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BEITH FAIR IS OLDER than my grannie. Not nearly as pretty though.

The last time I wandered through her charms was over thirty years ago, and I was still a teenager then, still overwhelmed by all things gaudy and cheap, not wise enough to know that they only exist to part fools from their money. Again, all much like my grannie.

I was surprised it was still going if truth be told; it's been a late-Summer tradition in the town since the Victorian era at least, but I didn't think dodgems and waltzers, ghost trains and fortune tellers still had a place among the phone-peering classes. And yet here she was in her finery, still cheap and gaudy, showing her age around the edges yet fleecing the punters hand over fist judging by the amount of money being taken.

I wasn't here to spend; I was on the clock and working for an old friend, so money was too tight to mention. Besides, I was close to old stomping grounds and known. Beady eyes might be watching.
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THAT MORNING I'D HAD no thought of Beith at all, hadn't had one for years if truth be told, as it was a past I'd shut myself off from decades ago. It all came rushing back at me as soon as I answered the door to find Jimmy Kerr leaning on the bell.

"How ya doing, big man?" he said. "Long time no see."

Back in the day Jimmy's appearance would have been the only excuse needed for us to hit a bar or six, but we weren't back in the day. In fact, wee Jimmy looked like his day had long since passed away; he was gray about the face, almost ashen, and gave every appearance of having recently taken a terrible fright. He must have seen something in the look I gave him.

"I havnae been drinking," he said.

"Then I ken there's something wrang. Come away inside and we'll see what we can do about that."

Five minutes later I had him sitting in a chair with a whisky in one hand and a smoke in the other, but it hadn't perked him up any. I let him drink for a bit and after a while his tongue loosened enough to let him tell me why he'd turned up at my door after telling me to 'fuck off and never come back' some ten years previously.

"We didnae part on the best of terms," he said.

"That's putting it delicately," I replied. "But dinna fash yersel about that. Water under the bridge. Just tell me why you're here."

Even then I wasn't sure I was going to get the story; not all of it anyway. Wee Jimmy had always played his cards close to his chest, and time had only made him less voluble if anything. So I was surprised when it all came out of him in a rush, as if he was afraid to stop once he got started.

"Do you remember the fun we used to have as boys at Beith Fair? Well, fun's no' quite the word for it, really... it was always more like nonsense. The two of us always egged each other on to do something even mair stupid than the last time. Remember?"

I remembered only too well, but Jimmy wasn't really looking for an answer, for he kept on going.

"There was yon time, must have been just a couple of days before my seventeenth birthday. We'd wangled our way into the Saracens' and had a few beers before they decided to chuck us out, and we went doon tae the Fair to see what trouble we could get into."

I interrupted him.

"This better no' be that fucking Ghost Train story again...."

"It's that fucking Ghost Train story again," he said. "But this time it's different."

"Naw. It'll be the same. It's always the fucking same."

"I've since learnt differently. Now wheesht. Let me tell it, while it's still fresh."

"Fresh? It's thirty fucking years auld."

"Not this time. This time it was just last night. Last night, and thirty years ago, same as it ever was. Then it was me and you, last night it was me and Jessie. I'd telt her the auld story, and, like everybody else, it made her laugh until she near wet her knickers. Then, of course, there was nothing for it but for her to see the Ghost Train, even though I telt her it wiznae, couldnae, be the same one as back then.

"So I took her doon The Fair, and at first it was just like auld times; all bright lights and lassies screaming while the lads tried to look cool. We did the Waltzer and the Dodgems, went up on the Big Wheel, won a goldfish for throwing ping pong balls into Boris Johnson's mouth and gave it away to a wean, and I lost a small fortune trying to win Jessie a big daft stuffed tiger at the shooting range. And then we came to the Ghost Train."

Wee Jimmy stopped, and waved an empty whisky glass at me.

"I'll need another wee nippy sweetie for this, if you're in the chair?"

"Aye. It's been my round for a while. It's the least I can do."

I poured us both another, and he downed half of his before starting again.

"As I said, I'd telt Jessie the auld story, and, Jessie being Jessie, she wanted to see if oor wee trick was still possible. Now, you're not going to believe this, but I'll swear on however many holy books you care to give me that it was the same bloody set up as when we were boys; it had a few new licks of paint over the years, but under the skirts it was the same auld same auld. And the way in aroon the back was still there. Same as it ever was. You'll remember it was a tight squeeze under the mechanism? Well, it's even tighter now, what with the beer belly and everything, but Jessie was loving the adventure of it, so under we went, and just like last time, came up next to the room with the dangly skeletons; you'll remember that well enough. Jessie was beside herself with excitement as we waited for the first cart to come along. Remember we jumped out in front of the wan that Geordie Weir and his girlfriend were in? Just about made Geordie shit himself? That was the plan again. But this time we didnae get that far. He stopped us earlier this time."

"What do you mean...he?"

"Big lanky fella, black eyes, scary as fuck. You remember him all right. That's when you pished yourself the last time. Same fella."

"Away and don't talk shite, Jimmy," I said, trying to ignore the hairs rising at the back of my neck. "That was thirty years ago. He'll be long gone and buried."

"You'd think so, wouldn't you? But it wiz him all right, I'll swear it on ma wee grannie's life. And before I could stop him he'd grabbed Jessie, she screamed, just the wance, then they were off and away and I was left in the dark on my lonesome. I staggered aboot in there for a good twenty minutes shouting for her, but I never got an answer. Then I hung around outside the Ghost Train, waiting for her. She never came. The Fair shut for the night, the lights all went out. And still she never came. I went to the Polis. They laughed at me... I suppose I should tell you that she's buggered off a couple of times afore in years past. She always came back to me. But I don't think she's coming back this time. Not unless we do something about it."

That last bit had all come in one breathless rush that he punctuated by knocking back the last of his whisky, then glared at me as if daring me to laugh.

Laughing was the last thing I was in the mood for. He'd stirred a memory I'd shoved down deep many years ago, of the scared boy meeting a bad man in the dark and the humiliation of pishing myself like a bairn, a 'joke' that Wee Jimmy never ceased to find amusing and his persistent retelling of which had led to our eventual disagreement a decade ago. Now here it all was again, as Jimmy would say, same as it ever was.

"I want fuck all to do with any of this, Jimmy."

"I thought you might say that. But it's the same fella, Derek. And he's got my Jessie. Do an auld pal a favor? This kind of shite is what you do nowadays isn't it? So help me out, please? For auld times sake if nothing else?"

That was far too many questions requiring answers I wasn't prepared to give and he wasn't prepared to hear. And enough of the auld times had been good auld times for me to give in.
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SO HERE I WAS, LATER in the day, thirty years older but very little wiser, back at Beith Fair as the night came on and the shows really got rolling. Wee Jimmy was already there at our arranged meeting place by the booth for the Big Wheel. After our morning whiskies I was worried he might have just kept going on the booze all day; it wouldn't have been the first time for either of us. But his eyes were clear as he saw me coming, although he looked even greyer and more gaunt under the blistering neon that surrounded us.

"This is the fucking worst idea in our long history of bad ideas," I said. "You ken that, right?"

"It's my Jessie," he said. It was all he had to say.

I felt out of place walking the Fair with Jimmy at my side. Other men our age were there, but with wives, families, kids, maybe even grandkids. And here we were, a pair of lost souls, like fucking Laurel and Hardy, out of our time, walking the halls of gaudy youth looking for answers nobody ever finds. Like I said, the worst idea in a long history of bad ideas. And it was feeling worse by the minute as we approached the Ghost Train. Every step took me further back, ever closer to the scared boy I was.

*
[image: ]


IT WAS OUR
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