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Ninu ilé Baba mi, ọpọlọpọ ibùgbé ni o wà


John 14.2




Part One




The Sari


Her forehead was crumpled on the pavement.


‘She made a grab for the wire as she fell,’ someone said.


I looked up at the telegraph pole, its wires reaching out in a spiral overhead to all the houses in the street.


Her mother stood crying into a fold of the sari she held across her mouth, to stop the truth leaking out. She was talking in another language. It was grief. She wanted the girl to get up out the puddle of blood. She wanted her to fly up to the hand-hold of the wire. To fly backwards in time, up to the windowsill on the top floor, and press her hands and face against the coldness of the glass. But she wouldn’t. She was out of reach – the girl whose name I didn’t know, who never went to school and never waved back.


The window was open and the curtain was hanging out, like she’d held on to it. I could feel her slipping. I grabbed hold of Manus’s sleeve, but he shook me off. I had to stand on my own. There was the feeling of when the ice-cream van came and I couldn’t walk away, when I’d stood there listening to the hum of the engine take over from the blare of the loudspeaker, and she’d thrown me down a sixpence – out of the blue, a flash of money, an arc of silver rolling in the gutter, just missing the drain. I looked up and caught a glimpse of her through the net curtain, closing in sunlight.


I liked it she’d seen me. She was like me, trying to be invisible and pretending not to look because I didn’t have the money to buy ice cream.


Now she was at my feet. She’d fallen through the air, and the sticky blood had footprints in it running madly around in the street.


‘Get an ambulance.’


‘Call the police.’


‘Get these children away.’


‘She made a grab.’


‘She changed her mind.’


We’d been playing in the street, building the wicket for tin-can-tacky and organising ourselves into runners and finders. Some of the girls were playing feet off London and sitting on Sky’s wall while we sorted it out. I ran inside to get more tin cans out the bins to build up and knock down for the start. Manus and Connor were squabbling over who should get the stone to fling at it and Danny over the road knocked it down with his own stone but everyone shouted they weren’t ready. I was building it up again with Yakubu and Thaddeus, with Paul Mersey standing over it, when someone said, ‘She’s fallen.’


I looked up and couldn’t see what they were talking about. Busola was biting her thumb, all the girls along the wall were looking up the street. No one had fallen – Theresa was it and still trying to get up. I couldn’t see why everyone had stopped, but there was a rush up to that end of the street and I had to stop people kicking over the wicket as they ran.


We were the first ones there, but everyone made a big circle to keep away. I pushed in past Paul Waller and Marcia’s little brother to get next to Manus but had to step back because the pool of blood was still spreading. The edge of it was curved and thick and shiny. It was moving out from her head and underneath her in a splash from her feet towards the kerb. We all watched it happening.


The door burst open and her mum came out. A man was behind her shouting and dragging her back. She was fighting him off, and screaming. A boy with a round face who we didn’t know was behind them. All the grown-ups started looking out their windows, opening doors and running out. Some of them were pulling children away. We hadn’t seen anyone dead before.


‘She jumped,’ Mandy said as her mum picked her up.


Soap suds spilled on to the pavement and ran along the gutter on our way to school. On the way back, the sky was brownish purple as the storm broke. The brick fronts and the windows of the houses shone in the rain. A car went past, lifting a skirt of brown water on to the pavement, rippling all the way along the street. I saw a lady get completely splashed under her umbrella and stop, speechless, as if she’d been crying and there was no way any more to get dry.


‘Clean clothes, everyone! School clothes off.’ My mum looked serious as she dried my hair in the towel, so I knew what was coming.


‘Michael? How was your teacher?’


‘Fine,’ I said. ‘She was sad, she said a man was killed today. She wrote his name out and told us to remember. What happened, Mum?’


‘Sh.’


Our dad called us all into the living room. He was back from Liverpool. ‘Who saw that girl fall?’


No one spoke.


‘Who was there yesterday?’


‘I wasn’t,’ I said.


‘...Anyone else?’


Everyone looked at me. Manus rolled his tongue up under his teeth. Busola pulled at her bottom lip. Connor pressed his lips together into a crooked line. They were all telling me the same thing, ‘Your big mouth.’


It was too late to go back.


‘I didn’t see her fall,’ I said.


A bang of thunder rumbled on the windowpanes. The sky looked bruised and dark over the rooftops. Rain came down again, like an open tap that couldn’t stop flooding.


‘I don’t want to see any of you leaning out of the window,’ he said.


After supper, we all rushed to look out at the storm, pressing our faces to the glass and leaving mist patches. The street was empty – a brown wash, the colour of clothes in the bathtub, the colour of mud. The terrace of houses opposite became a wall of water and brick. All the windows and curtains were closed.


‘Daddy’s going to sleep. Let’s be quiet,’ my mum said.


We switched off the light and sat up on chairs at the window with blankets over our knees, watching the storm change and the streetlights go orange. Gusts were whipping along the street, spreading in ripples where rain was flooding over on to the pavement. There were dark surges of water rushing into the drains. My mum told us a story about all the people who didn’t have a roof over their heads, who were lost and had to be out there in the rain, turning cold.


Manus was yawning and Busola was leaning back on my mum’s lap, her thumb in her mouth and her eyes closing.


‘How could anyone be out in that and not drown?’ Connor said.


My mum was rocking Busola to sleep. ‘Just spare a thought,’ she said. ‘Every one of them had a mother.’


I looked back at the water and imagined the people floating face up along the gutter and folding, like pieces of soggy paper, down into the drains.


The family were loading their things on to a lorry. We could see the women had these dresses Marie said were saris. She said her mum had some because her dad, Jimmy Singh, was West Indian.


‘They float, don’t they?’ Sandra said.


‘Maybe she thought it would work like a parachute,’ Danny said.


‘It didn’t though, did it?’ Connor didn’t even look up, and we all went quiet thinking about it. We were sitting on Sky’s wall after school because the streets felt different after all the rain and our dad was gone again to Liverpool so we could stay out.


Sky’s mum called her in, but she said her name in Portuguese so it sounded like Say Who! We all laughed and pointed at Sky, saying ‘Who? You!’ Her mum was nice and didn’t tell us to get off the wall, but she kept Sky away from us most of the time. ‘Boa noite,’she said firmly, and shut the door.


The only thing we had left to look at was the people moving out. ‘Look, there he is,’ Julie said. The boy with the round face came out with a bird cage and was getting into a car.


‘Why wasn’t he in school?’ Sandra said. We didn’t know. They hadn’t been there very long. Some people moved in and then didn’t feel they were in the right place and moved out again. But there were lots of people living in the houses and even more in the flats around the school, so it was just interesting to watch people come and go and not join in. Only this was different.


The boy turned round and looked up at the house. He saw us looking. For some reason we all waved. There was something wrong in the way he looked back. It was like we weren’t there, or if we were, why hadn’t the rain come and washed us away? He was bossing his mum into the back seat of the car and giving her the cage to hold. Another older woman got in beside her and he slammed the door. It caught on her dress blowing out, so he opened it and slammed it again. He looked up at us like we shouldn’t be watching, and got in the front seat beside a man with a beard we hadn’t seen before. The car started and drove off with his mum putting the bird cage up at the back window.


‘She’s looking at us,’ Danny said.


We watched them go.


‘He’s stuck up,’ said Julie.




Overcrowding


‘You’re in trouble,’ Manus said, ‘Daddy’s looking for you. Don’t say you’ve seen me.’ And off he went, round the bend, wherever he was going.


I was crouched down by the bonnet of a car up the top of the street, watching people coming and going, trying to get my nerve back to go home. Everyone had been sent out to look for me, and at first I thought it was because our dad was home from Liverpool and I was late coming back.


Busola found me in the playground and said, ‘I haven’t seen you. Dad wants you home.’ I didn’t believe her, because what was she still doing out? But she came up to me again on the swings, ‘You better go.’


‘I’m waiting for you,’ I said. ‘Why ain’t you going?’


‘He ain’t looking for me,’ she said, and laughed and ran off.


I did a few more kicks to get my swing up so it joggled on the chain, so I could look down at the ground, and up at the sky. She was on the roundabout. She looked round and round, and tilted her head. She looked puzzled.


‘You’re adopted, you are!’ she shouted when she saw me looking. She always said that.


‘No,’ I said, and gripped the chain tight to fling it back, ‘you are!’


I wasn’t going home because of her. Why should I listen to her? What did she know? Why was she so horrible to me? I kept my arms back behind me on the chain and swooped down. I kicked my legs up and swung in the air. It was getting late. As I came down she was showing me getting my throat cut with the side of her hand. And then she ignored me, going round and round, with her blank face on.


So I left her there.


On the way I saw Connor playing out with his mates. Everyone was out late. They were kicking a football up at the chain-link fence over the sloping roofs of the sheds by the flats.


‘What’ve you done? Everyone’s looking for ya!’ He wasn’t looking at me and went on keeping the ball up off the ground every time it fell back off the roof which was the game he was good at so it was always his turn.


‘Nothing!’ I said, trying to choke back all the feelings with my fists clenched, but I could feel myself crying.


‘Then keep your mouth shut,’ he said, and went on counting, ‘fifty-six ...fifty-seven ...fifty-eight ...’


I got as far as the lamp post and saw some people in suits coming out the house. They turned down the street towards the main road and the door slammed shut after them. I lost my nerve and ran back and ducked down behind the bonnet of the car to get it back.


I couldn’t think what I’d done wrong. That’s when Manus looked over the top of the bonnet at me.


‘You’re ridiculous, and you’re dirty,’ he said. ‘Look at you!’


I had some of the grease and the dirt off the tyre on my hands where I’d been leaning to peer over. I didn’t know what to do so I wiped my hands on my shirt, and used the back of my hand to wipe the tears off my face, and I wiped that on my shirt too.


Manus sighed, like he was gonna have to be clearing up after me again and he didn’t want to. So he told me to stand up, wipe off the snot and go home because I was in trouble, and off he went.


I could see what he was thinking. When I started school I had to put my hand up to go to the toilet. The teacher said I could go but I didn’t know where it was and I couldn’t get out the gate to go home because it was locked, so I went round behind the outside stairs to the sheds where there was a puddle of rain and tried to wash the poo off as it was coming down the backs of my legs into my socks. The bell rang and the juniors came out to the playground and saw me crouching in the puddle. I told them to go away but they got Manus because they knew he was my brother. He looked at me and didn’t say anything, he just yanked me up out the water by the arm and told the playground lady he was taking me home to clean up. I followed him all the way with my socks squelching and my pants sticky.


‘Don’t you ever learn?’ he said, and I knew it was my fault he was missing school.


This time I didn’t know what I’d done. Why would my dad be angry with me just because I wasn’t in when he got back from Liverpool? I leaned my back against the car and dug in the cracks between the paving stones with a pebble. Some ants came out and scurried off. I knew my dad wouldn’t just get angry at me for something I hadn’t done. It wasn’t like that, there was always a reason. It was just making it worse not going home, and everyone out looking for me, and wanting to blame me for playing out late.


I got up and felt calm. I could hear the brakes of lorries slowing on the main road before they turned the corner. There was the rattle of shutters closing down on the shops. It was all right, I hadn’t done anything. The light was going. I got to the front door and knocked.


My mum opened it. She frowned and shook her head at me. ‘You’re more trouble than you’re worth!’ she said.


‘No I’m not.’ I only muttered under my breath, but I wasn’t gonna be nice to her, because whatever it was she should have been looking after me.


‘Go on, go up!’


I gave her a look. I was angry, but mostly I was going to cry.


She bit her lip. ‘Ah, no,’ she said, ‘Don’t. Go on, your daddy’s waiting.’


‘Where have you been?’ He was lying propped up on his arm on one of the empty beds in the front room. He put his glasses on and I had the feeling he could see where I’d been hiding. All the beds had been made, but no one else was home.


‘Playing out,’ I said.


‘At what time do you call this?’ He looked at his watch and looked back at me. My mum came in and stood by the window. It was her fault, she was the one who should have been watching me. I looked across at her and burst into tears, the ones that flood you and can’t stop, and you struggle to get your breath back.


My mum threw her hands up and shook her head.


‘Come and sit down,’ my dad said, more softly than I could make sense of.


I sat on the edge of the bed, trying to stop sobbing. I was crying because I was confused. Because my dad was after the truth and I didn’t know what it was, my mum wasn’t telling me. And I was crying because I wasn’t in the wrong, and because I was stubborn. And because it was late.


‘This is serious,’ he said. And, after a pause, ‘What happened this morning?’ I looked at him, and up at my mum. ‘What did you tell those people?’


I told them there were eighteen of us living in the house.


They knocked and wanted to come in, but my mum leaned out and said she was busy. I was sitting behind her at the bottom of the stairs as she talked on the doorstep with one leg crossed behind the other, keeping the door with her shoulder.


‘How many people are living in the house?’ asked the woman who looked and spoke like a teacher. The man was wearing a suit and was asking for people’s names for the register.


I counted up the people on my fingers – us in the front room and my mum and dad in the bedroom on that middle floor, six. The three Carthys at the top, and Mr Babalola and Florence up there in the back room, that’s nine ... eleven. Nana who was staying with us in the front room, twelve, and Mr and Mrs Singh and Marie in the front room on the ground floor, fifteen ... then the two Nigerian students sharing the room towards the backyard with Mr Ajani.


‘Eighteen!’ I shouted, and put my hand up.


‘I was going to say we’d some guests staying from Nigeria,’ my mum was saying, ‘short-term, like, and family had come over from Ireland until they found a place, but he didn’t let me get a word out. I said, Ah, he’s only a child, but you should have seen them scribbling. I didn’t know where to put my face.’


My dad was shaking his head as she spoke. And then she laughed and they both looked at me.


‘He’ll be the death of me!’ she said. ‘So I told them to come back when you were in.’


They were looking at me, and I still didn’t know the answer. I counted up again in my head because sometimes I had the feeling there was one of us missing – it still came out wrong. Eighteen? But I knew that was the wrong answer, so I kept my mouth shut.


‘Do you know how serious this is?’ my dad said. I could feel it was but I couldn’t work it out, so I frowned. ‘Overcrowding? I could go to prison.’


I felt I was falling. Those people could put my dad in prison and I’d been showing off that I could count.


They moved out to the kitchen to let me get ready for bed. I heard them talking about the Carthys moving out as I put on my pyjamas, and stop when I went in to wash and brush my teeth in the sink. My mum came to fold me in to the sheets and give me a kiss on the cheek, and tell me not to worry.


But I wasn’t sleeping. I was lying there on my own, listening. I could hear doors opening and closing, the sound of footsteps on the stairs as people came and went, the rattling of pots in the downstairs kitchen, running water, voices. There was the traffic on the main road, cars going past in the street, my dad being angry at the council and my mum whispering. Outside, someone went whistling by on the pavement, clicking their heels. He could have gone to prison. I turned over in the warm sheets, trying to stay awake to hear what happened when the others came in, and wondering where Nana was because she was staying to be close to everyone. Instead, what I heard as I fell asleep was my dad saying those people were from the council, Big Ben was just there and they wanted the land, they wanted to clear us out, they wanted to knock the house down and get rid of us.




Blue Rose Orange


I tumbled out of bed, tripped and caught myself on the banister. It felt light on my feet jumping down the stairs, two, three, four at a time. Again on the next flight, I missed my footing and had to stop from falling too far by putting my hands out in front and waiting for my legs to catch up.


It was strange because they were my stairs, I knew every creak. There was the feeling of being alone and upside down, and the strangeness of the smoke swirling everywhere. Through the door of the front room I saw a thin column of flame spurting up to the ceiling from the dome of the paraffin heater and spreading outwards. It had so many colours in it – blue, rose, orange, red, black – it was only as I burst out into the night air in my pyjamas I could grasp the reason I woke up was the house was on fire.


I didn’t know I could fall out the bed like that, and there’d be nothing to stop me as everything flashed past. It was like it was happening to someone else – only my mum’s face in the hospital made me realise it was us. Fire engines came and ambulances, hose pipes, helmets and flames leaping up out the windows. I saw a man drop Busola from the top window where we slept now the Carthys were gone and lots of people rushing to catch her. Later, they said it was Mrs Ralf’s son who’d gone in to find her before the firemen came, which was odd because his mum hadn’t liked us making noise and we avoided her.


My dad said if ever he came home again to see the house on fire and his children being thrown out the windows and crawling around in the street, he’d turn on his heels and never come back.


‘This has set me back,’ he said, pointing to the damage done by the firemen’s axes. They hacked away at all the wood of the door frames and the wooden mantelpieces over the boarded-up fireplaces. There was black smoke damage on the walls and ceilings and it smelt horrible.


‘Never, ever let me see you playing with matches.’


It was one of lots of fires – the frying pan fire, the spilt paraffin fire, the playing with matches fire – the choking fire that landed us all in hospital when we thought there was nothing wrong with us. But the fire we always came home to was that mess of tar and soot and pools of water before our dad put it all back together.


‘You get back on your feet, you think you’ve recovered, and look what happens.’ There was a look in his face at seeing the blackened walls, gutted rooms and smashed-up doorways that was like he’d been killed but kept coming back.


‘We’re all safe, thank God, we have our lives,’ my mum said. And I saw him crying as he walked out the room.


He gave up what he was studying in Liverpool and came home. ‘I have no choice,’ he said, because he couldn’t sleep any more worrying what could happen. He was going to live with us all the time and not go back to Liverpool or Nigeria. ‘From now on, we are all under the same roof. I am making sacrifices and all of you will have to buckle down and work hard. If we have to stay here, so we have to make it work.’


‘Bedtime,’ my mum said.


We weren’t allowed out so much any more. We had to be home by the time he got in from looking for a job and go to bed when the news came on. You heard the bong of Big Ben as you climbed the stairs, and got a glimpse of the clock on television looking like the moon, then you heard it coming again faintly over the river. My mum wasn’t saying anything, but she was cooking for him and it was what she wanted. ‘Go to sleep,’ she said, and I drifted off in the bunk bed beside Busola while my mum went back to talking with my dad.


I got caught in the sheets and woke in the middle of the night. Busola was bunched up asleep beside me and I was sweating. There was no noise anywhere in the house. I heard a lorry going past on the main road, and then the sound of a train echoing along the embankment.


I lay back and thought about what woke me up. The man who was killed, Martin Luther King. But I couldn’t see his face, only his name in chalk on the blackboard. I blinked, and saw the girl falling slowly in her sari, floating down through the air, with me watching from the ground, only it was snowing and she was shaking her head. I wanted to lift my arms to catch her, but she saw me sweating from the burning cold of the snow, and turned away and vanished on the pavement.




Frost


The school bell rang out over the roofs and into the streets as my mum was holding me back at the door, buttoning up my duffel coat because it had turned cold. I could feel the sharpness of the air in my nose and my breath was smoking, but I wanted to catch up with Manus and Connor who were joining the other children coming out the houses on to the street and running to school. Busola was staying home because she had a temperature and wasn’t well. It meant she had to stay in bed all day, but I wanted to get out even though I had a runny nose. My mum put her hand on my forehead but I shook it off because she felt cold.


‘Come straight home from school,’ she said, and I ran off up the road after everyone because the bell had stopped ringing. I looked back and she was still at the door watching me, so I ran on until I turned the corner. I was feeling hot and dizzy and sticky, so I slowed down and watched some of the other people who were late run on ahead of me. I walked slowly, round past the London City Mission, and saw the two trees by the side of the flats had dropped their leaves on the ground. I didn’t know why I hadn’t seen it before. There was white frost on the fallen leaves. I wasn’t sure from the way I was feeling I could go all day at school, so I slowed right down as I came up to the wide black iron doors to the playground that were kept locked. The entrance gate further along the wall was still open because a mum was coming out of it, and it didn’t click as it closed. I thought I shouldn’t go in, I should go home. But there was a mystery story on the school television in the afternoon and I didn’t want to miss the episode. I saw one of the playground ladies coming to the gate as I looked in through the gap by the hinge. I wasn’t sure what to do so I ran across the road and ducked down out of sight behind a car. I put my head up and peered through the wet, misted windows. She leaned out to see if anyone was coming, then went in and shut the gate. I heard the lock click and then I knew I wasn’t going in.


‘Oi! You! Get into school!’ An old lady was standing outside her door on the ground floor of the flats behind me. She had on lots of coats over a big apron and was watching me. She waved her arm up at the school like she was pointing at the roof, ‘Go on! What you hiding for? Get in there!’ I looked up where she pointed and felt sick as some pigeons flew over the top, my neck was stiff. When I looked back, her arms hung down with her elbows pointing out and her shoulders hunched round like that was how she had to stand being old. I couldn’t look at her face. Her apron was grey and her coats were dirty. I hung my head down. She didn’t know I wanted to go in, I didn’t know how to tell her I didn’t feel well. She was still shouting, ‘You naughty boy!’ as I got round the corner by the railings to go home, saying she was going to tell my mum and I should be ashamed.


I turned off down Auckland Street towards the railway arches and thought about what I should do. I didn’t want to have to stay in bed all day. I wanted to go to school. But I couldn’t think properly.


‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me,’ I said, and then got worried someone could hear me, but I passed by the shops and by the corrugated iron of the bombsite and no one stopped me. There was frost on the doorsteps. People had gone to school and the street was empty. I kept on going with the long sun behind me and my shadow out front. The old lady was telling me go to school. I couldn’t see her face, only my long legs and the shadow of my duffel coat. I didn’t know why I was running away. It was my fault for not going in, and it was me who wanted to go in the first place.


‘Can I go?’ I said.


It was back when Busola first started going to school, and I was leaning out the window with my mum. The bell was ringing and I could see the pointed roofs of the school over the houses at the top of the street. Manus was holding Busola’s hand to look after her, and Connor turned on the pavement to wave up at us. Everyone was going except me.


‘Can I?’


‘Yes,’ my mum said, ‘as soon as the school says you can.’


I got as far as the school gate and lost my nerve. They were all inside, the playground was empty and I could hear singing. The school keeper with keys came to the gate and I got frightened. I got in under a car in case he came out to look for me. I stayed really quiet and was scraping some tar off my hand when two women going past with a pram shouted there was a child under the car, so I scrambled out and ran. It was winter because the pink tree and the white tree by the flats didn’t have any leaves or blossom on as I looked back to see if anyone was following me.


‘Where have you been?’ my mum said.


‘Just out.’


My dad was there, getting ready to go back to Liverpool, shaving in the round mirror over a bowl, flicking the razor and scratching his chin with it. He laughed at the way I was breathing, ‘Have you been running?’ He was looking at me through the tilted-up mirror that made his nostrils look bigger than his eyes. But I could see his eyes were steady, looking down over the bristles on his chin. He was my dad and school couldn’t be more scary than that. He dipped the razor in water and flicked it, watching me. I took a deep breath and tried to slow everything down.


‘Come and have breakfast,’ my mum said, and we went through the steps of bashing the egg on its head and cutting its throat so we could bloody the bread soldiers in the yolk.


My dad was getting his shirt ready to put on over his vest and saying he’d be back in a fortnight.


‘What’s a fortnight?’ I said.


He shrugged the shirt on to his shoulders and said, ‘Not long.’


‘Two weeks,’ my mum said, snapping the eggshells with her thumb and putting them in the bin. She picked me up off the chair and held me up to my dad for him to have a look at me. ‘Did you go by the school?’ she said.


‘No,’ I said, ‘I just went for a run.’


‘He’ll be starting school soon.’


He nodded, taking hold of my hand, and said, ‘Soon.’ I felt him open my fingers up with his thumb and feel the oily smear on my palm, ‘What’s that?’


I looked at them, but they let me go and didn’t say anything.


There were no more questions so I waited until the teachers came out of school.


‘Who’s that one?’ I asked Connor. He was kicking a tin can down the street with his mates.


‘That’s the deputy head, Mrs Bridewell,’ Danny said, because Connor was ignoring me.


I followed her down Auckland Street towards the main road and the train station. It didn’t work because she was going too fast and I couldn’t catch up. She had black hair and yellow skin with dark blotches on her legs under her stockings. She was holding a brown bag close under her arm and walked in a tight way like someone was after her, so I backed off.


The next day I was waiting for her. She walked in the same way but I crossed in front of her so she could see me.


‘Hello, Mrs Bridewell.’


She looked at me and frowned but kept on walking, then looked back over her shoulder, ‘Are you at the school?’


I leapt up to her and walked along, looking up and trying to keep in step. ‘No, but can I go soon? I’m big enough.’


‘Yes, you are a big boy. We’ll be looking forward to having you in the school.’


I was breathless. She said yes! I peeled off and let her go, turned back and ran home.


‘Mrs Bridewell says I can go to school!’


My mum looked at me. ‘She said that?’


I suddenly wasn’t sure, but I nodded my head because it was what I wanted, and said, ‘I’m big enough.’


They let me go to school. But then they folded out these beds and told me to go to sleep. It was the middle of the day. I told the teacher I was too old for that, I’d come to school to play. She told me I wasn’t in school, I was in the nursery and I had to go to sleep. I got in under the blanket but I felt cheated. As soon as she left the room, I got up and went out the glass doors into the nursery playground and climbed over the fence into the main playground. The black iron doors were wide open and a van was coming in. No one was watching so I went to the side gate – it was open – and let it clang shut behind me. I ran home thinking I was going to complain to my mum, but on the way I decided I wasn’t going to make a fuss because I liked being out and able to run.


I knocked on the front door and my mum looked out the window and shook her head at me, ‘What are you doing?’


‘I’ve come home to watch with you,’ I said.


The door knocked and Mrs Bridewell was standing there. Her and my mum had a chat. I heard them say it was a bit early and to leave things as they stand. I pushed my head out past my mum’s skirt and looked at them.


‘Hello, young man,’ she said.


‘I don’t want to go to sleep, I want to play,’ I told her.


She laughed, but I tried again.


‘When can I go to school?’


She looked at my mum then looked back at me. ‘Look at the trees,’ she said, but there weren’t any trees on our street so I thought that was a bit strange. ‘When they start to go brown and lose their leaves you can come to school.’


I was back in Auckland Street and I wasn’t in school, I was running away. The leaves were brown on the trees by the flats and on the ground, there was frost in the air and white patches in the shadows. This time it was because I wasn’t feeling well, but I still wasn’t in school. You had to be in school to be safe. I turned away from the main road in case my dad came back from night work and saw me. Going round by the Vauxhall Tavern, I followed the wall of arches under the railway. They echoed when you walked into them, long brick tunnels that felt cold and dark so I only went in when there were lots of us. An ambulance was parked up by the entrance to the second one, with its back doors open and no one there. Its lights were on and I could see the long bed inside, but it wasn’t making a sound, just flashing. As I got nearer, there was a man sitting on the ground under the arch with his back to the wall, groaning in slow bursts that stopped but then went on echoing in the tunnel. The ambulance men were there leaning over a jumble of bags and blankets. I couldn’t see the man because he had his hands over his face. They were black with dirt. A police car was parked inside the tunnel on the other side of the road, but no one was getting out because it was cold and the smoke from the exhaust pipe was misting up in the dark. I watched as one of the men from the ambulance cut up the blankets with some scissors.


At first I thought that’s why the man on the ground was crying, they were cutting up his things. But there was somebody there under the blankets, because the ambulance man was cutting away hair from where it was stuck to the pavement and lifting the head up which flopped back when he let it go. The other ambulance man helped him lift the person up and I saw it was a woman – her head fell back and her long hair came away, leaving a shadow stuck to the ground. She was stiff with cold as they brought her out the tunnel to the ambulance and that’s when two policemen came out their car and walked over to the man who was groaning. There was an icy drip seeping down the brick wall on to the pavement where he was sitting. He was getting wet. The police were helping the man pick up his things and stand, but he groaned and fell over sideways on to the ground, and the policemen were wondering what to do. That’s when they saw me and one of them came over and grabbed me by the arm of my duffel coat.


‘Gotcha!’ he said.




Underneath the Arches


The ambulance men looked round at me as they were struggling to lift the woman into the back of the ambulance. She looked yellow and her eyes were open, an arm fell out the blanket and they turned back to what they were doing.


I looked up at the policeman’s face, he didn’t have his helmet on, he had a rough neck that was creased, with patches of dried blood under his chin, and he had red and white skin in blotches up over his cheeks. He gave me a shake because I was just looking at him. I didn’t know what he wanted.


‘What school you in?’


I started to panic, and tried to pull away but he held on to me. I shrank my arm upward into my sleeve to get away but he kept hold and watched me pull, then gave me a sharp tug that made me fall over on my knee and scrape it on the ground. I put my hand up on his sleeve to get my balance and try to get him off me. I could feel the tears coming up in my eyes.


‘What’s going on?’ the other policeman said.


‘We got a runner,’ he said.


‘Hurry up.’


The other policeman turned away and started talking to the ambulance men. I looked up at the one who was holding me. I was on my own with him. I could see he hadn’t decided what he was gonna do, but he liked me struggling, so I stopped.


‘Where d’you live?’


I thought quickly about what I could tell him, but got distracted by one of the ambulance men going back and scraping up the hair that was stuck to the pavement to put in a plastic bag.


‘Or am I gonna put you in the car?’


If I told him I lived with the old lady, I wouldn’t know the address but I could tell him it was the ground floor across from the school and she was out. If he took me to school, it would get back to my mum. I tried to stand up but he shook me again and grabbed the back of my collar so it was up against my throat. I reached back to get his hand off and scratched it.


‘Cheeky monkey?’ He let go my arm but kept hold of my collar and slapped me in the face. I didn’t feel it, it was a fight, but I gave him an angry look.


‘That’s enough, get him in the car,’ the other policeman said.


He dragged me swinging by the collar, not letting my feet touch the ground, and bundled me in the back seat, slamming the door and saying, ‘Mind your fingers!’


I hadn’t been in a police car before. I didn’t know what was going to happen. I didn’t know how to stop my dad finding out. I could feel my sweat turn cold even though it was warm in the car. I was going to open the door and run for it, but when I looked out the back window to see where they were, the policemen were opening the boot and putting bags and blankets into the back.


The side door opened and the groaning man got pushed in beside me, his face red and covered in dirt. He had tears streaked down it, and looked at me with swollen eyes, dark and glassy like marbles. I looked back but he didn’t say anything and put his head down.


The doors slammed shut as the two policemen got in, and the one I didn’t know turned round in the driver’s seat.


‘Right, where we going?’


I looked at the man beside me who gave off a smell that made me feel sick, like mouldy dustbins. He shifted in his seat and I saw he only had one leg. His nose was broken and squashed up against his face with dried blood across it, making it look even more red. He was quiet and shuddering, like his sobs were stifled and couldn’t open in the warm.


‘I’m talking to you!’


The policeman was looking at me, but he wasn’t as rough as the other one and looked older and in charge, like he might be going to let me go. ‘We’re not gonna arrest you this time,’ he said. ‘Where do you live?’


I told him because it was just around the corner and he could let me walk. He laughed and started the car up, ‘What number?’


The man beside me let out a moan and the blotchy policeman who hit me reached back and punched him on the shoulder, ‘Fucking crab!’ – and punched again – ‘Back in your shell!’


‘Language,’ the older one said, moving off out the tunnel. The man bent even more into himself, shaking and dribbling on to his lap. The flap of his trouser leg dangled off the seat beside him, twisted and muddy.


‘What a fucking morning, what a fucking shit-hole!’ The flushed red blotchy policeman leaned back heavily in his seat, ‘They stink!’


The driver was going the long way round the tunnels, back by the crossroads. He shrugged, ‘You gotta have the stomach for it.’


The one with blotches turned and slapped me on the leg, ‘Get your feet off!’ I hadn’t realised I’d pulled my legs up on the seat to stop him crushing them when he leaned back. We turned in to the traffic under the railway bridge. ‘Look at that,’ he was saying – but it was dark and noisy, I wasn’t sure what he was going to do, I couldn’t hear – ‘...monkey and a crab ... you told me ... this patch was full of villains.’


‘Graveyard shift,’ the older one said, looking in his mirrors as we came out from under the bridge and I could hear. ‘They’re still in bed.’


The blotchy one laughed and the car slowed down to turn into my street. ‘Don’t worry about it,’ the one driving said, turning the wheel again, ‘they’re gonna clear all this out soon. It’s just filth.’


There were spots in my eyes and everything was going fast when my mum opened the door. I could feel the policeman’s hand on my jaw from when he slapped me and now it felt hot. He was holding me by the hood of my duffel coat and the other one was round on the road opening all the doors to get rid of the smell.


‘We’re looking for his mum,’ the policeman said.


‘I’m his mother,’ she said.


I looked down because I couldn’t look at her, and threw up over my shoes and the front of my duffel coat. The policeman stepped back from the splash and looked at her and looked at me.


‘You?’


‘Yes,’ she said, and looked at me. ‘What’s happened?’


‘You’re his mother?’


She crouched down and got a handkerchief out her sleeve and wiped my mouth and my chin, feeling the side of my face with the cold of her hand. She asked me questions quickly with her eyes and my tears started to come down on to my cheeks. She glanced across at the police car and up at the policeman, and stood up. ‘He’s sick,’ she said. ‘Do you want to let go of his hood?’


‘He’s black,’ the policeman said, sounding stupid and wrong, and looking like he wasn’t sure what was going to come out his mouth.


‘I’m his mother,’ my mum said. ‘What’s that to do with why you’re holding him?’


The policeman loosened his grip but didn’t let go, his mouth was open and his eyes went sideways over the back of his shoulder to the one standing in the road. ‘That’s her,’ he said.


‘Who?’ said the older one, slamming the doors and coming round on to the pavement – my mum ignored the one standing over me and spoke to him.


‘I’m this boy’s mother. Can you tell me what’s going on? Why are you here? Who’s that in the car with you?’


‘That’s a separate matter, miss–’ but she cut him off.


‘Mrs.’


‘We found him on the street. He should be in school. Why wasn’t he?’


My mum looked down at his feet as he came up to us. He stopped and had to step back away from the sick, wiping his shoes on the pavement.


‘That might explain it,’ she said.


He looked up at her from under his helmet, wiping his feet, and thought about it. ‘OK, let him go,’ he said, and nodded the younger one back to the car.


I looked up over my hood and saw the red angry blotches climb up over the policeman’s jaw and I felt his fist clench the hood tighter. He gave me a shove towards my mum, but by that time some of the neighbours were leaning out the windows and doors to see what was going on.


‘Ye’re nothing but a bully!’ Mrs Keogh shouted from her window over the road. ‘Leave the poor boy alone!’ She had a booming voice, and leaned up out the window on her arms with her sleeves rolled up.


The policemen looked at her and each other as she stared down at them and more people came out on to the street. I looked up at my mum but she was shaking her head quietly and looking away from my dad who was hurrying up the street in his work clothes, carrying his night lamp. He slowed down to watch what was going on.


‘Get in the car,’ the older one said, and when the blotchy one didn’t move he said it again, ‘Get in the car.’


My mum put her arms around me and watched them.


‘I have to warn you,’ he said, ‘it could be serious next time.’


The younger one stopped to take his helmet off and look at us as he got into the car. He was remembering my face because he was gonna get me. The man in the back was looking at me too, because they’d already got him and there was nothing he could do. He looked away as they drove off. I lifted my hand out towards him but it was too late, and my mum said, ‘Put your hand down.’


I told my mum and dad I’d got ill and got lost coming home, and they nodded. My dad said I wasn’t to bring police to his door because they’d know who you were, and you’d never see the end of it. I didn’t tell them the policeman hit me, I just said they’d brought me home. My mum asked who the man was in the back of the police car, and I told her he was a tramp they found sleeping under the arches.


Busola watched as I got into my pyjamas and said there was blood on my leg and I had a bruise, but I didn’t answer and got my trousers on quickly.


‘You can’t hide it,’ she said, ‘the side of your face is red. Don’t be sick over me.’


I just wanted to go to sleep and woke up in the evening with my top soaking and Manus and Connor wanting to go to bed. ‘Get out my bed,’ Connor said, and I had to take my top off and get back in with Busola, but I was shivering.


‘What have you got?’ Manus said.


I didn’t answer him, but Busola said, ‘He got arrested by the police.’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘They beat him up,’ she said, ‘look at his bruise on his leg.’


I pulled the blankets tight up under my chin and shook.




The Taste of Black Jack


‘Where is it?’ said Manus.


It was there, but it was gone. It was a patch of dirt on the pavement with strands of hair in it.


‘There,’ I said.


Everyone looked. The stain was wet where water dripped down the wall of the tunnel. A train went over and made us get out, rumbling over the walls and shaking the ground under our feet. Only Connor stayed behind, looking down at the pavement where the woman froze, ignoring us and the weight of the train passing. He looked up at me and put out his chin, ‘That’s where the woman fell asleep? On the ground?’


I shrugged, because maybe she was on blankets.


‘Let’s go home,’ Busola said.


‘Don’t tell Mummy you saw it,’ said Manus, looking at her.


‘I didn’t see anything,’ she said, and looked at me. ‘How do I know you’re not lying?’


‘Why would he?’ Connor said, coming up. ‘Anyway, you can see the hair on the pavement.’


‘He’s not good enough to lie like that,’ Manus said as well.


Busola poked me with her finger, ‘You said they were gonna clear it all out, but they didn’t, did they?’


‘You said you didn’t see,’ Manus said, ‘but you did.’


‘I don’t want to see dead tramps,’ she said.


‘But you did,’ Manus said. ‘What you gonna do about it?’


We went quiet for a bit, looking back into the tunnel. It felt cold and empty. A train was going over the other way, like you couldn’t sleep under there even to be out the rain it was so loud. There was a patch of sky through to the buildings on the other side. You could see traffic passing along the embankment.


‘What if one of us dies,’ Manus said.


‘Why would we?’ said Busola.


We looked at Manus. He was screwing up his eyes into the tunnel like he was seeing it mist up in a fog and dead people come out and get him. He was shivering.


‘What’s wrong?’ Connor said.


‘I don’t want to die with everyone looking,’ and a look came over Manus’s face that was disgusted.


Busola looked at me again, ‘I think it’s you’re the one playing with matches.’


‘It wasn’t me,’ I said.


‘Was it nice?’ She was being horrible. ‘Or was it an accident?’


‘Let’s go home,’ Manus said. ‘Before Daddy gets back.’


I walked behind everyone. Busola was trying to blame me. My face was hot and I felt upset. I shouldn’t have told her. Manus was saying Mummy would tell Daddy and he’d smack us for looking at dead people, so she shouldn’t tell anyone. I only told Busola because I couldn’t hold it on my own. And it wasn’t me playing with matches, it was Manus, but he told me not to say anything.
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