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	Praise for The Peanut Factory

	 

	‘Telling journal about the London squat scene in the post punk era. Compelling and disturbing in equal measure — especially the outside toilets.’ — Jim Tavaré, comedian, actor and musician

	 

	‘A window into a time of raw energy and rough edges, Deb Price paints a vivid picture of life in the squats of South London. By turns amusing and alarming, but always engaging, we accompany a teenager as she navigates her way to womanhood in a subculture on the margins.’ — Allie Rogers, author of Little Gold and Tale of a Tooth

	 

	‘An engaging memoir that describes accurately and with great warmth the squatting scene that provided housing for thousands of people and was an important part of the counter culture in the last quarter of the 20th century.’ — Christian Wolmar, journalist and author of Cathedrals of Steam

	 

	‘A beautifully grungy coming-of-age memoir set in the squats of 1970s London. Deborah Price is a gifted storyteller who reminds readers how it feels to be young, broke, uncomfortable and marginalised, but gloriously hopeful and madly in love with life. A must-read for anyone who was there, or wishes they had been.’ — Nikki Sheehan, author of Goodnight, Boy

	 

	‘The Peanut Factory journeys deep into the squatland of 1970s Britain. Evocative and heart-wrenching by turn, this is a story from a time of possibility, when people like Deborah Price knew there was a world to win.’ — Matt Worley, professor of Modern History, University of Reading



	

‘Deborah Price’s debut memoir paints a vivid and gritty picture of living in squats around south London in the late 1970s with tales of the harsh living conditions and the many characters she encountered. It’s frank and candid which is just how it should be in telling a story that sometimes takes a few tragic turns. Croydon Punk/New Wave music fans will be pleased to hear that the South London band The Damned/Johnny Moped get a mention along with Captain Sensible AKA Ray Burns who she encountered at a local music festival. A great read and thoroughly recommended.’ — Mark Williams, author of Smash-It-Up

	 

	‘It really took me back to those days. Life was a bit rugged wasn't it, sleeping on floors... nicking people’s beers in the pub... getting chased down the road... trying to start a band with no money. At least there was glam rock and then punk. I'd go back in a flash if offered sod all this smart tech garbage... gimme an afternoon pulling pints in the Gloucester followed by a nap in front of the TV blaring out the Crossroads theme.’ — Captain Sensible, The Damned
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	I left home on a summer morning in 1975. I was eighteen and ready for change. In the afternoon I went to a pop festival in South London. In the evening I moved into a squat with my boyfriend and partied all night. Music and parties and moving every few months would become my life for the next eight years. I had no idea what I was in for…



	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter One

	 

	 

	My stepfather shoved all of my things in the boot of the car. Not much. Clothes, books, a chest of drawers, and little things I treasured. My childhood books tumbled out, lying in the boot like abandoned orphans of an Edwardian institution: The Secret Garden, A Little Princess, Five Children and It.

	In silence we drove to my new home, a big room in a Victorian squat. It was in Crystal Palace, a part I didn’t know, just behind where the buses stopped and right by an estate of prefabs. Not far, about a twenty-minute drive. When we got there it was dark and only a few of the streetlights were working. The road was pockmarked with holes and bits of gravel. It had been raining as we drove and the gravel shone blue and black under our feet when we got out of the car.

	‘It’s that one there,’ I said pointing. I couldn’t tell him this was the first time I had seen it. He looked up at the large building. I didn’t know if he had taken in the decrepit air of the street and the run-down look of the house.

	‘I haven’t got much time,’ he said, his mouth screwed up with effort as he opened the boot. His body blocked mine as I stepped forward to help and his arms grabbed everything carelessly. He showed less thought getting everything out than when he was packing away his market stall. My life’s possessions were not as important as ladies’ tights, knives, and the roller thing that gets lint off clothes.

	The larger furniture tumbled out first then my smaller things that he shoved onto the road. A crochet shawl fell into a rain puddle followed by my dress from Kensington Market. I heard a faint tinkle and saw a little wind chime in broken pieces. Something inside me clenched with regret. At that moment I was close to putting it all back in and going home.

	‘Is that OK? Is that everything?’

	‘Yes, I think so.’

	‘OK, I’ll be off then.’

	He didn’t ask to come inside, and didn’t help me take anything in. Stiffly, after all the bending, he walked round to the driver’s side of the car. The light from the streetlamp caught his glasses. He paused and turned towards me. I stood in the minimal light, my bravado gone, clutching my broken wind chime and my shawl like they were precious friends.

	‘I’ll be off then,’ he repeated.

	There was a pause and a nod, then he got into the car and did a complicated manouvre to turn round without driving over my things and drove away. I stood in the dark, the smell of London petrichor wafting from the surface, the hot evening drying the damp, watching his taillights get smaller and smaller.

	‘He wanted me gone anyway,’ I thought.

	I walked up the stairs to the front door and looked for a knocker. There was a bell, so I pressed it and heard the sound echo inside the house. No one came so I tapped on the door. Still no one came, and I was worried, looking at my pile of possessions at the kerb and wondering if another car would come and run over them.

	‘Hallo,’ I called up, my voice unsure and thready.

	The street was silent like it disapproved of me being there. Every atom of it was unfamiliar and strange. I felt like the air was repelling me and telling me I wasn’t wanted. I tapped again and called, ‘It’s me.’ A window went up on the middle floor and a head came out.

	‘Oh, aye it’s you. I forgot you were coming. Hold on a minute, hen.’

	It was Jimmy, the Scottish boy I had met, and the best friend of my boyfriend. I had met him before Joe when he started coming into the pub where I worked. He was charming and funny and I really fancied him but then I found out he had a girlfriend. I think he felt the same towards me but was loyal to Jill and encouraged Joe to make a play for me to keep me close.

	Jimmy had told me they were opening up a new squat. I had asked shyly if they had a room free and he said, ‘Well, aren’t you moving in with Joe?

	‘He didn’t ask me,’ I said feeling stupid.

	‘Oh, aye he’s into it. He told me before he went away.’

	And this was me now standing outside having made the sudden decision to come that evening. I felt like a house of cards that was about to come tumbling down. I was eighteen and had just finished my A levels that summer. Home felt strange. My mother had gone to America to work and I had spent my whole life battling my stepfather so it felt alien to be in the house just with him, the non-parent, and my little brother. To him I wasn’t a child; he had never fathered me, but I wasn’t an adult either. It was too difficult and weird to work, so I wanted out.

	I hadn’t seen Joe for over a week. He had only come back from Germany that evening. Maybe he wasn’t ‘into it’ like Jimmy said.

	Despite the cool evening, sweat prickled under my arms. My eyes felt hot and my throat got narrow and lumpy. I steeled myself; whatever happened I mustn’t cry like a baby. I was an adult now and about to start a new and exciting life. Only it didn’t feel new and exciting. I suddenly felt a wave of regret for my home that I had carelessly discarded like an old newspaper. I fancied sitting in the living room, even though it was a Saturday night. Sitting in the living room drinking a cup of tea and watching ‘High Chaparral’ with my stepfather on the flickering screen of the big cabinet in the corner. ‘Hey Manolito,’ he would say in a fake Spanish accent when that character came on screen. Our silence would be something approaching companionable.

	The front door creaked. I blinked in the light pouring out into the street, swallowing tears. I tried a smile and Jimmy bounded out followed by Joe who wrapped me in a bear hug. They both looked behind me at my pile of gear.

	‘This yours then?’ Joe said. ‘You moving in?’

	‘Course she is,’ Jimmy said as he started to scoop up my possessions.

	‘We’ll have this all in in no time and then we’re going out,’ he said.

	‘Going out?’ I said.

	‘It’s Saturday night and we’re off to a party in the prefabs.’

	Joe started picking things up and moving them inside. ‘We’re up on the first floor,’ he said. ‘The kitchen’s on the top floor and some junkies have moved in but I think they’re OK.’

	At the top of the step he turned and looked at me, his head poking out from behind my shoes, skirts, and books. ‘By the way, first rule of squatting, never ring the bell. Only pigs and bailiffs ring the bell. Just knock and eventually someone will come. And if you’re inside and you hear the bell, never answer it. If you hear a knock, open the window to check who it is before you answer the door.’

	I nodded and couldn’t believe that I had broken some sort of basic rule before I had even set foot in the house.

	My new family took all of my things from the street and piled them in the middle of the room. Jimmy left us and went next door where he started moving things around and sneezing.

	‘It’s bigger than I thought it would be,’ I said kicking the clouds of dust and wondering if it would be laughable to ask for a broom. It smelt of damp and emptiness. Joe lit a joss stick and wedged it between the sash window frame.

	‘We’ll make it look nice,’ he said putting his arms round me. Looking at the high ceilings, I wondered about curtains. There was a door to the next room, but Joe had blocked it off by putting a mattress there for us to sleep on. It looked a bit stained, but I had an Indian throw that would cover it. I could see that my chest of drawers would look perfect in one corner and started to cheer up. We kissed.

	‘What’s this about a party?’ I said.

	Joe sat on the mattress and shrugged. ‘There’s one over the road if you fancy it.’

	I tried to comb the tangles out of my hair with my fingers. I didn’t want to stay in this room with him, not yet. ‘Yeah, sounds great,’ I said and leant against the wall, avoiding the mattress and trying to summon up enthusiasm.

	Joe stood up and cracked his knuckles. ‘OK let’s split then. We can sort this lot out tomorrow,’ he said then knocked on the adjoining wall and shouted, ‘Party!’

	The party was across the road in a prefab. The one-bedroom bungalow seemed homely and sweet after the echoing spaces of our Edwardian house. I danced and drank, felt adventurous and adult. I had left the confines of childhood and was with my tribe, launched on the world.

	The next day I grieved for the broken windchimes and felt bereft at the way I had left home.

	For those first two weeks in the squat I hardly ate. Food tasted like ashes in my mouth. I had the odd bit of toast. I had a continual unreal feeling as I went about my daily life. It reminded me of when I was at school and we had to close our eyes to pray in assembly. As soon as we did that I would sway to keep my balance. That’s what I was doing now, swaying continuously as I tried to make this new life balance. 

	I managed to get up and get dressed for work. The boys all wore the same kind of clothes: tatty jeans and ratty Shetland wool jumpers with the elbows poking out. Joe was more adventurous and sometimes wore pale blue cord dungarees with long flowing scarves. He was good looking and closely resembled Patti Smith on the cover of Horses — a fact he was well aware of and played up to. He liked a feminine look and I sometimes came home from work to find him pottering around in one of my skirts with a beret on.

	My boyfriend showed me how to make a basic tomato sauce that we could add to pasta. I wondered who had shown him, how he knew these skills. He could cook, sew, make things out of rescued rubbish from skips, and turn electricity on illegally. 

	All I could do was go out to work.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	 

	The landlord of The Queen’s Arms did a lot of huffing and puffing when he interviewed me. ‘We’ll give you a try and see how you go,’ he said, in reality eyeing me up and pulling on his handlebar moustache. ‘Alright, darling?’

	His wife could barely keep her grip on the barstool. Swaying and drinking Jameson’s, she whispered to me, ‘It’s for me nerves, love.’ Occasionally she lurched off and tottered up the steps to the ladies followed by her Alsatian, a vicious mutt who slavishly protected her. Bar staff and regulars knew to give it a wide berth and especially keep away from her handbag. It was very proprietorial about that black battered bag, and rumour was that the landlord had to pay damages to a girl the dog had bit after she picked it up from the floor thinking it was hers.

	It was an Irish pub with music and entertainment including ‘The fabulous Eammon Baxter’ who would play his guitar and sing rousing rebel songs during ‘lock ins’. Being able to stay for a lock in was a mark of being a true regular and sadly none of my crowd made it, too broke and too rowdy. I hated being asked to stay as it meant working until the early hours and then walking home on my own.

	After a week I was left in charge of the upstairs bar. Under the eagle eye of a regular who would report back if I was nicking, I stood and polished glasses dutifully. Eventually I was trusted to be on my own so Joe and my friends came in and perched on the bar stools in front of me with hopeful looks. 

	‘You’re so stingy,’ Joe said. ‘I thought having a girlfriend who worked in a pub would get me free drinks.’ He was teasing but I took him at his word.

	‘Right. You want free drinks, I’ll give you free drinks, but you’ve got to drink right along this row of optics, one from every one and then the bottles at the back.’

	‘Even Campari?’

	‘Even Advocaat,’ I said. They staggered out at closing time looking green around the gills. I wasn’t asked about free drinks again. 

	Every evening when I wasn’t working, we went to a pub. Busman’s holiday for me, but I got to know all of the locals.

	‘What about The Crown?’ I said.

	‘Nah,’ Jimmy said. ‘That’s a copper’s pub.’

	‘What about that one,’ I said and pointed to The Alma. 

	‘Nope, we don’t go there,’ Joe said. 

	‘Why not?’ 

	‘No idea,’ he shrugged. ‘We just don’t.’ 

	I looked inside The Cambridge but one glimpse of the rough looking clientele had me backing out. ‘Don’t fancy it, hen?’ Jimmy said. ‘I don’t blame you. That’s where you go when you’re barred from everywhere else.’

	‘Tell you what,’ Joe said. ‘Let’s go to The Swan. They’ve done it up and the strippers are only on at lunchtime.’

	‘What about all those Angels?’ Jimmy said.

	‘Oh, don’t worry about them,’ I said. ‘They’ll leave you alone if you’re with chicks.’

	We strode into the pub and saw that the brewery had decided to go upmarket and get rid of the greasy rocker clientele and reputation. Pale pink velvet banquettes were installed and it reopened with an art deco 1920s vibe. It didn’t work though. The motorcycle gangs just came in and put their boots all over the velvet and soon it looked like the shithole it had always been.

	Inevitably most nights we ended up in The Queen’s Arms, just the other side of the bar for me. At closing time there would be a shout of, ‘Drink up, we’re off,’ from Joe. Everyone would down their pints and get up. 

	‘Where are we off to?’ 

	‘Over the road.’

	The Queen’s Arms was in Croydon and closed at 10:30pm, so we all crossed the road then for an extra half an hour of drinking in a Lambeth pub. 

	One morning in my daytime job I had bad news. ‘I’m sorry love but you can’t work at two pubs. I’m going to have to let you go,’ said the landlord of the Crystal Palace Hotel, Mr Ford. It wasn’t a hotel but a big London pub with a barn-like structure off the back that was a disco in the evenings. 

	I’d already been ‘let go’ at The Railway Tavern, a Young’s real ale pub off Gipsy Hill, my first job after A levels. They said I was too slow. I wasn’t too slow for the CPH. I worked day times and it was deathly quiet. There was just a smattering of regulars nursing a pint and sometimes a ploughman’s lunch. I was so bored with my quiet days, and I needed extra money, so I started working evenings at The Queen’s Arms and I had been grassed up. 

	‘I don’t understand why?’ I pleaded. ‘I can be here in the day and there in the evenings. You don’t need me in the evenings and The Queen’s Arms don’t seem to mind. They know I work here as well.’

	‘Well, I’m sorry but that’s how it is. We’re a jealous lot us publicans and I don’t want The Queen’s Arms to know all of our business. You have to stay loyal to one pub. You can work until the end of the week and I’ll see about a little bonus because you’re a good girl but I can’t do any more.’

	The whole thing seemed ridiculous and part of some secret landlord’s code that only Mr Ford adhered to. I was relieved not to be in the quiet old man’s pub anymore and to have an excuse to leave. The bonus came in handy as well.

	So I was now working daytimes and some evenings at The Queen’s Arms. They needed me for the famous 10p a pint Mondays. It was on these Mondays that I originally got to know Joe and Jimmy. All the hippies and wastrels came in that night because it was so cheap. Johnny Rotten was a regular and various other n’er do wells and squatters. The landlord and his wife disapproved of them all, but I was in heaven. 

	Our squat was just past The White Swan, past the parade of shops and the bus terminus, first left down the hill. It attracted residents quickly. Living on the ground floor was the sweetest couple, Rosy and Gerry, who always seemed like they’d come up from a rural idyll and not at all like London hippies, no edge to them at all. They lived in domestic bliss with their own front door, painted purple with a peace sign in white, their own kitchen and toilet, and a little mutt called Ringo. The first time I went there I made a great fuss of him and his whole body wiggled with joy. But when I got up to go, he uttered a low threatening growl and showed his teeth. Gerry lunged at him to save me. ‘He doesn’t like anyone going,’ Gerry explained. ‘He attacks them.’

	Rosy and Gerry had come from Joe and Jimmy’s previous squat. I’d been there a couple of times when I first started seeing Joe and was living at home. It was an abandoned newspaper office in the middle of Crystal Palace in St Aubyn’s Road, but they hadn’t been there long before getting evicted hence the move to Farquhar.

	On the ground floor were three big bedrooms. Tom, another Scot, occupied one. ‘But I can never go back there,’ he often said, shaking his head sadly.

	He had some kind of awful scar that he once showed Joe. 

	‘I never want to see that again, bloody awful,’ he said. Joe and Jimmy weren’t that keen on Tom, but he’s the one who had found and initially broken into Farquhar Road so he got first pick of the rooms. Next to him were two guys who occasionally worked on building sites, drinking buddies of Tom’s and seemed OK.

	Upstairs Joe and me had one room and Jimmy and his girlfriend, Jill, had the other. An internal door linked the rooms and the bathroom was next to us. Upstairs, the top floor had a tiny kitchen and two small attic rooms. One was empty initially, and in the other lived two junkies, Lucy and Robin.

	I was nervous to meet them. My preconception of junkies was an image of cadaverous mumbling spectres. In fact, both of them were functioning addicts and fine as long as they had their fix. I first encountered Lucy in the wee small hours as I crept up to the kitchen to make a cup of tea.

	‘Hello, darling,’ she said, standing up from the oven door and moving aside to let me in the galley space.

	‘Oh hi, I’m Deb from downstairs. I’m just making a cup of tea.’

	‘Oh, I really fancied a roast lunch,’ she said waving vaguely at the mess in the kitchen. I didn’t want to mention that it was 2am. As Lucy was fussing in the kitchen, I waited for the kettle to boil and took the opportunity to have a good look at her. She was pretty in a very English rose peaches and cream way, older than me, and posh. Her clipped voice suggested a private school.

	‘Do feel free to use my china but be careful with it — it’s Portmeirion, you know.’ As she stirred some gravy, I had to admit that the smells coming from the oven were lovely and the glimpse of the roast potatoes made my mouth water.

	A man came out of their room. ‘Juicy Lucy, where’s my grub?’ he said. Now this was more my idea of a junkie. Long greasy stringy hair, stick thin and a nasally whiny voice.

	‘Oh, Robin wait a minute. I’ve got to put the greens on.’

	‘I don’t need the greens. Dish it up.’

	‘Now Robin, you know it’s important to have your daily vitamins. We have to have greens to keep ourselves healthy.’

	Robin ignored me and I felt a bit embarrassed to be around their bickering. I decided to forget the tea. ‘Well, bye then,’ I said a bit lamely and went downstairs. I couldn’t wait to tell Joe the whole story. 

	‘Loose Lucy we call her,’ he said. ‘I think she might be on the game?’

	‘But what about the Portmeirion and the roast dinner and the accent?’

	‘Oh yes when she’s together she’s quite the grand lady but that’s not often.’

	Joe was right. The whole time I was in the squat I never saw her again. Robin sometimes came whinging round us trying to bum fags and money. The only thing I ever saw him eat was lemon and lime Angel Delight, which they had quite a few packets of stashed away in a drawer.

	Bang Bang Bang. 

	The second morning loud knocking on the door woke me at 8am. ‘What the fuck,’ Joe said, turning over and trying to get back to sleep. I heard Jimmy get up, then his door opened and he ran downstairs.

	‘Get up, Joe, something’s happening,’ I said and went over to the window. Pulling aside the fabric we had hung there, I saw a crowd of about five men outside looking up and scowling. I ducked down and said, ‘Joe, get up. Jimmy needs you.’ 

	Complaining, Joe got up and struggled into his jeans. At the window he muttered something under his breath, then went downstairs. I hoped the other blokes would be there as well.

	‘Deborah, Deborah!’ someone called and I poked my head out the door. 

	‘What?’ 

	‘Come down, we need a chick.’

	I threw my nightie on and pattered downstairs. All the blokes were clustered round the front door looking wide-eyed.

	‘Hello,’ Jimmy shouted through the door.

	‘Open up,’ came the reply.

	‘Who are you?’ Joe said.

	‘Never you mind that, just open up.’

	‘Not until you tell us,’ Jimmy shouted.

	I heard him giggling and there was something quite funny about the whole situation. I felt a little hysterical myself.

	Pushing my way to the front I said, ‘If we open the door will you tell us who you are?’

	Following a stunned silence, one voice said, ‘They’ve got a woman there.’

	‘OK, just open up.’

	Joe nodded at Jimmy and they slowly opened the door.

	Clustered on the front steps were five middle-aged men who looked like ordinary middle-aged blokes, like my stepfather but a bit taller. Because of the steps they were lower than us so we had an advantage. The building site guys were muscly and fairly imposing. Jimmy and Joe were tall but lankier. All of the boys were bare chested and crowded round behind me. I could smell sweat from the night and the sharp scent of adrenaline. I shivered in the morning air in my nightie and a crocheted shawl I had grabbed on the way down. Joe put his arm round me. We seemed to be the self-elected spokespeople.

	‘We don’t want any trouble,’ Joe said.

	One man in the front stuck out his chin and said, ‘We just want to know what you’re doing here.’

	‘What’s it to you man?’ Jimmy said, leaning forward in challenge. 

	Joe stopped him with a hand gesture and said in a level voice, ‘We’re just living here. Living here like you lot are.’ (He told me later that he recognised some of the men from the adjoining houses and realised they were neighbours.)

	‘Well, it’s not your house,’ shouted one of them.

	‘Maybe not,’ Joe said. ‘But we’re here now legally. We’ve changed the locks and we’re paying our rates and leccy.’

	‘You’re making too much noise,’ one in the back row replied.

	The rest of the guys behind us moved backwards. Tom was scratching his hair and yawning. He could sense there was no immediate threat and seemed bored with the exchange. I could feel the heightened mood dissipating.

	‘I got to get to work,’ Tom said.

	‘Sorry about that, folks,’ Jimmy said. ‘We’ll try to keep it down. Is there anything else?’

	The deputation muttered among themselves then in a deflated tone their leader said, ‘We just didn’t know what was going on.’

	‘Well, we’re just living here,’ Joe said. ‘And I need to get my breakfast and a cup of tea now.’ 

	He moved back and made as if to shut the door but in a last ditch attempt the neighbour put his foot in there and said, ‘Well just make sure you’re quiet or we’ll get the police round.’

	Joe smiled and waited until he removed his foot before he shut the door. Then we collapsed against it, muffling our laughter until we heard them go down the steps and down the street.

	‘And that, my dear, is the end of that,’ Jimmy said dusting his hands.

	‘What’s going on?’ Jill said, stood at the top of the stairs in her nightie peering through her hair.

	‘Oh, Jimmy and Joe just saw off a pack of neighbors,’ I said.

	They both bowed. Then the other guys reappeared and there was a lot of laughing and manly slapping on the back.

	We all crowded upstairs into the little kitchen and had cups of tea, spilling onto the hall outside.

	‘It always happens,’ Joe said and blew the steam off his tea. ‘They always come round to check us out.’

	‘They can’t do anything though,’ Jill said, leaning against the bannisters.

	‘They can eventually,’ Jimmy said. ‘This is a council property so it would take them a long time, but if they tried hard enough and we made a nuisance of ourselves they could get us evicted.’

	Joe struck a pose and said, ‘We’d never let them pass.’ Throwing a hand into the air he said, ‘We’d be the Farquhar martyrs. We’d make barricades of mattresses and put tables on their sides. They’d never get through and we would never ever leave.’ Then he struck his hand onto the cooker for emphasis.

	‘Yes, we would man,’ Jimmy said. ‘We’d just leave and find somewhere else.’

	The house next door had been turned into flats. I never worked out if they were squats or not. A sweet little tabby cat had made its way into our building and seemed to want to adopt us. She was young but independent and made it clear that we were her new owners. I felt that we should try to find out where she came from before we took her in, so I went door knocking.

	A young lad opened the first door I rang on and said, ‘Yes, she’s mine.’ He was very young, with curly hair and still had puppy fat.

	‘Do you want her back?’

	‘No, I don’t think she’s happy here. I’ve got a few animals and she doesn’t get on with them. Do you want to come in?’

	A few animals was an understatement. Ryan was fifteen and had been chucked out of home. He had a dreadful family life, low self-esteem, and pets and assorted critters were his only friends. He had several Alsatian dogs (one very fierce that I was always scared of) and a parrot in a cage called Skip who was quite good at mimicking ‘God bless you.’ He would also scream and then start coughing, very realistically. There were some other cats and an assortment of caged gerbils, rabbits, and other small beasts.

	He was like a hippy Gerald Durrell. Even by squat standards, his hygiene and housekeeping were lacking. It was always a bit nerve wracking going into his place as you never knew what would bite you or what you would step in.

	‘What’s that Ryan?’ I said, looking into a bucket.

	‘It’s a few eels.’

	I shuddered when I saw them all writhing and moving around.

	Ryan was a sweet soul and genuinely devoted to his menagerie, so we took him under our wings. He became a feature of our lives and later moved with us when we left. We named the little cat ‘Big Puss’ which was either an appalling lack of imagination or might have been a protest against cute animal names.

	Our house family was settling in. I liked living in the room next to Jimmy and Jill. The junkies upstairs kept themselves to themselves and Rosy and Gerry were always popping in and out. Rosy was a great baker and often came round for a cup of tea, offering a plate of fresh scones. The boys downstairs were mainly out at work. Having the little cat made the place seem like home. I felt safe and secure, like I could live there for years, but things were about to change.


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Gene was recently down from ‘up the road’, a shorthand term for Scotland and usually meant Glasgow. He was a small bloke, wiry, with curly hair and sharp blue eyes that never seemed to miss a trick. Wearing a checked shirt with the sleeves rolled up, I noticed some crude tattoos on his forearms. He always seemed to be moving, either jiggling his foot or clicking his fingers. His eyes had been following me round the room, so I escaped into the kitchen to make tea with Rosy. 

	I had no idea who had bought him round to the late-night drinking party that often happened after the pubs closed at 11. I asked Rosy and she pursed her lips. Drying a mug on a tea towel, she said, ‘I think he came with that lot from the prefabs, or Joe started chatting to him in the pub. I think he’s from the same area of Glasgow as Jimmy and Tom.’

	‘I just hadn’t seen him before, that’s all.’

	‘Don’t ask him too many questions. I’ve heard he’s some kind of hard man up there, probably on the run.’

	She took some milk out of the fridge and sniffed it then handed it to me for a second opinion. I shrugged and started pouring it into the row of chipped mugs full of dark brown brew.

	‘Rumour has it he killed someone and that’s why he’s done a runner.’

	‘That’s all we need, some kind of Scottish Kray twin.’

	I heard an uproarious laugh from the other room, then Gene’s pronounced Glasgow accent. He was holding court, and, by the sound of it, being entertaining. Everyone seemed to like him.

	Rosy shrugged and said, ‘The thing with squatting is it’s free housing, that means free to everyone. We can’t always choose who we live with and who comes round. We have to make sure that everyone has a bed for the night, isn’t it?’

	Slightly alarmed, I thought of the spare room on the top floor next to Lucy and Robin.  

	‘At the moment,’ Rosy said, putting the cups on an old, dented metal tray with a picture of a cottage on it. ‘Gerry and me feel really lucky because we like all of you lot. We feel safe here, like a family. It hasn’t always been like that.’

	We took the tray next door where the party showed no sign of winding down. My heart sank. I was one of the few who had paid work and had to be up in the morning. Joe beckoned me over to sit on the floor next to him. We leaned against the sofa where Jill sat with Ringo, stroking his little pink nose. Jimmy had gone to Glasgow to see his parents for a few days. Gene sat opposite me on a chair. He raised his mug to me, winked and said, ‘Cheers, hen.’

	Joe put his arm round me. I could see from the brightness of his eyes and the way he kept licking his lips that he’d been taking speed. I knew he would probably stay up all night. That went for most of the others as well. A joint was going round and I passed it on without smoking.

	‘Do you indulge?’ Gene said.

	‘Nope, she’s a clean-living girl,’ Joe said. 

	This was a slight bone of contention between us, and a source of bewilderment to our friends. I had smoked pot and dropped acid when I was younger, 14 – 16 years old. Then I went to sixth form college I stopped and didn’t drink alcohol either. I had started drinking again, part of working in a pub, but didn’t do anything else.

	A ripple of disbelieving laughter passed round the group. 
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