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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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SOMETHING HAPPENED. LONG before I got here. In this place they call a cul-de-sac. In the house across the street. Where Mr Eric and Miss Betsy live. Although, at first I wasn’t sure if it was Eric or Ernie because Aunt Edith called him both. Like she was talking about Morecambe and Wise. After watching them on the television in Two of a Kind. Miss Betsy is definitely Betsy though. Not Bessie like the Bessie Smith I used to listen to. No, I’ve never heard any blues music coming out of that house. Blues was for back then. When I spent time with my father. The Blues. That was all he cared about.


Not like Sister Margaret making us listen to the Rediffusion because she wanted us to hear proper English voices speaking proper English the proper way and playing proper music appropriate for proper young ladies. Like us. That is what Sister Margaret said. She didn’t want our ears bruised by any free-spirited Jamaican radio station playing calypso and ska, and other kinds of riff-raff rhythms. The sort of thing that surrounded you any time you set foot outside of the house. Not that she let us go into town that much. And never alone. In case the devil got a hold of us, or worse, somebody we knew come to take us back to the life she had saved us from in the first place. It was protection. That is what she was doing. Protecting us girls from the terrible lives we had already known.


No blues. In fact, no music coming from that house whatsoever. Eric/Ernie and Betsy. Him, a policeman before he retired. That is what they say. So all day, every day, the two of them are shut up together in that house they call a bungalow. Number 14, James Street, Fleckney. Named after the king, like all of the streets around this corner of the village. Named after English kings and queens — Victoria, Elizabeth, Edward, Albert and James. And Gladstone Street, even though he wasn’t a king. But it is from my bedroom window in number 24, James Street, that I can see Eric/Ernie and Betsy’s curtains opening and closing. Because I have the front room and Aunt Edith and Uncle Harold have the back room so they can look over the wheat fields behind the house while I look over the road.


And what I see is Eric/Ernie’s orange and white hanging baskets and their neat little front yard. Except it is called a garden. With some oblong grass and a narrow bed that edges all the way around it planted with small flowers. Little yellow things and some pink and blue. Things that don’t grow any taller than a foot. If that. Not like a hibiscus bush or a poinsettia. Not like a beautiful purple bougainvillea climbing up the wall. Or even something to give them some food. Like an ackee tree or breadfruit or avocado. Or a nice red flamboyant for the decoration. No. Nothing like that. Just these tiny little nothing flowers that make you wonder why he bothers with them at all. Labouring all hours from morning until night. Every livelong day for the last two months I have been watching him. Since coming here from Jamaica, on the BOAC airplane with Sister Margaret. And Dr Morrison. And little John. June 1967.


They are tidy though, his flowers. But that is about all you can say about them. Uncle Harold says Eric/Ernie has a big back garden too, which I guess is also some oblong grass edged with neat little flowers of no particular significance whatsoever. But who am I to judge? I am only twelve years old and a foreigner.


Next to Eric/Ernie and Betsy is the family that Uncle Harold doesn’t like. He calls them layabouts because none of them go to work. Mother and father and three grown boys. And not a single day’s work between them. That is what he said. Uncle Harold.


‘You see that?’ he said to me, pointing to the blue Ford Zephyr parked in their driveway. ‘That is the result of a welfare state that can’t tell need from greed.’


I raised my eyebrows and looked up at him. Because he is a tall man. Uncle Harold. And broad across the shoulders.


‘Five grown people who should be contributing to the economy of this country. Five people who could be lending a hand to make this a better place for all. Who could be helping to build something. Who could be making Britain great. But no, all they do instead is draw the dole each Thursday and park broken-down jalopies out front.’


‘For the whole world to see and suffer?’ I asked. I’ve heard him say it before.


‘Never a truer word said.’ He nudged his chin in the direction of number 16. ‘Too comfortable to even bother raising a little finger. Lazy scroungers who would rather wallow in the gutter while still thinking they are better than you.’


I don’t know if they are in the gutter. I don’t know if they think they are better than me. I don’t know if they have need or greed. All I know is that their house is council and Uncle Harold has opinions about them. Like he does about most things. Keep your room tidy and put things away where they belong. Always wash your hands before you come to the table. Fold the towels neatly in the bathroom and hang them so they can air and dry. Wear your slippers in the house. When you are asked to do something, get up and do it immediately. No ifs or buts or maybes. No later or tomorrow. No question and answer. You get up that instant and do it. Army style. And I do so, exactly as he says, with grace and a good heart, because it is with grace and a good heart that Uncle Harold and Aunt Edith have let me come to this country and live with them. And it is with grace and a good heart that God Almighty put us on this earth to see if we can turn our backs on the sins that call to us each and every minute of the day. Sister Margaret says.


Sister Margaret is a Presbyterian. That is how she knows Aunt Edith. From when they were children going to church together in Edinburgh. Not that Aunt Edith goes to church now because the only related Presbyterian is a United Reformed in Leicester and that isn’t the same thing at all. And much too far to travel. According to her. So, sometimes she goes to the Baptist in the village. Better a church completely unrelated than some kind of distant cousin. I think that is the way she sees it. And at least she can walk to the Baptist. Not like trying to catch a Sunday service bus to the city. And back. Anyway, she says God won’t mind where she’s bending her knees as long as she does right by Him every day of the week.


Uncle Harold is not Presbyterian. He is British Army. Or used to be. Somehow he ended up in Edinburgh and somehow met Aunt Edith. They somehow got married. And she somehow moved back here with him. To Leicestershire. Years ago. That is how she told it to me. With a lot of somehows, and I reckoned if that was a good enough explanation for her, then it was good enough for me. Uncle Harold used to drum in the army. In the marching band. But he doesn’t do that any more. There is nowhere in this semi-detached house for him to be playing any drums. Not a snare, never mind a full kit. So, instead, he works at the Premier Drums factory in Wigston and just taps with his 7A sticks around the house, which are really too short and light for him. But Aunt Edith wouldn’t be happy with a pair of 5B or 2B sticks crashing into the furniture. Anyway, he knows he has missed his chance to be Gene Krupa or Buddy Rich. So he says.


They are good people. That is what Sister Margaret said when she told me we were coming to England.


‘The only way you are going to get away from him is to leave this island. Do you understand?’


Yes, I did. I understood, because no matter how much Sister Margaret told him to stay away from the house he still kept coming over and causing all sorts of trouble and arguments that nobody could put a stop to. Not Sister Margaret or Gloria or Hyacinth. Not even the police that one of the girls would sometimes run to fetch. Not even them, because he was my father and I was his child and he could come and take me away from Sister Margaret any time he wanted. Which is what he did, every so often, when his house needed a good clean or if he had a mind to make some extra money from the friends he invited over to do to me the things men do. And then, when he was done feeling like he wanted to bother feeding me, he would bring me back to Sister Margaret worse for wear.


Next door to Family Need and Greed — in the other half of the semi-detached, which is a new idea to me, houses joined together like that — lives the tall, thin man. All on his own. A sad example of a man who wears nothing but brown. That is such a sorrowful colour. Every day. And a not-so-crisp, soft-looking white shirt. He has a big bald head, over which he carefully brushes a long strand of hair. Like it can cover anything. Aunt Edith says he has a job at the council. In the planning department. And every morning at 7:15 he closes his green front door gingerly, pushes against it three times to make sure it is shut, walks down his path, opens and shuts his low, rusty, iron gate and makes his way to the bus stop at the bottom of Gladstone Street. I know that, not because I have ever followed him, but because that is the only bus stop at this end of the village. To catch the bus to Leicester. To the council offices where he works. That is all there is. Apart from his faded wooden fence and path of grey paving slabs.


‘Who is that man, Aunt Edith?’


‘Don’t you concern yourself with that. If the Good Lord wanted you to know He would have issued you an invitation to tea at number 18.’


At number 20, turning the corner of the cul-de-sac, nearly out of my sight but not quite, lives Him/Her. Meek and humble. That is how the house feels. Even though there is always a strong pulse coming from it. Like a heartbeat, or warm, moist breath. Regular and constant. But He/She is never seen. And no one ever goes to the house. Except Mr Roberts, the greengrocer, who every Friday morning leaves a full box on the back doorstep. At 11.30 precisely. And Mr Gaskell from the Co-op at 12 noon. And Brian, the milkman, who leaves one pint of gold top at the back door every day except Sundays. Because on Saturdays he leaves two. And the only person who ever goes to that front door is the paper boy. In the early hours of each morning. To slide a broadsheet into the letter box. Halfway in and halfway out. And, if it’s raining, the newspaper is wrapped in a light blue plastic bag to protect it against the weather. There is the postman of course, who calls from time to time. And even takes letters away with him to post, even though I know that isn’t really allowed. Who is writing to Him/Her anyway? And how does He/She live like that? Doesn’t He/She ever feel the need for a little fresh air?


‘Do you know why He/She lives like that, Aunt Edith?’


‘Mine is not to question why. Or who or when or where.’


I don’t understand what she means. Does she know or not?


‘And yours is not to do any of those things either. Yours is to mind your own business and know that in a few short weeks, school is going to commence. And you will be catching the bus to join the other children as you all put your attention to learning something to make your futures.’


That, I understand. After all, it is the reason Sister Margaret brought me here. To make my future. Just like the man in the street said to me. The one from Aunt Edith’s church.


‘Come to make a better life, have you?’ And then, shifting his heavy shopping bag from one hand to the next, he said, ‘Streets aren’t paved with gold, you know. Not like they told you. You have to work to cleanse your black soul.’ Who says that sort of thing to a child? Or an adult come to that. Aunt Edith said he was just making conversation. Passing the time of day because he didn’t know what to say to me. Perhaps he should have just said ‘Hello. How are you?’ But funnily enough, the same thing happened one day when Aunt Edith was buying some spools of thread. In fact, the lady came from right behind the counter to feel my hair and give it a tug.


‘You will need to keep that tidy when you start school.’


How did it come to be that everybody a) knew all about my situation and b) thought it was all right to say whatever they wanted to me? Especially, ‘You people come here thinking the streets are paved with gold.’ There goes that phrase again. But then she followed it with, ‘But there are no handouts in this life. No free lunches. You have to work. Earn your living. Put a roof over your head. Not just sit down and think anybody owes you anything. This country was made from hard work, sweat and tears.’ Now she is picking up the yellow, green, red and black embroidery colours Aunt Edith asked for. Counting them into the bag and folding over the top several times, she says, ‘Free schooling, so you get a good education. Free doctors so you stay healthy. And the generosity of Edith and Harold who are putting a roof over your head and clothes on your back and food in your stomach.’ She holds up the brown paper bag. ‘I bet you didn’t have any of that where you come from.’ She doesn’t need an answer to her question. ‘I hope you are grateful. That is all I have to say. Grateful like you should be.’


I look up at Aunt Edith who is standing there neutral. Clutching her wicker shopping basket. I can see she is ready to leave. She isn’t liking this conversation any more than I am. She just doesn’t know what to say. Village life is small. There is only one grocery store. One greengrocer. One doctor. One district nurse. There is one junior school, where Aunt Edith works two mornings a week helping the school secretary in the office. One post office that will also cash cheques. One newsagent. One corner shop with an off-licence that is open later at night and on a Sunday when the Co-op is closed. One public house. Not that Aunt Edith ever goes in there. One butchers, which she does visit. One family bakery for home-made loaves and cakes. One small taxi company. Well, one taxi actually. Life is difficult if you fall out with these people. I can understand that.


‘Anyway,’ Aunt Edith says as we walk back to James Street, ‘it’s just talk. They don’t mean anything by it. Even when I first came here they would say all sorts of things about the Scottish. Right to my face. While I was standing in their shop, buying their goods and passing over the money. It was a joke to them.’ She laughs. But it’s a tense one that sticks in her throat. Like the day in the post office when she was surprised at the cost of the stamp. ‘Sixpence? Really?’ she said while searching in her purse for the change. And a woman in the queue behind us said, ‘Try taking it there yourself for less.’


‘Just a joke,’ Aunt Edith said afterwards. Except she didn’t laugh, the woman, when she said it. She wasn’t even smiling. I know because I turned to look at her.


‘It didn’t seem like a joke to me.’


‘You will get used to it.’


There is a lot to get used to. First of all, everything is called something else. Potato chips are crisps. Cookies are biscuits. Lunch is dinner. The trunk of the car is the boot. You walk on the pavement. The Band-Aid is a plaster. A store is a shop. A truck is a lorry. Plus, everything looks different. The houses are small and closed in with low ceilings and tiny rooms, especially the terraces that are joined together in long blocks with a different family behind each and every door. Detached, semi, bungalow, flat, maisonette. Red brick everywhere. That is what England looks like. Red brick. The fields are wide and open. But they are huge and empty. Not like a cane field or banana plantation with body and height. These fields are thin and spiritless, abandoned and forsaken, even while the crops are growing in them. And the place is barren. If you needed a piece of wood or a length of string or a twist of wire to do a small job, you wouldn’t be able to find it. You can’t go out back or under the house for anything, because there is nothing there.
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