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Epilogue


It was January. Thirty years is too long ago to remember the exact dates, though I can still recall the exact intensity of the cold. Cold as only northeast England on a direct trans-Siberian windway could be. Cold like it used to be cold; the earth rock hard for months; trains going north from London iced up on the inside before they hit Doncaster; a cloud of dragon breath fogging the view every time you opened your mouth.


Perhaps travelling there in the truck made it feel like a show. One final gig on the tour. A get in, a performance and a get out, which is what theatre people call packing up the set after the play. Cuff’s get out, to be precise. His last, because there was no getting back in once you were nailed down under half a ton of frozen earth.


The truck groaned out of the city, past the Vickers tank factory and along bombed-out Scotswood Road, the newish Cushy Butterfield pub a big red sore amid amputated terraces and wasteland. Skinny kids trying to play football on the rough ground hugged themselves and moved in slow motion. Stafford drove, with Greg and me crammed in the cab beside him.


It was the second funeral we’d been to in four weeks, which perhaps explained why nobody felt like saying anything. I thought about that other, empty ceremony as the city slowly petered out, the truck starting to climb through brown villages interspersed with scrubby woodland.


Greg and Stafford chain-smoked with the windows half down. Finally, I complained, ‘Fuckin’ Arctic in here,’ after which they silently finished their tabs and wound the windows up. Outside, the landscape turned into Northumbrian tundra, the tarmac disappearing under the wheels of the truck paled to ashen, nothing but a spatter of crows in the sky. Up here, the wind blew so hard it stunted and contorted the trees into bent, spiked things that looked like Martha Graham dancers in something alienating. No, actually, that’s as I want to see them now, conscious of employing a sophisticated image that will mark me as knowing something about art. Back then, none of us – with the exception perhaps of Greg – knew or cared who Martha Graham was.


‘You going to make a speech or anything?’ I asked, just to break the silence.


Greg shook his head. ‘Sam’s reading.’ He paused before adding, ‘Alice and Maureen are doing something.’


Stafford rolled an eye towards him. ‘They never are!’


‘A duologue,’ said Greg, glumly.


There was silence again for a bit while we all pictured Alice and Maureen doing their duologue.


Greg looked really depressed and I realised he was going to miss Cuff more than anyone. It’s one thing to speak the lines, quite another to nurse an idea to life together. Cuff and Greg, the writer and the director. I remember watching them in Cuff’s garden, working on the play – that play – and I see Cuff frowning, stroking the soil from a bunch of carrots, nodding his frizz of grey hair as Greg declaims, pacing the veg patch, restless and dangerous-looking, banging his forehead with the heel of his hand to summon up ideas, ‘C’mon. C’mon…’


How Greg ever found his way to directing a theatre company in Newcastle upon Tyne I’ll never know, because he’d been brought up in South America, his mother some Peruvian aristocrat, his father American. He was about thirty when Cuff died, but seemed younger. Black hair, short black beard, he looked like someone who’d swung in across the Atlantic on the end of a rope, Errol Flynn style, and, true to the type, he’d actually served as a soldier in Vietnam. One time, walking with him down the Bigg Market, a car backfired. He dived for cover into the gutter, entertaining a passing group of lasses no end.


Meeting Greg was a bit like waking up and finding a hoopoe in your garden. It looked so vivid and exotic a bird you thought it couldn’t possibly belong, but, strangely, it did. His productions were good. That outsider’s eye for the truth of the thing. Think of Altman doing Gosford Park, or Ang Lee doing Ice Storm. So it was with Greg directing plays about working-class northerners, which was Kicking Theatre’s brief, back then.


I suppose Cuff had worked with a lot of directors over his fifty-odd years and come to value a good one, so despite the big age gap he and Greg were close, which in a creative partnership is oddly both more and less than being best friends. I see now why Greg was so shattered that morning in the truck. They’d fed off each other. Cuff dying put Greg in danger of starvation.


Greg’s feet, in green striped pumps, were up on the dash, above them, thick red socks pulled up over blue jeans, brown leather jacket, something bright and ethnic wound around his neck. Even looked like a hoopoe. Stafford and I both wore hand-me-down dark suits. Not that I went in much for colour at any time, in terms of species being what twitchers call a little brown job. I think I liked the idea then of looking like a nobody offstage who magically became a somebody on. In my opinion those are the best actors. Not that my opinion counts for anything.


The village was little more than a huddle of cottages, now surrounded on all sides by haphazardly parked vehicles, including the company minibus, Kicking Theatre Company emblazoned in red letters on its side A few people still hurried down the narrow lane to the church, but most of the mourners were obviously already inside. Stafford slammed the truck into reverse, bucked it up onto the verge and we climbed out. The bell stopped tolling just as we got to the wooden gate. Faces turned as we entered the church and I couldn’t help myself – I looked for Jane, hoping perhaps she’d come on her own, had saved me a place… Then I saw her back, and beside it, her husband, Gerry’s, back. We squeezed into a pew and sat down.


Alice and Maureen, poised to perform, had placed themselves as near to Cuff’s family as was decent. I could sense, almost hear it humming in the air, the pent-up power they were about to release on the congregation. No wonder the vicar looked unnerved as he stepped up to the pulpit, though he managed the first bit all right, wisely leaving all the plum parts to the actors, first calling on Sam to say a few words. My old mate Sam, teetering on the brink of fame as he was then, his big part at the funeral first proof of the privileges celebrity brings. I’d certainly acted in as many of Cuff’s plays as he had so it rankled a bit – but only a bit. I noticed something funny, though. Rather than addressing Cuff’s wife and children, Sam seemed to be projecting his words to a place about five rows back.


Then Alice and Maureen did their duologue. They were big women, and usually played mams or wives, the sort that wore housecoats, tied their hair up in scarves knotted at the front and wielded their brooms like mattocks. The strong women at the heart of our northeast culture, enduring, protecting, occasionally doing a bit of philosophising. Cuff had done them proud over the years.


Their competitiveness came out, of course. ‘This is something he wrote for me.’


‘And this is something Cuff wrote for me…’


A couple of times it was definitely something he hadn’t written for either of them, but that’s actors for you. Give us a moment in the limelight and there’s only one person gets promoted. I’d like to think I was different; able to give credit where credit was due, not always hug it all to myself, but I’ve had so few moments under the spot, I don’t really know.


Actually, they didn’t do badly, Alice and Maureen, and the bit where Cuff used Bede’s comparing human life to a sparrow fluttering briefly in the roof space of the feasting hall before flying out, got to me. I looked at the simple coffin and thought about Cuff and the poet in him and it wasn’t a performance any more, but something real.


More fool me. I should have put one and one together by that time, because they, too, were aiming their performance to the middle of the fifth row, the same place as Sam.


The vicar began burbling through his bit and we all started to feel the cold. There were heaters on, but only the type that warm up the parting in your hair, so it was a relief when he got to the end of the prayers. I imagined it was just going to be outside into the graveyard and heave ho into the hole for poor old Cuff, but blow me if Maureen didn’t get up again, walk gravely to the front and start singing ‘Speed Bonnie Boat’. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house, then, and Maureen cried best of all, big shiny tears rolling down her face. Not a tremor in the voice, mind. Bravura performance. From the tense set of Alice’s shoulders I could tell this was a little extra Maureen had not seen fit to share with her. I thought then how much Cuff would have enjoyed his own funeral.


Outside, I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to see a face I didn’t at first recognise as Jenny’s. Cuff’s wife. Cuff’s widow. She looked younger than ever, her face shocked, like a child’s just after a vicious seeing-to with a damp cloth. She whispered a request that I tip the first shovelful of earth into the grave.


This was easier said than done, because the pile was frozen solid and I had to hack into it to get a clod free. I stood there gasping and looking down the hole, which seemed unnecessarily deep, as if they’d been digging for oil or something, before finally dropping it in. It landed with a juddering crash on top of the coffin and for a horrible moment amid a collective sharp intake of breath, I thought it was going straight through the lid. Then out of the sea of black a voice came quite clearly, ‘That’ll sharp wake the bugger up.’ It was as though Cuff’s spirit was speaking at his own funeral, still coming up with a good line.


On the frozen trail back to Cuff’s house, Jenny told me who he was, Mr Fifth Row Back, the slight young man in the black polo-neck and slim leather jacket, and I tried to think of something I could to say to impress him. Maureen and Alice were in there straightaway, hovering, constant reminders of their superior performances in church. Sam engaged him with confidence, letting him know his credentials. To do the bloke justice, he seemed much more interested in talking to Jenny about Cuff. Poor old Cuff. He chose the wrong time to die. His play for the Royal Shakespeare Company was just about to go into rehearsal.


In the end I decided to try and get drunk with Stafford, who was spicing up orange squash with whisky from his back pocket. ‘What about the Fat Cows then?’ he said. ‘Best bloody performance they’ve given in a while.’


Maureen homed in just at that moment to scold him. ‘You might have changed your shoes.’


‘What’s wrong with Doc Martens? Black aren’t they?’


‘Haven’t even polished them,’ Maureen tutted, moving off.


Stafford tipped another slug of whisky into our paper cups and looked after Maureen’s departing arse with hatred. ‘Bitch.’


There’s always been a bit of the polecat about Stafford, who I still see occasionally. Put him down a hole and he’d certainly come up with a rabbit. He’s lightweight but very strong, and dark skinned, so dark he’s got away with playing Romanies, though in reality he’s a wily borderer, last in a long, long line of poaching Picts. Stafford’s in his element garlanded with dead animals, or laying bets at some rural racetrack, or boozing with red-faced farmers in some all-night lock-in.


He started a couple of years after me as the company driver, gradually taking bit parts, then larger roles. Never did any training. With a company as small as ours, becoming an actor didn’t mean he stopped driving the truck. He carried on at the huge wheel, especially on the homeward journey, because he was the only one, everyone agreed, whose driving improved after eight pints. As a matter of fact his ability to drive at all, let alone drive well stottin’ drunk, was a bit of a miracle but I’ll come to that.


He’s done well as an actor, better than me, made a bit of a speciality of low-budget independent films. The face was always good, meaning characterful not handsome, and it’s aged well, by which I don’t mean he’s stayed young looking – more cured well, like Parma ham. That face has kept him in roles all through his acting life. So on the day of Cuff’s funeral, had he but known it, his future looked pretty bright. But he was obviously very miserable, and obviously not just about Cuff. I didn’t ask him where Nic, his gorgeous girlfriend, was. Rumour had it she’d left him.


He rubbed a sleeve across his face. ‘Hope this is the last bloody funeral I go to for a while.’ That shut up the both of us. We stood there drinking and looking down at our scuffed toes. ‘To Cuff,’ Stafford said at last, raising his cup to mine. But we were both thinking about somebody else.


I’d given up on impressing the RSC director and on snatching a moment with Jane, who’d disappeared, so I wandered out into the garden. Cuff’s sprouts looked just about fossilised with cold. He grew loads of vegetables to save money and I remembered him saying gardening, especially hoeing, helped him think out his plots. Beyond the sprouts, the little wooden hut where Cuff wrote his plays seemed to beckon me over.


I pushed open the door and found Greg sitting by the Olivetti, Jane resting her bum on the rickety desk. She smiled at me and I saw her eyes were full of tears. ‘This is the place to say goodbye,’ she said.


There was still a piece of paper on the roller and a few lines of dialogue, the typeface blurred a little by the damp. Greg said: ‘It’ll never happen again. I’ll never work with another writer as good.’ He looked into his lap and made circles with his thumbs.


‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘And no one will ever write us such good parts.’


I’m not sure, now, I really believed that. We were young, after all, and our theatre lives, full of wonderful roles, stretched ahead of us.


We silently said our goodbyes, while our warm breath melted the ice on the inside of the window into little streams. I thought of Cuff looking out over his sprouts, tapping out words, hundreds of thousands of words, keeping the wolf from the door with his plays, making the parts fit the actors in the company. Cuff had written plenty of things with Jane in mind, or me. We just didn’t talk about it as much as Maureen and Alice. Looking back, I suppose that might explain why our careers petered out. Sad, because of all the women in the company, I reckon Jane was the best actor, because she could be anyone on stage: a madwoman, a beauty, a sophisticate, a tart, an old granny, and pull it off better than any of the others. It comes from inside, that kind of acting. Offstage, she was dead shy, pale skinned, with a mass of dark red hair. A nice-looking woman rather than a stunner; but for me, then, the most desirable woman on earth.


She wore a new fitted jacket; well, not new, probably 1940s, off a market stall, but new to her. I nearly told her how great she looked, but managed to stop myself. Shortly afterwards, she said ‘I’d better go,’ and left. Story of our relationship.


Greg rolled a joint and the two of us stayed there till the cold got into our bones and we had to move or freeze solid. I don’t know about heart attack. I reckon Cuff died of frostbite. Walking back through the garden, I saw the truck lurch off the verge. Stafford’s head looked back towards us from the driver’s window. Greg set off at a run but I thought, bugger it, I’ll catch a bus or something, I didn’t want noise. Jenny was saying goodbye to people and I felt a twinge of guilt for hardly having spoken to her. ‘Stafford was looking for you,’ she said. I rested a hand on her shoulder and she started to cry. ‘I wasn’t a good wife to Cuff, I wasn’t, you know I wasn’t.’ I gave her a hug and felt her shoulders trembling.


‘You were fine,’ I said. ‘He understood. He loved you.’


She blew her nose on a big old hankie. One of Cuff’s, I thought. ‘There’s just a few people staying for a cup of tea,’ she said. ‘You’ll come in, won’t you?’


I followed her into the house.





INTERIOR, CUFF’S HOUSE. SLIM YOUNG MAN IN BLACK STANDS ALONE. JENNY ENTERS FOLLOWED BY HAM.





JENNY You two know each other?


MAN IN BLACK Yes. (he holds out a hand) Good to see you again, Ham.


HAM Have we met before, then? Sorry, I don’t recall…


MAN IN BLACK In the pub. The last night of the play. Remember?


That awful night. I must’ve blocked him out. Anyway, we got talking and later shared a taxi back to Newcastle. Shortly afterwards, he offered me work at the RSC, but that’s another story and, strange to tell, not such an interesting one.


It’s all such a long time ago, but it’s only recently I realised Cuff’s dying was the end – in more ways than one – of the central drama of my life, a bit of illumination I owe to my current role as a minimum-wage shop assistant. Stacking shelves gives me time for reflection, in fact seems to force me to go over the stuff I’ve been dodging for the last three decades.


Soon after Cuff died, the company broke up. Sam already had his telly and, as it turned out, his West End run as well; Maureen and Alice followed him to try their luck in London; Greg lost heart and went back to America. So I suppose that explains why Cuff’s funeral felt like the final performance on the tour, before the set gets broken up, the writhing, argumentative whole that is the company divides, and thin, indistinct figures flit away to the shadowy real world.




Act I: The Play







I. 1


In the two weeks I’ve been in the shop I’ve discovered my employer, Mr N Khan (proprietor), sells allsorts – whatever he can get hold of at a bargain price.


‘Academic diaries?’ I said when he plonked a big pile of books down by the till. ‘Shouldn’t have thought there’d be much call for them round here.’


His eyebrows came together in a line thick as a cat’s tail. ‘It is true, Mr Nicolson, the customer may not know he requires this diary. It is up to us to convince him it is a desirable purchase.’


I couldn’t picture the sort of aimless kids, old biddies and giro wallahs we get in the shop being persuaded, however good our sales patter, but I thought I might get one for myself, thinking I needed some deadlines with the writing projects. I flipped through the diary. The dates went from August to August and since we were already in September I thought Mr Khan would be lucky to sell one, let alone the fifty or so he’d bought in. ‘How much are they?’ I said. ‘I’ll take one off your hands.’


‘Two pounds.’


‘Do I get any discount?’


‘As I informed you at interview, none at all until after the first month.’


‘Don’t remember that.’ But now I came to think, I did remember something about it, buried among the more memorable oddities of the afternoon I got the job.


When I’d pushed open the shop door and seen the advertisement ‘Dependable assistant to the proprietor required. Enquire within,’ I’d got four pounds and 17 pence in my pocket, had just worked out I’d been out of acting work for more than a year and all I had in the fridge was a Tesco Value loaf and half a tub of margarine. I’d come for a bottle of cider but instead found myself telling this grizzly bear in a sort of cage behind the till, ‘I’m interested in the job.’


He raised a big brown paw and I thought for a moment he was going to scoop me up like a salmon, but instead he unlatched the door to the cage and came round to meet me. There was only one other person in the shop; an old wife with an empty basket. ‘Madam!’ he shouted, so loudly she dropped a pack of pan scourers. ‘I need to conduct an interview. Will you be happy to remain here if I lock up the shop for a short time?’


She looked too frightened to protest and he led me through a plastic curtain to the cave-like back area of the shop, where a bare light bulb illuminated slatted shelves filled with bottles, cans and cardboard boxes, and, pinned to the far wall, what looked like a map. As a set it interested me, and the bear, who’d introduced himself as Mr N P Khan, made a good character study. He sat himself down on a giant can of vegetable oil with all the confidence of some big-wig executive holding court. ‘Take a seat.’


But there didn’t seem to be anything to sit on and for a moment I was back in this interview training film I’d made years ago, in one of those role-plays where the applicant is deliberately wrong-footed. Do sit down. Where? Still, you didn’t expect that kind of sophisticated trick when the job you’re going for is minimum wage shop assistant. I lowered my arse to approximate seat level and folded my arms.


‘Where’d you get this chair?’ I said. ‘It’s dead comfortable.’


Mr Khan slapped his knees delightedly and grinned. ‘Forgive me.’ He got up and pulled a wooden box from under a shelf. ‘Please. Be seated.’ I sat. ‘What are seven times eight?’


‘Err… 56.’


‘Correct! Place the following in order of importance: loyalty, industriousness, truthfulness, punctuality.’


‘Em. Well. Truthfulness first, I reckon. Then mebbes industriousness.’


Mr Khan nodded encouragingly, and looking at him sitting there, perched on his vegetable-oil throne, I thought if he’d been an actor he’d have blown every bugger else off stage. ‘What does God mean to you?’ he demanded, and then, ‘Would you call yourself a Pietersen or a Flintoff man?’ and then, ‘What are thirteen times thirteen?’


Da had drilled me on times tables and calculations as a lad so I just about managed the sums, and quite enjoyed the bizarre questions. Finally, Mr Khan reached a hairy mitt towards mine. ‘Welcome to the establishment,’ he said. ‘You may wonder about the questions. I must tell you my last assistant failed badly in point of arithmetic…and also, regrettably, in point of ethics.’


At that moment the old wife appeared in the doorway, plastic strips draped over her saggy cardigan. ‘Can I go home now, please?’ she said.


Mr Khan left me for a minute and I took the chance to get a look at the map. Had to get close in to make it out. I suppose I was expecting Pakistan, but the shape looked completely unfamiliar. Then I saw ‘Kandahar’ and I knew.


‘Afghanistan,’ said a deep voice behind me. ‘My home.’


Mr Khan’s a touch superior but I’ll just have to hack that because it’s the sort of undemanding-on-the-brain-job I need now, letting me concentrate on my writing when I get home. I thought I’d be able to do a bit of scribbling at work too, but just about all I manage is looking up the odd word in the dictionary Mr Khan keeps by the till, because he likes to keep me busy. Particularly on the tomato front. He’s had a load delivered. Flood damaged or something. This gadgie arrived one afternoon last week, upended a tipper truck in the backyard and sent two thousand cans all over. Since then I’ve been collecting them, stripping off the remains of the labels, shining up their outsides and piling them into big baskets under a sign saying ‘Best Italian tomatoes: 35p’.


Having been stuck on tomato detail for two days, I was pleased when Mr Khan asked me to go on the till for an hour so that, as he put it, he could ‘assess my performance with the public’.


Well, he did ask for a performance. So when a fat blonde woman brought a pint of milk, together with her giant pair, to the counter and said, ‘Hello pet, you new?’ I went into action.


‘Aye gorgeous. Me first week.’


‘What’s your name?’


I leaned in, mouthing, ‘Bond. James Bond.’


‘Eeeh. Having me on.’


‘Need a diary?’ I said.


She smiled. ‘Bit early for Christmas, isn’t it?’


‘These are different. Go from now till next September. In case you didn’t get one like, when you should of.’ I held a diary open, shuffled the pages like a hypnotist. ‘Take a look at all the information there is here. Sunrise. Sunset. Birthdays, useful addresses.’


She blinked. ‘Never use a diary, me. Just as long as I know when Thorsday is…’


‘Gan on. Bet you have a busy social schedule, admit it. Must have all the lads after you.’


‘How old are you, anyhow?’ She straightened up, not liking the idea of being chatted up by an old git. People often ask me that. I’ve got one of those neutral-type faces that hasn’t changed much, and I’ve kept my sandy-coloured hair. A face you can draw a character on, I tell myself. But I’ve realised, thanks to my nasty sister-in-law, Frances, that when people think I’m a lot younger than I am they’re not just talking about how I look – it’s how I sound. ‘Why don’t you listen to yourself? Who do ye think ye are, Peter Pan?’ It’s her favourite refrain. I don’t think actors grow up like other people. Maybe playing make-believe and having to be hopeful in the face of so much rejection requires protracted immaturity of the kind I was showing now, flashing my full set of pearly whites at Blondie.


She looked at me with her head on one side, considering, ‘Ye must be about 35.’


‘I’m a little bit older than my teeth,’ I said. A lot older actually, my dazzling smile having been constructed by a London orthodontist in the early 1990s after my agent told me I was up for a Hollywood film.


She relaxed onto the counter, one finger toying with a loose strand of yellowish hair. ‘How much are they, like?’


‘Two pound to you, petal.’


‘Gan on then. Do you know what? I fancy a bit of chocolate as well. Give us some of them Ferrerroshy things.’


She opened a pink furry purse, counted out the coins and sighed. ‘You’re dead persuasive, you. Should be doing adverts.’


‘I’ve done a few of those.’


‘What? Are you an actor like?’


‘Resting one.’


‘Do you know that Jimmy Nail?’


‘Met him, aye.’


‘He’s dead sexy, him. So, what have I seen you in?’ I mentioned a few things, none of which she remembered, conversation faltered a bit – her aware of having spent too much, me aware of how washed up I was – and she turned to go. ‘Nice meeting you,’ she said. ‘I’m Sue.’


‘Ham.’


That cheered her up. ‘Never met a Ham before…’


Mr Khan emerged from his reconnaissance position behind the shampoos to open the door for her. ‘Ye want to keep this lad on the till,’ she said, laughing. ‘He’s dead canny.’ Slapping past the window in her flip-flops, she blew me a kiss.


Mr Khan turned towards me. ‘I didn’t know you trod the boards, Mr Nicolson.’


‘What did you reckon, then?’


‘About what?’


‘My performance. On the till.’


‘Hamlet! Of course. That explains your unusual first name.’


‘So what did you think?’


‘Forgive me Mr Nicolson, but you do not sound like an actor. How did you become such a thing?’


‘I sold her a diary, didn’t I?’


He shook his head. ‘Success with that foolish person means little. A sterner test is required. At a later date. Now. You have work to do. We can talk later.’


Or not, I thought, edging out of the cage to let him in and trudging backstage to the tomatoes. Set him right on one thing, though: ‘My name, Mr Khan. It’s religious. Nothing to do with Hamlet.’


‘Religious? Please explain—’


But I was out of the door among the cans and (after taking out some resentment through a bit of savage label removal) back among my memories.


It must have been the second week in September, thirty odd years ago, when excitement about the new play took me down to the quayside and The Building. We always called the Kicking office The Building, which makes it sound very important, though at that time it was just a big, leaking warehouse where the technicians built the sets, together with a small room for the administrator and a very chilly rehearsal space on the top floor. The rest of it was derelict, waiting for a big grant from the Arts Council to convert it into a theatre.


Now I come to think of it, that day was the first time I saw Matt – hanging around uncertainly at the end of the alleyway that led to The Building. No one started down the alley unless they wanted something to do with Kicking Theatre, though even in the moment I had to register his appearance, I had my doubts Matt was in the right place. There was something stranded about him, something hunched-up and helpless, like an oil-slicked guillemot awaiting rescue.


If you’d glimpsed him at the scene of a crime you’d be hard pressed to recall what he was wearing, though I do remember his hat. It was a sludge-green, knitted type of thing, not usually worn in late summer, pulled over his ears with dull brown hanks of hair emerging underneath. Otherwise, the general impression was shapelessness with a suspicion of grime. Altogether an unlikely person to have business with a theatre company and I thought he might be up to something – something low-grade and pitiful, like chucking a brick through a pane of glass, or making off with a piece of scrap metal. And I’m pretty sure I adjusted the dialect setting to strong, without him even saying a word. ‘What are ye lookin’ for, bonnie lad?’


He silently handed me a piece of crumpled paper on which was written: Kicking Theatre. 2pm. Ask for the Administrator, John Hardleman, in a bold, authoritative hand.


‘I’m ganning there meself. I’ll take ye.’


So he trailed through the gate after me and up the stairs into Hardley’s office, where Hardley himself sat at his desk. ‘Ham,’ he said, apparently not entirely pissed off to see me. ‘Thought you’d be away like the rest of them.’


‘I missed the place,’ I said. It was true. I hated the two-month break from theatre over the summer.


Hardley was older than the rest of us. Late thirties then seemed really old, and he was the sort of person that it was hard to imagine young. His hair had been grey as long as I’d known him and he was a gaunt, angular person, seeming to fold up when he sat down, so that you’d have thought he never ate a square meal, though actually he was famous for getting through huge plates of scran.


‘Come and look at these.’ Two sketches lay on the desk. In one, a couple of crudely drawn women – Victorian by the look of their long bloomers – were doing a knees-up above the words Kicking Theatre Presents: ‘The Blaydon Races’. The second showed the front sections of two horses racing neck and neck. One had a balloon coming out of its mouth with the same message.


‘Got to be the lasses,’ I said.


‘I think so, too.’ Hardley scrunched up the horse drawing and with perfect aim threw it across the room into a wicker basket. That was when he noticed Matt.


‘This lad here’s got an appointment with you. Name of Matthew. That’s right isn’t it?’ Matt nodded and handed over his piece of paper.


Hardley had a particularly hard and disapproving stare – perfected for us actors – and I could see Matt was ready to run. ‘So you’re interested in the work experience place?’


‘Aye.’


‘Do you know anything about touring theatre?’


‘Nuh.’


‘You know the placement is for twelve weeks?’


‘Aye.’


Well. I’m sure we can make use of your talents.’ He paused. Matt shrugged. There was another long pause, during which Hardley decided to move the problem along.


‘Ham – could you take Matthew along to meet Greg? He’s the director, Matthew. If it’s all right with him I’ll sign you up.’


Since Greg was the man I really wanted to see, I was happy to oblige. ‘Where is he, like?’


‘Where do you think?’


Greg was in his usual position at the back of the pub, right arm rising and falling. I tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Hang on a minute.’ He pulled down the lever again and we watched the fruits line up. Lemon, lemon, plum. ‘Shit. Good to see you, Ham.’ Greg lifted his glass of lager from the top of the fruit machine and drained it in one. ‘Wanna beer?’ He looked even more exotic than usual because a recent visit to his family somewhere hot had made turned his brown skin darker still. The whites of his eyes and his small sharp teeth gleamed. I introduced him to Matt. ‘You wanna beer?’


Matt shook his head and looked at his shoes.


‘Hardley said to ask you if it’s all right if he does the work experience YOP thingy,’ I said.


Greg tipped a packet of peanuts down his throat, wiped his mouth on his sleeve and looked at Matt. ‘Can you write plays?’


‘Nuh.’ After a pause, he added, ‘But I can fiddle them machines. Need a screwdriver, like.’


‘Can you? You sound like our kind of guy. Whaddya say your name was?’


‘Matt.’


‘Tell you what, Matt, you go back to the office and tell Hardley I said okay and he’ll sign you up. Get the dates from him and I’ll see you soon.’ Matt scurried towards the door. ‘Don’t forget to bring your screwdriver!’


Greg bought another pack of peanuts and led the way over to a table. He threw himself down in a chair and let out a huge, groany sigh. I took my cue. ‘Did you mean that about the play?’


‘Fuck, Ham,’ he said. ‘We’re in the shit.’


‘How much have you got?’


‘Fuck all. About twenty pages. Twenty pages of shit, that is. Why didn’t anyone tell me the bastard’s an alcoholic?’


‘What, the writer? Where is he, like?’


‘Up at the house. I’ve told him he’s got to get the first half finished today.’ He drummed his fingers on the table top and closed his eyes in apparent agony. ‘It’s all my fault, too, should never have commissioned a fucking London writer.’ He stood up and stuffed his rolling tobacco in a back pocket. ‘You coming?’ The door swung shut behind us and we stood blinking for a moment in the evening sun.


Greg unchained a bicycle from a lamppost and rolled a trouser leg above a tanned, muscular calf. He didn’t get on, but wheeled it beside me as we walked slowly up the hill towards Newcastle town centre. ‘I need to see how he’s doing,’ he said.


‘The writer?’


‘Writer, my ass. The fucker couldn’t write his way out of a wet paper bag.’


‘You never know. Perhaps he’s finished the first half by now.’


Greg sighed as he lifted his leg over the crossbar. ‘You’ll get the bus, then? See you back at the house.’


Sunset should have been at 19.35 according to my diary, but it was 10 minutes after when I watched it go down from the backyard and it finally became too dark to continue gathering tomatoes. We closed at nine and I walked home to my flat thinking at least I’d be able to make the rent this month.


I’d planned to settle down to writing the soap opera straight away, but thought I’d set myself a few deadlines before I started. Then I got distracted filling in the front, personal details, section of my new diary. Name and Address went fine, but I soon ran into trouble with Telephone (cut off last Wednesday) Mobile (refused contract) and email (no computer).


Vladimir in Waiting for Godot would say things were getting alarming by the time I came to Pension details (n/a) Blood group and Allergies (haven’t got a clue). Birthday. I wrote down October 17th, felt better and turned over the page to The Year at a Glance. I started inking in self-imposed deadlines. September 30th finish screenplay; November 20th send off first two episodes of soap opera…


That kept me happy for a while, though for some reason Vladimir kept on whispering behind me, ‘This is getting really insignificant,’ so that I finally did get something written – though not what I’d intended.





LIGHTS UP ON ‘THE HOUSE’, no. 12 JARVIS GROVE, A MILE AND A BIT OUTSIDE TOWN, WHERE HARDLEY, GREG AND STAFFORD LIVE, ALONG WITH STAFFORD’S GIRLFRIEND, NIC, AND VARIOUS TEMPORARY RESIDENTS CONNECTED WITH PRODUCTIONS. AN UNTIDY LIVING ROOM. SAGGING SOFAS, EMBOSSED WALLPAPER PAINTED MOSSY GREEN, DIRTY BEIGE SHAG-PILE CARPET. WINDOW TO LEFT SIDE OPENS ONTO BACKYARD WHERE WASHING HANGS AND GREG’S RED BIKE IS VISIBLE, PROPPED AGAINST THE WALL. RIGHT OF CENTRE IS SMALL GALLEY-TYPE KITCHEN. SINK PILED WITH DISHES AND BACK DOOR AT REAR. TO THE FAR RIGHT OF THE LIVING ROOM IS AN OPEN PLAN STAIRCASE, CARPETED THE SAME. BACK DOOR OPENS. HAM ENTERS THROUGH THE KITCHEN AND COMES INTO THE LIVING ROOM. SHOUTING AND THUMPING FROM ABOVE.





VOICE OF WRITER Let me out, you bastard!


VOICE OF GREG You’re under contract. I need a play.


VOICE OF WRITER Fuck your play! You can’t keep me locked up!


VOICE OF GREG Stay there. I’ll bring you up some coffee.





FOOTSTEPS HEARD APPROACHING STAIRS.





WRITER (voice rising) Where are you taking that?





GREG’S FEET AND LEGS APPEAR AT TOP OF STAIRS – ONE TROUSER LEG STILL ROLLED UP.





GREG Out of your reach. You can’t write a play intoxicated.


WRITER Listen you fucking foreign twat give me that bottle.





GREG’S LEGS DISAPPEAR UP THE STAIRS AGAIN. GASPS AND GRUNTS. A THIN, SPIDERY MAN – THE WRITER [DUE TO THE FACT THAT THIS IS HIS ONLY APPEARANCE IN THE PLAY, THIS CHARACTER CAN BE PLAYED BY AN ASSISTANT STAGE MANAGER IF NECESSARY] COMES STUMBLING HALF WAY DOWN THE STAIRCASE BEFORE TAKING A GIANT LEAP SIDEWAYS INTO THE LIVING ROOM. HE FALLS OVER, STARTS TO PICK HIMSELF AND IS ON HIS KNEES WHEN HE CATCHES SIGHT OF HAM





WRITER He’s mad! He locked me up!





GREG STARTS TO WALK HEAVILY DOWN THE STAIRS CARRYING A WHISKY BOTTLE THAT IS ABOUT ONE-QUARTER FULL. THE WRITER SCRAMBLES UP IN APPARENT TERROR.





WRITER Don’t come near me! I resign! I resign!





HE LOOKS WILDLY FOR AN ESCAPE ROUTE AND THEN RUNS THROUGH THE KITCHEN AND OUT OF THE BACK DOOR, BRINGING CROCKERY CRASHING ONTO THE FLOOR AS HE GOES. THERE IS A LONG PAUSE. GREG SITS DOWN IN ONE OF THE SAGGING ARMCHAIRS, UNSCREWS THE TOP OF THE BOTTLE AND TAKES A LONG SWIG. HE COVERS HIS EYES WITH ONE HAND AND HIS VOICE ADDRESSES THE WHOLE WORLD.





GREG I don’t have a play and we go into rehearsals in ten days’ time.





THERE IS ANOTHER LONG PAUSE.





HAM Have you thought about ’phoning Cuff?




I. 2


‘The day tea came off ration, you came along,’ Mam said. She’d thought she was past having bairns, her youngest, our Harold, being 11 by then, and had been looking forward to putting her feet up and having as many cups of tea as she liked. She lived for tea.


Mam went to Scottish Presbyterian chapel and must have enjoyed the story of the Great Flood, because she named my two elder brothers and me after Noah’s children: Shem, Japhet and then me, Ham. They started using their second names as soon as they realised just how abnormal their first ones were, but my parents hadn’t bothered to give me a choice. So while Shem became Joe and Japhet changed to Harold, there was no escape from Ham, and seeing her love of Noah all but flooded out of the family by wilful sons, Mam was determined to have more control over me.


‘Excuse me, Mrs Nicolson, but Ham tells me he’d like to be called Huntley from now on,’ my primary teacher told her.


‘Ham he is and Ham he will remain,’ my mother retorted and marched me out of the playground. ‘Huntley! What do you think you are, a biscuit?’


Well it seemed better than Sandwich, which was inevitably my nickname at school. I kept on trying with Huntley, so by the time I got to secondary school a few of my friends and some of my enemies addressed me as ‘Hunt’ – the enemies adding their own unforeseen-by-me little rhyme – but by the time it came to choosing a stage name it had lost its appeal completely. There are loads of actors on the Equity register called Nicolson, so though I tried quite a few names, they all got knocked back as repeats. I was twenty-three and Mam had just died so I ended up sticking with Ham as a way of respecting her memory. It’s got one good thing going for it anyway; always breaks the ice at auditions.


I grew up in a three-bedroom terrace in Pity Me, County Durham. Doesn’t sound real, does it? But the place is real and the pit was real, and my father was down it daily until he retired one sunny day in 1965.


I remember he came in the door and gave Mam his bait tin saying she may as well use it for her rock cakes, as he’d be at home for his dinner from now on. I was thirteen and the day felt important to me, but he just rested his big stained hand on my head for a minute and said, ‘Well that’s it, lad. Do you fancy coming down the allotment for a bit?’


I’m glad he didn’t work till the seventies and all the pit closures, and I’m glad he had a bit of his life on the surface of the earth, rather than crawling underneath, though that was the place he seemed to be at home and even in a way wanted to get back to. For over a hundred years my forebears on the paternal side, right down to my father and eldest brother Joe, were all down the pit, living their lives underground, digging up something dead. Even after Da retired he looked down all the time, as though unable to stop himself burrowing. He collected fossils; at weekends he used to take me to the coast looking for specimens, saying he needed my young eyes to find them for him.


Now, I wish I’d been more enthusiastic, but except for some lovely golden ammonites we once found on a holiday down south, looking for fossils bored me rigid. I was for looking up – at the birds balancing on the wind in the grey sky, or clinging to the cliff at Marsden Rock. I didn’t know what they were called then, but I knew them one from another. There were oyster catchers, guillemots, black-backed gulls, and on the trudge home, lapwings, rising in huge flocks from the ploughed fields, where now you’ll be lucky to see one or two.


Da knew those all right, because he couldn’t avoid them, there were that many around. Peewits, was the name he used, telling me to listen to their mewing, whistling cry that some people said sounded like ‘pity meee!’ and explained how the place where we lived got its name. Not that he believed in that particular derivation.


‘Doesn’t sound anything like Pity Me does it, son? You only have to take a look around you to see where the name comes from. Imagine trying to get a crop off that. It was the farmers who wanted pity, like. We went down under the ground because there was nowt to be had on top.’


Even leisure activities meant digging. It was root veg – spuds and parsnips – Da took most pride in growing, and I don’t need to tell you about miners’ leeks. At night, some of the men used to take their dogs and go badger baiting.


Pity Me was a hole above a hole, and it took some climbing out of, as though the great, scoured world below sucked at your soles, rooted you where you were. Pit villages are often set in beautiful country, surrounded by hills and copses and hedgerows and all the wildlife under the watery sun, but they were never country places. The sun couldn’t quite reach between the tight rows of houses because everything was under the shadow of the pit. The coal coloured the place, darkened the brick and kept on trying to black out the windows, only just kept at bay by strong wives armed with vinegar and newspaper.


When I was a – let’s-face-it-verging-on-the-cissy – kid, the idea of the pit terrified me. I imagined it like Hell. A place of fire inhabited by black-faced monsters with teeth showing savage white. I suppose that was a memory of seeing Da and my uncles just finished work.


I finally went down a coal mine in the 1980s when I was in a play about the Hartley Grange disaster. It wasn’t the pit where Da worked; this one was Easington, only a few miles away, but a place I’d never set foot in before. That’s another thing about pit villages – they were tribal. Lads from Pity Me got beaten up if they wandered into the territory of another mining tribe from Houghton, or Hetton-le-Hole or Easington; reckoned we were after their women, you see.
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