dish. “Come on, Jake. You have the thigh and I’ll have the leg.”

      Jake grinned. “Martita, I’m stuffed. I couldn’t eat another morsel.”

      “Me neither,” Martita said. “But I’m thirsty from the curry powder. Let’s finish the London Pride.”

      “Good idea, I’ll get them from the fridge.”

      They each drank a half pint in one go and sighed, content. “Where are you headed first?” Jake asked Martita.

      “Faslane. Her Majesty’s Naval Base, Clyde. I liked it when I worked there. Nice country and close to Glasgow. Helensburgh—a pleasant town—is nearby. I’m staying with a friend based there. Nice family.”

      A moment of silence.

      “Martita, why not come across the river and visit for a few days? Better views of the Arrochar Alps. I live with my sister when I’m on leave. Otherwise, I’d ask you to stay.”

      “You know good digs?”

      “Sure. The Spinnaker. Stewart, the owner. I know him well. Comfortable rooms, good basic grub. I like the bar—meet the locals. Right by the water. Wonderful views of the Clyde and the mountains to the northwest. It’s not far from my sister’s place.”

      “I like that. You’ll book for me?”

      “Sure thing.”

      Martita walked Jake to the apartment door. “Jake, have you ever thought about opening a restaurant? Start small, build the reputation, grow the business?”

      “You think we could do that?”

      “Son, we can do anything. We’re Royal Navy trained. Talk about it when I visit?”

      “You’re on.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake parked the car outside Kempock Station. An Italian car—a fleet, well-engineered bug that he loved—a Fiat Abarth 500. Pete, the motor engineer at L and A Motors, kept the car in storage while Jake was at sea. The vehicle had never failed him when he came home on leave.

      His plans for a warm welcome for Martita had hit the buffers when he mentioned his friend and potential business partner to his sister, Senga. She hit Jake with what felt to him like two rapid body blows.

      First, she told him that there was a new man in her life, William Metcalf. He was moving in, and they’d planned to get married. She’d asserted that the two children were happy. Jake doubted her claim. She kept the savage blow till last.

      “You and that Black woman. Bringing your damned biddie in here. You’re a disgrace, opening a restaurant with her. I want you out of here today. Go where the hell you like, but get out.”

      Jake was shocked by Senga’s attitude and felt cut to the bone. Frowning, he aimed a brusque nod at her. Within the hour, he’d moved his few belongings into the Fiat. He’d phoned Stewart at the Spinnaker and secured a room with facilities. Jake hoped Martita wouldn’t mind having him for a close neighbour until he found rooms to rent.

      Jake returned to the house for the last time to hug his niece, Lucy, and nephew, Alan, and say goodbye.

      Senga pushed the children behind her. “Don’t you dare.”

      His suspicion that the children weren’t happy was true. He heard the girl sobbing and the boy, voice breaking, called to him. “Ah wish you were stayin’, Uncle Jake.”

      “Me too, son. You look after your wee sister.”

      Jake turned at the door and faced his own sister. He refused to discuss Martita with her. Martita’s kindness and character would sail right over Senga’s head, but he’d have the last word if it killed him.

      “You’re my sister. I thought you were better than this. You’re not fit to brush Martita’s boots.” Anger got the better of Jake. “You’re a wee niaf. You’re not good enough to kiss Martita’s arse. Go to hell.”

      Jake slammed the door.

      Jake watched Martita get off the train. At close to six feet, she dwarfed the other passengers. Jake had always considered Martita a WO1 — the uniformed boss and later, friend. He’d been proud to serve with her. Martita out of the service was an eye-opener. A fine-looking woman, elegant in a tailored navy suit and matching heels, she looked years younger than forty-seven. “Christ, she has a cracking pair of legs,” Jake murmured.

      She looked down at Jake. “Good to see you.”

      Jake fought the impulse to come to attention. Martita laughed at his awkwardness, then she kissed him on the cheek.

      He insisted on carrying Martita’s bag up the stairs to her room.

      “Thanks, Jake. Good choice. Great views across the Firth. I like the Spinnaker. Stewart’s a nice man. Most welcoming.”

      “I’ll wait downstairs. It’s a nice afternoon for a walk.”

      “I’ll be ten minutes.”

      They sat at the bar of Enotica Roland. Martita shrugged off the admiring glances of the mellowed afternoon topers. She stared down the nosy mothers with children. Martita had a good look at the gantry.

      “Family-owned?” she asked.

      “Been in Roland’s family since 1899.”

      “Stained oak gantry. Edwardian. Great display of wines and spirits. Already I’m good here. This Black and Tan — the perfect meld of Scotch ale and Guinness.”

      Jake forced a smile. “Glad you’re enjoying it.”

      Martita read Jake. He fidgeted and could not relax.

      “Come on, Jake. You’ve got ants in your pants. What’s wrong? Out with it.”

      “Ach, a bad few days, Martita.”

      “Are you sorry you invited me here?”

      “Never in life, Martita. Don’t think that. Not ever.”

      “Then tell me what’s eating you.”

      “Well, I’m your neighbour in the Spinnaker.”

      “I’m okay with that. Not living with your sister?”

      Jake described the row fomented by Senga. “She said I’d be living up with you. I raged at her.”

      “I’m Black. Hurtful things happen. It’s disappointing. It’s happened often enough to me. You try to ignore it, but you never get used to it.” Martita grinned and laid a protective hand on Jake’s shoulder. “You’re safe with me, son.”

      Two hours later they sat well back from the table, thoughtful, nursing double espressos and crystal glasses of Vecchio Romagna.

      A pale twilight. The sun’s rays shone on the edges of the mountains to the northwest.

      “Coulport over there?” Martita asked.

      “That’s it. The Navy arms the subs at Coulport. At the edge of Loch Long. Nice country,” Jake said.

      Martita looked at the empty plates. “First time I’ve dined on Italian small plates. A feast of Italian meze — focaccia rosmarino; mussels marinara; baby calamari; haddock gratinato; aubergines; meatballs; air-dried beef; mozzarella and plum tomato salad.”

      “And the wine,” Jake said. “Garganega — white and sharp. Valpolicella Ripasso — red and plenty of body.”

      “Walk me around tomorrow, Jake? I want to see how the Westburn and Kempock people live.”

      “Sure. Next time, try the local grub in Enotica Roland. They have a handle on Scots dishes.”

      Martita tapped her brandy glass on the table.

      “Jake, let’s forget about your sister, Senga. Okay?”

      “Alright, but it was a body blow. After my mum died and my dad went to hell, Senga looked after me. I loved her — the encouragement to learn more and more about cooking. She helped me decide about joining the Navy.”

      Jake’s high opinion of Senga had been confirmed when she agreed to Lewis Edwards coming on leave with him.

      “I recall the story,” Martita said. “The team had a whip-round and brought Lewis Edwards’s mother over from the West Indies for the graduation.”

      “Lewis spent his leave with his mother. They stayed close to HMS Raleigh, the training base.”

      “Did you tell your sister that he was Black?”

      “No. I didn’t think it mattered.”

      “Put Senga away, Jake. We’re bigger than her.”

      “You bet we are, Martita. The Navy brought out and strengthened the best in us.”

      “That’s it, Jake.

      “We need to talk more. But I reckon we’ll make a good team for a new restaurant. Start small and grow. Already I’ve got some new ideas after dining in Enotica Roland. What do you say, Jake?”

      “Let’s shake on it, Martita. And find a place to rent?”

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake and Martita lingered over the final cup of breakfast coffee.

      “Rough weather today,” Jake said. “I was going to take you to see the old houses — the fine Victorian villas along the promenade and on the hill behind the town. We’ll leave that for a sunnier day.”

      “Tell me something about Kempock,” Martita said.

      Jake dug into the well of memory dormant since school days.

      “A fishing village that grew. Townsmen worked in herring curing, spreading into copper mining, rope-making, quarrying, and yacht-building and repairing.”

      Jake rambled on about mining with half-forgotten facts: the tourist heyday, the latter half of the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth, the prehistoric Kempock Stone.

      “The Granny Kempock Stone,” he said. “It stands on a cliff behind Kempock Street. Couples getting married, hoping for a long and happy union, walked seven times around the stone. Sailors going on a long voyage, wanting good luck, would walk seven times round the stone. I’ll have a walk there myself before I ship out.”

      At 9.30 a.m., they drained their coffee cups. Martita and Jake left The Spinnaker to explore Kempock. They stopped at the war memorial on the promenade near the open-air swimming pool. Faded poppy wreaths lay on the front steps.

      “The Kempock War Memorial, built in the early 1920s,” Jake said. “One of the history teachers mentioned it in class. Come 11th November, Armistice Day Parade—it’s called Remembrance Day now—there’ll be new poppy wreaths laid.”

      Moving around the grey granite obelisk, Martita gazed at the War Memorial and studied the cross at the top, the laurel wreaths and carved shields adorning the obelisk, then pointed to a shield. “Is that the Kempock coat of arms?”

      “Yes,” Jake said.

      Martita gazed at the battle locations inscribed on each side at the top of the monument.

      “God preserve them. Those poor men suffered and died in faraway places—France, Gallipoli, Flanders, Mesopotamia.”

      She read the bronze plaques at the bottom of the obelisk, bearing the names of the dead from both the Great War and the Second World War. “So many dead from this small town by 1918. And the killing starts again in 1939.” Martita came to attention and bowed her head.

      The two of them sheltered from the wind behind the wall surrounding the swimming pool.

      “At Faslane, I thought I’d toughened against the weather. I got lazy and remembered soft light, gentle breezes, warm air.” Martita shivered and wrapped her blue North Face jacket tight. She pulled a matching wool beanie over her ears and stamped her feet.

      A raw, punishing wind swept across the Firth, driving white horses crashing on the shore. A squadron of low-lying cloud strafed the promenade with hard, stinging rain as they leant into the wind.

      “Jesus Christ, Jake, it’s almost September. How the hell will we survive winter?”

      Jake laughed and raised a large umbrella loaned by Stewart, the owner of The Spinnaker.

      “Come on, Martita. What about being at sea on Dumbarton Castle?”

      Jake and Martita stopped, and the wind struck, tugging at fastenings and testing seams.

      “Cold,” Jake said.

      Martita grinned. “Yes. Ah, Dumbarton Castle.”

      They both remembered that December aboard HMS Dumbarton Castle on station in the South Atlantic. The hull shuddering, the gale pushing waves over the bow, swirling along the deck. A minute of relief as the ship slipped down the trough and rose again with the wall of water and into the storm.

      “The ship battened down. The sea too rough to make hot food,” Martita said.

      “Yes,” Jake said. “But we fed the crew, gave them plenty of ham sandwiches, and we managed an urn of hot tea.”

      “Best to fold that umbrella, Jake. The wind’ll blow it inside out,” Martita said as they rounded the corner.

      The old sea dogs turned east, barged into the wind, and strode along Kempock promenade. Fifteen minutes later, they were in the shelter of Kempock Street.

      “A hot drink, Martita?”

      “Sounds good.”

      They entered the Wildfire Deli and ordered mugs of strong Americano.

      “On leave, Jake?” asked the server.

      “Six weeks, Sam. This is my old friend and shipmate, Martita Morgan. I worked for her when I was in the Navy. Martita, this is Sam Valerio. He’s fourth or fifth-generation Scots-Italian. Sam started Wildfire.”

      Sam stood five foot ten, above middle height. Martita, with her quick eye, identified him as a lean middleweight who carried his fifty-plus years well. His full head of black hair, his clean-shaven honest face, and strong Roman nose suggested generous reserves of character. As a retired Naval WO1, Martita valued a good turnout. Sam’s green apron over a white shirt with a matching tie caught her eye. The sharp creases on his trousers and the well-polished black shoes impressed her even more.

      “Mr Valerio, you’d look well aboard ship.”

      Sam laughed. “Respect for my customers. They come in and feel at ease, confident the Valerios are going to take care of them.”

      His strong handshake convinced Martita that she’d caught the true spirit of the man. “Sam, glad to meet you,” she said.

      “Friend of Jake Bruce, Martita, means you’re a friend of mine.”

      Wildfire was quiet before the lunchtime rush. Slow time passing. “Where are you staying, Martita?” Sam asked.

      “The Spinnaker.”

      “Holidays?”

      “Having a look.” She turned to Jake with a flick of the eyebrows. Was Sam fishing?

      “A fair wee town. Don’t let the weather put you off,” Sam said.

      “I served at Faslane.”

      “Takes years to get used to it.”

      Sam took Martita’s right arm and guided her around the small tables to the back shop. They stood at the oriel windows and looked northwest at the panoramic views of sea and mountains.

      “See that mountain over there, Martita?”

      “Yes, Sam, I know. If I can see it now, it’ll be raining in five minutes. If I can’t see it, it’s raining already.”

      “Ah, you’re ahead of me, Martita.”

      It was a good-natured admission. Martita built on it. She laughed. “I never get fed up with the weather on the West Coast. You can depend on it changing in five minutes.”

      “Martita’s a veteran sea dog,” Jake said. “She didn’t sail up the Firth of Clyde on a water biscuit.”

      “Aye, right. Refills?” Sam asked.

      A girl with a tray appeared. “This is my granddaughter, Sylvanna.”

      They acknowledged her warm smile. Sylvanna’s turnout matched her grandfather’s. On the tray was a double espresso for Sam and two strong Americanos for Jake and Martita.

      “On the house. Ah’m curious,” Sam said. “A couple of experienced chefs having a look. You’re on leave, Jake. Martita, retired from the Navy? Thinking about settling in Kempock? If I’m right, I’ll be able to help you.”

      “Sam has a finger on Kempock’s pulse,” Jake said. “Let’s hear what he has to say.”

      “The town has a couple of Italian restaurants, an Indian, and a couple of Chinese takeaways,” said Sam. “Okay places. Two Italians are plenty for Kempock. But there’s room for a place serving good, different food. Something new is bound to go down well.”

      “We leave Italian and Asian food to the right people,” Martita said.

      She explained their relationship. “I trained Jake. I ran the galley on his first ship, HMS Dumbarton Castle.” She smiled. “Jake has talent.”

      “Martita was the making of me,” Jake said.

      “Jake sometimes moonlighted in Enotica Roland when he was on leave. I often wondered where he learned to cook so well.”

      “We’re both Royal Navy. We’ll cook anything.”

      “That’s a fact, Sam,” Jake said.

      Silence for a minute. The warmer mood grew.

      “Location. You need the right place to start up,” Sam said. He walked Jake and Martita to the front of the shop and pointed to the Smoke House, established in a converted Bank of Scotland building.

      “Word is the couple who own it are heading to New Zealand. Nice kitchen, good tableware and cutlery. Licensed. There’s a bar—good money to be made from a bar. The dining layout isn’t bad. They’re looking to transfer the rental. You could freshen up the place, get the mood right. You’d soon be up and running.”

      “Sam, you’re a treasure,” Martita said. “Thank you.”

      “We’ll have a word with the couple,” Jake said. “Set up a meeting with the interested parties. Make a deal.”

      “Let me know how you get on. Call me. I’ll make food and we can talk. There’s more ways I can help.”

      “Thanks, Sam. I believe God is on our side.”

      Sam invited Jake and Martita to come to Wildfire on Monday after ten o’clock.

      “Mondays are quiet. I’ll shut early.”
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        * * *

      

      On Monday night they sat at the back of Wildfire, the table lit by a couple of discreet wall lights, the rest of the dining room in darkness.

      “Linguine Puttanesca. Wonderful, Sam,” Martita said.

      “A delight,” Jake said. “The red nectar is a knockout.”

      “My cousin was on holiday, stayed in Martinello—that’s our village. My family left there for Scotland a hundred years ago. A good move to a better life.”

      “But the wine, Sam?” Martita asked.

      “Rossese di Dolceacqua, the best red made in Liguria from Piedmontese Dolcetto grapes. Smells of flowers and tastes of the joys of dark chocolate.”

      Sam inspected the bottle. “Empty. We’ll have another.”

      But wine had not clouded Sam’s business acumen.

      “My eldest son manages the wholesale business. He looks after much of the catering supply chain in the Westburn area. No contracts—you get top quality on time, just what you order. That’s why people stay with us.”

      Jake and Martita described their intentions for the restaurant: a Scots and Jamaican-themed menu, influenced by traditions of slow cooking using the best quality produce.

      “Beef stew, braised venison, salmon in all the varieties,” said Jake.

      “Well,” Martita said, “I hear the locals like curries. I reckon curried goat—but we’d use lamb instead of goat if we have to. Jerked chicken, oxtail and the like will go down well. And there’s the national dish, Ackee and Saltfish Patties on folded bammies—that’s cassava bread. Peppered shrimp. We’d respond to what the customers like most.”

      “And Jamaican beer, Red Stripe. We’d lay that in,” Jake said.

      “Feature the Jamaican food. The punters love hot food. Keep a Scots twist,” Sam said.

      Sam could help with the supply of Irish beef and poultry. “I’ve got suppliers of vegetables and import Italian wine. Best quality farmed fish.”

      “I can find good staff for one-off jobs and short-time working.”

      “Useful,” Jake said.

      “I hear there’s a new trend in the district: private dinner parties,” Sam said. “You prepare the food and serve it in the customer’s home. People with spare cash are on to it.”

      “Are you going to approach a bank for a loan and facilities?”

      “Got someone in mind?” Martita asked.

      Sam knew the branch manager of the local Royal Bank of Scotland. “He comes to the dining-in nights at the Italian Club. No promises, but an introduction should help.”

      A break in the clouds and a weak sun struggled into life; the wind had faded away. They stood outside Sam’s shop.

      “Come on and I’ll show you Wee Annie,” Jake said.

      Jake took Martita’s left elbow and steered her to the bronze statue, Girl on a Suitcase with Bucket and Spade.

      “It’s a reminder of the time Kempock was a seaside resort.”

      Jake and Martita followed Wee Annie’s gaze at the pier where the Clyde steamers once took holidaymakers doon the watter. Martita fingered the hat and woollen scarf tied around the statue’s neck.

      “The punters dress her,” Jake said. “They like to keep her warm.”
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        * * *

      

      They called the restaurant The Blue Moon. Jake wanted this—the name to remind him of Liz. During the days of heaven with her in New York, she’d sung Blue Moon in her apartment, accompanying herself on the old upright, well-tuned piano. A large wooden plaque mounted over the door spelled out The Blue Moon in fine weatherproofed metal, designed by a talented local smith.

      The restaurant would finally open in two days. Jake had spent his leave decorating the place. He covered the walls with a warm beige emulsion and brilliant white emulsion on the ceilings.

      “Everything smells fresh and new,” Martita said. “I like the white gloss on the woodwork. The mood is cosy.”

      “Good of Sam to get a supply of discounted quality emulsion and paint,” Jake said.

      Martita grinned and unrolled her white jacket sleeves. “And the Navy came through for us.”

      An electrician from Faslane on weekend leave had checked the wiring and main board. The kitchen passed his inspection.

      Jake replaced shortages of crockery, glasses, and cutlery from Alliance.

      “I’ll be making good money back at sea,” Jake said. “Top up the reserve fund. I’ll get leave after six months and be home for good after twelve months at sea.”

      With Jake going back to sea, Martita would need a second chef. She hired an ex-Navy chef, Alex Greenway, recently retired after twelve years’ service.

      “He’s a good man. Alex worked for me when I was at Faslane. He’ll be here in a couple of days, happy to work for us for a year.”

      Martita had sold her apartment in Portsmouth. “The cash is safe with the guy who looks after my savings. But once we settle the business, I’ll be looking for a house.”

      “In Kempock?” Jake asked.

      “Yes, I like the town. Spend your leaves with me until you’re settled.”

      Sam had secured the services of two young, experienced waiters from La Spezia.

      “Let’s have a last look at the Blue Moon menu,” Jake said. “Make sure we’ve ordered all the supplies from Sam.”

      A small, balanced menu for opening night: two starters, three mains, two desserts.

      It read:

      
      
        
        Starters

      

      

      
        
        CallalooCello Pancakes

        Leafy vegetables steamed and blended with thyme, tomato, garlic, bonney peppers, wrapped in filo pastry. Served on green leaf salad and plum sauce.

        
        Sweet Chilli Prawns

        Sautéed and tossed in coconut milk, a dash of bonney peppers. Served on green leaf salad.

      

      

      
      
        
        Mains

      

      

      
        
        We serve main dishes with rice and peas or plain rice. We cook main dishes to order. Cooking time is twenty minutes.

        
        Curried Goat — Chopped boneless goat simmered in a blend of curry, garlic, ginger, thyme, and onion.

      

      

      “I’m impressed by McCaskie’s,” Martita said, looking up from the menu. “The butcher from down the coast supplying the goat.”

      “Sam says there’s no one to beat McCaskie’s,” Jake said. “One of the best in the country.”

      
        
        “Jerk Chicken Breast marinated with jerk spice,” she read. “Braised Oxtail with butter beans cooked in rich gravy and spices.”

      

      

      “McCaskie’s delivered again with the oxtail,” Jake said. “It’ll go down well with the locals.”

      Sam had argued for Italian ice cream from the Esplanade Café. “Best in the country,” he’d said.

      
        
        Desserts

      

      

      
        
        Esplanade Café Ice Cream

        Esplanade Café ice cream with Chocolate Fudge Cake.

        
        Blue Moon Coffee

      

      

      “Let’s have a mug, Jake,” Martita said.

      “I’m ready for a livener,” Jake said.

      Martita stocked the best Blue Moon coffee. “I love the mild flavour and no bitter aftertaste,” she said.

      “We’re having it Jamaican style?” Jake asked.

      “It’s the only way.” She handed Jake a ceramic mug of piping-hot coffee, lightened with a dash of milk.

      Jake suggested two runs through the menu before opening night.

      The first run, the staff tasted and commented on the entire menu. A few adjustments were made for taste.

      Martita laid it on the staff. “If a customer asks about any dish, you must give helpful answers. Guide them through the menu. If you’re not sure about any of the dishes, you ask me.”

      The second run was with a handful of people in the trade and members of the public likely to visit the restaurant. That evening went well.

      “Happy with the bar, Martita?”

      “Yes, Jake.”

      The barman had come in on spec. Tommy Donald, mid-thirties, married with a couple of children. He had worked the Westburn and Kempock bars since turning eighteen.

      “Straight guy,” Sam said. “Honest. Knows his trade — from pouring a pint of heavy to making any fancy cocktails. Wine too. First-class at dealing with drunks and troublesome customers.”

      Martita hired Tommy, sweetening the job offer with a healthy salary increase.

      Tommy got to work with the brewer, suppliers of Tennant’s lager and beer. He set up arrangements with a Glasgow wholesaler to supply Red Stripe Jamaican lager on draught and in bottles. A balanced gantry of spirits: whisky, vodka, and Wray and Nephew White Overproof Rum.

      “What about wine, Boss?” Tommy asked Martita.

      “Not the best drink with hot food, Tommy.”

      “The punters love the grape. You won’t get poor serving a drop of the red and the white.”

      “You think so?”

      “I know so, Boss. I can get a decent drop of Bulgarian red and white through Sam. Sell carafes of house red and white at a discounted price.”

      “Okay, Tommy, thanks. Make the deal.”
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        * * *

      

      A quiet Tuesday evening in The Blue Moon, an hour from closing time. Jake had come on leave the previous week. The last group of four had paid and left. So quiet that Martita said to Jake, “Let’s close early. I doubt we’ll have any more customers tonight.”

      The Italian waiter called through the serving hatch.

      “A couple coming in. Are we serving?”

      “You okay, Martita, with serving them?” Jake asked.

      “Business is business, Jake.”

      “Okay, Fredo. We’ll serve them.”

      Tommy, the barman, came into the kitchen. “Martita, Jake — that wee guy, Desi the Horse. A low-life. A poisoned dwarf. My last job in Jeannie Barr’s pub in Westburn — the manager threw him out and barred him. Right now, he’s holding it well, but he’s got a head of steam on. His girlfriend’s a nervous wreck. She’s pure white and never looks him in the eye. I’ll keep my eye on him.”

      “Thanks, Tommy,” Jake said.

      “If we eject him, there might be serious trouble,” Martita said. “We’re not long opened. Don’t want the police around. Let’s keep him quiet. Serve him and get rid of him.”

      The Horse ordered for both: Sweet Chilli Prawns and Curried Goat. Desi drank from the bottle, noisy gurgles as he downed a couple of bottles of Red Stripe. He crashed the empty bottles on top of the table. The girl drank tap water. Her eyes flitted around the restaurant. Then she gazed at the tabletop. Desi slugged from a third Red Stripe while they waited for the food.

      “I thought Tommy was keeping an eye on him,” Martita said.

      “Tommy’s in the store. Fredo served him,” Jake said.

      Tommy emerged from the store. Jake waved him over to the kitchen hatch. “Tommy, that wee man is showing signs of wear and tear. He’s well on. No more drink for him.”

      “He won’t like that, Jake. The Horse is a stroppy little shit.”

      “No nonsense,” Martita said. “He pays, and we move him onto the street.”

      Jake forced a hard grin. “Let Tommy and me take care of it. You’re the reserves.”

      The crash of breaking crockery brought Jake out of the kitchen; Martita followed.

      Desi the Horse upended the table and double-cuffed his girlfriend. She slumped in her chair, sobbing and nursing a bruised face. Crockery and glassware littered the wooden floor.

      “Get the girl out of it,” Jake said. “I’ll deal with him.”

      “Deal wi’ me, ya fucker?” Desi picked up a Red Stripe bottle by the long neck.

      “Put it down,” Jake said.

      “Fuck off,” Desi spluttered. Half-chewed food and bile ran down his chin. He smashed the bottle against the table edge and waved the jagged edges at Jake. “Well, come on.”

      Martita’s move to rescue the girl distracted Desi. He staggered towards Martita, waving the broken bottle. She dragged the girl to safety behind the bar. Jake moved to disarm Desi.

      Jake reached for the hand wielding the bottle. He slipped on spilled food and drink and missed a hold on the hand.

      Jake had almost recovered his balance as Desi turned to face him. Jake saw the jagged edge of broken glass coming for his face. He turned his head away and thrust with his right hand, a move reducing the power of Desi’s blow. The bottle missed Jake’s face full-on, but he felt the sharp, wounding thrust close to his right eye.

      “Christ, I’ve lost my eye.”

      Desi swayed, off balance. “Got ye, ya cunt,” he said.

      Jake bottled down the pain and grabbed Desi’s right hand. Through the pain and the blood, Jake heard the crunch of breaking bone as he snapped Desi’s wrist. The Red Stripe bottle smashed on the floor.

      Jake wasn’t finished. He delivered a volley of punches: a right to the solar plexus, a left below the heart, and a right to the chin. Desi fell to his knees, put his hands on the floor, and puked up the contents of his stomach.

      Tommy came over. “Let’s get you sat down, Jake. See if I can stop the bleeding.”

      “What about my eye?”

      “Nasty cuts round the eye, but your eye looks okay.”

      Jake relaxed a fraction. “Reckon I broke his jaw.”

      The cop burst in the main door. He tasered Tommy and he collapsed. The cop aimed the taser at Jake.

      “Jesus Christ, not the barman.” Jake pointed to Desi. “He’s the problem. Taser him.” Desi, groggy from Jake’s combination punching to gut, heart, and jaw, slipping in his own puke, got on his knees.

      “He beat up his girlfriend. Hit me on the face with a broken bottle. Went for my eye,” Jake said.

      But the cop didn’t listen. “Stand still,” he yelled at Jake.

      Jake declined to have this idiot copper taser him. He moved and knocked the taser from his hand. It slid across the floor, out of reach.

      “You’re for the high jump, sunshine,” the cop said.

      “Go to hell and start doing your job,” Jake said.

      The copper pulled his truncheon. Jake clipped him on the jaw with a right hook, and the copper went down, out cold.

      A dainty female sergeant pushed through the main door, reaching for her taser. Martita blocked her.

      “Sergeant, your mate has knocked out the barman and tried to taser the chef.”

      “Get out of the way,” she said.

      “No. You’re right out of line. You’re making things worse.”

      “Move, or else,” she said.

      “Move or else what?” Martita asked. “Listen, love. I’ve dealt with more drunken sailors than you’ve had hot dinners. You’re out of your depth. Start behaving yourself. Do your damned job.”

      The sergeant weighed up her chances of taking on Martita, who she’d heard was an ex-Navy Warrant Officer. A powerful Black woman, dressed in gingham trousers, a white chef’s jacket and heavy footwear, Martita kept her left arm on the door frame, blocking the sergeant. She removed her close-fitting white kitchen cap.

      “Take a bloody look.”

      The sergeant surveyed the wreckage at the table and across the floor. The girl sobbing in the corner of the bar. Desi fallen again on the floor. The neck of a bloody broken Red Stripe bottle lay out of reach.

      “Are we okay now, sergeant? Help me
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