

[image: ]





Never Far From Nowhere

ANDREA LEVY

[image: logo]




 
Copyright © 1996 Andrea Levy

 
The right of Andrea Levy to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency

 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2009

 
This edition published in 2016 by Tinder Press an imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 7298 0

 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

 
www.tinderpress.co.uk
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





About the Author

[image: author]

© Laurie Fletcher

Andrea Levy was born in England to Jamaican parents who came to Britain in 1948. After attending writing workshops when she was in her mid-thirties, Levy began to write the novels that she, as a young woman, had always wanted to read – entertaining novels that reflect the experiences of black Britons, which look at Britain and its changing population and at the intimacies that bind British history with that of the Caribbean.
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About the Book

A passionate and perceptive story full of the pain and the humour of growing up, from Andrea Levy, author of the Orange Prize winning SMALL ISLAND and the Man Booker shortlisted THE LONG SONG.

NEVER FAR FROM NOWHERE is the story of two sisters, Olive and Vivien, born in London to Jamaican parents and brought up on a council estate. They go to the same grammar school, but while Vivien’s life becomes a chaotic mix of friendships, youth clubs, skinhead violence, A-levels, discos and college, Olive, three years older and a skin shade darker, has a very different tale to tell . . .




For Maya and Hannah




Vivien


We had marks on the door-frame that led into the living room. Olive’s and mine. Scratched on the paintwork in pencil, because one day when it didn’t matter what height we were or when our height didn’t change weekly, then our mum was going to rub them off. But they stayed. Olive’s ended higher than mine. I had to stand on tiptoe to see them properly. But Olive was older than me, three years. Olive was older and taller and I had to stand on tiptoe to see her all my life.

Three years is a long time in sister years. Three years meant Olive in the juniors with me one of the baby new girls in the infants. Her at secondary school in a smart new uniform, me in the juniors with scuffed knees and marbles. Her with boyfriends and kissing on the doorstep, me with socks and. Sindy.

She was my big sister. I was her bloody little baby sister - annoying little sod sister - get out of my room sister - you get on my nerves sister.

We were sisters and we looked alike. We had the family resemblance passed down from our father’s side. A large nose and correspondingly large ears, but somehow not out of place. Somehow looking right on our oval-shaped faces; Olive’s more refined than mine, more symmetrical. But I had a light skin - a high colour. In a dim light I could be taken for Italian or Spanish. Olive was darker. Black. The Caribbean legacy.

Our parents were from Jamaica. My mother, a country girl brought up on a farm near Savannah-la-Mar in Westmoreland.

Her parents owned a shop and kept chickens and every Saturday would attend the Seventh Day Adventist church on the high street. Her great-grandmother was a slave, but in her freedom she married a fairer-skinned man. My grandmother married a man who descended from Scottish farmers. My mother had fair skin with strong African features.

My father’s mother was part Spanish, part Indian, part African. She married a man of north African descent who lived in a large house in St Andrew, where they had parties and lived a socialite life. The Caribbean legacy left me with fair skin and black wavy hair. And Olive with a black skin, a head of tight frizzy hair streaked with red, and green eyes.

 



Newton Charles, my dad, was christened with two surnames. Often people called him Charles Newton. He didn’t mind, he didn’t care what way round his names went, they were only names after all, he said. He worked for London Transport. He started when he first came to this country as a ticket collector on the buses. ‘No standing on top, hold on tight and tickets please,’ being some of the only things my dad learned to say without a broad Jamaican accent. After a few years he got what he called a ‘chance’, and trained to be a mechanic. He then spent the rest of his life repairing buses, making them roadworthy. ‘It’s a skilled job, Vivien, a training.’ Without him, ‘them buses stop halfway up hill, ’em wheels spinning and not going nowhere, puffing black smoke.’

Without him, the fleet of London buses would be in very poor condition. So he got up at four every morning and came home stinking of petrol with his navy overalls black with oil up to the chest.

‘The human dipstick,’ Olive called him. ‘Bet they dip him in to see how much oil’s in the bus.’

‘How you manage to get your clothes so black?’ Mum always said, when he brought the overalls home for washing.

‘It’s me job nah -’course I get black up.‘ Then he sat in his chair and read the paper while she washed the overalls.

Rose Charles, Mum, worked all the time. She had two  jobs. She helped prepare and serve the meals at the local school. Then when school was over she went to the hospital where she pushed a trolley round Out-patients and Antenatal, serving tea to anyone who wanted it. ‘Not charity, Vivien,’ she explained, ‘they pay good money for the tea; it’s business. We’re buying new wings for the hospital.’

She always came home exhausted and would fall into a chair, legs splayed, with her coat still on. Then after five minutes in this undignified position she’d get up and start her jobs at home.

 



Olive and me were born in London. Not within the sound of Bow bells, wherever they were, but in Islington, north London. Our parents came over on a ship in the fifties and found rooms in a house. The downstairs of what is now a very smart dwelling near Gibson Square. But what was then, and as we grew up, just a notch above a slum. Cooking, eating and living in one room, sleeping in two others. Until the council housed us in a flat on an estate. A new estate that held the promise of decent living but didn’t fulfil it.

We liked the estate at first. It was new and clean and the air around it felt fresh like days at the seaside, even though it was firmly in Finsbury Park. When we moved in there was hardly anyone else living there. On the first day we wandered round it - the fairy-tale kingdom of white concrete, radiant in the sun. Quiet with the sounds of birds and our footsteps echoing off the walls and corridors. It was like coming into the light after years underground. After years spent in a damp basement, where we could see the bottoms of people’s legs as they went about their business on our busy road. Knees, ankles and feet in shoes all seen through railings - bars. But from our third-floor flat we could look down on people’s heads and sometimes, when they were in the not too far distance, we could see them all.

All the blocks of flats sat at odd angles to one another, like a row of bad teeth. In between them were areas where grass promised to grow and places with swings for the children  and benches for grannies to sit. Everything had been thought of, every need catered for.

Inside the flat was small, but full of things we’d always wanted. A separate bathroom and toilet. A kitchen you could sit in with a table and four chairs - for a proper family, like in the adverts. My mum and dad enjoyed their new home. Olive and me sat and watched them as they walked round discussing what was to go where and who should have what. Before, everything was just everyone’s - squashed together, it was hard to get territorial. But with our own bedrooms and special places to eat and wash - then there could be privacy, and yours and mine and his and hers. Our dad made notes as mum called out that we needed two more wardrobes or a nice shelving unit with a light to show off ornaments to their best. Me and Olive watched them play house like we used to in our bedroom when we were young. My dad licked the tip of the tiny pencil before he began to write, and repeated the words as he wrote them. I didn’t butt in with requests; neither did Olive - we didn’t have to. Our parents covered everything we wanted and more besides. It was more fun watching than joining in. And everybody knew, but nobody said, that we didn’t have the money to buy anything.

One morning Dad woke up with a cough. A great cough that seemed to have a life of its own beyond his chest. Like a demon living way down in him that roared every so often.

Emphysema, the doctor said. Brake linings, my dad said, and shook his head and coughed some more. ‘Them brake linings finally get me chest.’ They pensioned him off on sick-leave and he sat in a chair and wheezed and coughed. Then one day he ventured out for a paper and got caught in the rain. The cough became a fever and he died. Pneumonia.

Olive and me had to hold Mum up at the funeral. One either side as she leant heavily on us, trying not to let the tears run down her face. Holding them in by sucking at her top lip until it became red and sore. And I was surprised at how she missed him. All through his life she complained to us, ‘Yer dad won’t do this, yer dad can’t do that, yer dad’s no  good for anything.’ But she missed him.

 



When I was young I used to look at my parents as they sat exhausted in chairs, watching On the Buses, straight-faced but saying how funny it was, and I used to think how lucky this country was to have them. How grateful people should be that they came here and did such responsible jobs. And how if they went back - if they went back to Jamaica - well, who knows what would happen to the buses, to the children or the new hospital wings. My parents helped this country, I thought. I thought it as I lay in bed at night. I thought it at school. I thought it walking down the street or playing in the flats. But even when I was young, when I was still having my cheek pulled by passers-by and people winked at me on the tube, even then I knew that English people hated us.




Olive


I had a dream and I woke up sweating. The sheets were soggy. I should have changed them, but they were the only ones left. I don’t know why I was sweating - it wasn’t that it was frightening.

For some reason I was standing painting a picture. A canvas was propped up on the table in front of the window. And I was really excited by what I was painting. I can’t remember what it was - just something out of the window. Something yellow and bright. I was nearly finished and it looked good. Really, nearly finished. Then I took the paintbrush to add the final touches here and there. As the brush hit the canvas it lifted paint off. Every time I touched the canvas with the brush, more little bits would come off until it was beginning to look unfinished again. I couldn’t believe it and kept dabbing, and it just made it worse and worse.

Not frightening - frustrating. It was frustration that made me sweat. I’d been having a lot of bad dreams. Frustrating dreams. Like trying to get somewhere but I can’t get my clothes on - everything’s too tight or falling to bits. Or the bus breaks down. Or I end up in the wrong country. Mad things. Stupid things.

Vivien’s the lucky one - always has been. She never had it as hard as me, although she says different. ‘The black sheep of the family.’ My mum said that once as a joke. ‘Olive is the black sheep of the family.’ She thought laughing and putting her arm round my shoulder made it all right. But everyone laughed. And the silly thing is, I smiled. Stupid really. I just  didn’t want anyone to think I didn’t get the joke - that I had no sense of humour.

 



My mother didn’t believe in black people. Or should I say, she tried to believe that she was not black. Although she knew that she and my dad were not the only people who came over here from Jamaica in the fifties, she liked to think that because they were fair-skinned they were the only decent people who came. The only ones with ‘a bit of class’. And she believed that the English would recognize this. That in a long line of ‘coloured people from the Caribbean’, an English gentleman in his bowler hat with rolled-up umbrella would run his pointed finger up the line and say, ‘Yes, her, Rose Charles, and of course her late husband Newton Charles - they are what we in this country are looking for. They are the truly acceptable face of other people from the Commonwealth. Welcome to our country, which is now yours too. I hope you and your offspring enjoy your stay.’ (Then he’d turn to everyone else: ‘And the rest of you can stay if you don’t make a noise and don’t breed.’)

She used to talk to me about what she thought of the black people here, looking me straight in the face, telling me how they were like this and like that - nothing good of course. But she sat looking in my black face telling me. And I thought if anyone looking at us sitting at the table talking had to describe the scene, they’d say, ‘There are two black women talking.’ But my mother thought we weren’t black.

‘I’m black,’ I used to say, when I was old enough to butt in.

‘Don’t be silly, Olive, you’re not coloured.’

‘No, Mum, I’m black.’

‘No Olive, you’re not black, and that’s enough of this stupidness.’

‘Well I’m not white, I have to be something.’

‘You’re not white and you’re not black - you’re you,’ she would say, leaning her face right into mine, and that was the end of it.

I tried to explain that now I was a grown-up I liked being  black. I wanted to be black. Being black was not a bad thing, being black was something to be proud of. That I am black, and so is my daughter.

‘You mustn’t say that, Olive - she’ll grow up confused.’

And I said - I said at last: ‘No, I grew up confused - she’s growing up black.’

And I tell Amy that she is black. But she has a very pale skin. Her dad was a white man. English, and she’s inherited his colouring. Lots of people don’t believe she belongs to me - but she does, every last little crack and hair of her. When she came out she looked silver-blue and slimy like a huge slug. Then she went pink and I thought she’d darken up, but she didn’t. But I tell her she’s black. It’s a political statement, not just a fact.

But my mother would never understand that. She doesn’t want to. She got the world sorted out, aged nineteen, somewhere on a ship between the Caribbean and here. She sorted it out and that’s the way it’s going to be. Like an unwritten religion: just follow the laws and you’ll never have to think about anything again.

But I like to think about everything. I like to work everything out. I’m sure Mum and Vivien think I go on about colour too much. They probably think I’ve got a chip on my shoulder. Chip - make mine a big one! I mean, bloody hell. But they don’t know - they haven’t lived my life, they haven’t gone through what I’ve gone through.




Vivien


Before we moved to the flats, I was young. A little girl really, a little girl that liked dolls. I had loads of them, twenty-eight, and I knew them all by name. There was Sandy, Toddy, Penny, Teddy, Mandy, Fluffy and all the others. I kept them on my bed and when I went to school I put them all inside it and covered them up with the blankets so they didn’t get cold. And I believed that all the old clothes I dressed them in - the jumpers that needed the sleeves rolled back so much that they couldn’t put their arms down, the skirts I had to tie round their waists with string, the nappies that slipped off when I lifted them up - I believed that my dolls would grow into them, that one day they’d fit.

Olive used to laugh at me and call me a baby. She only had an old teddy with one eye and no fur. She persuaded me to let her cut off all my teddy’s fur. ‘Like a haircut - it’ll grow back, honest,’ she said, crossing her heart and hoping to die. And, of course, I knew it would, one day. Olive always got her way with me because if I didn’t obey her she would hold up one of my dolls, hold it high in front of her with one hand and make a fist with the other.

‘Will ya?’

‘Put her down.’

‘Go on and I’ll put her down.’

‘Put her down and I will.’

And if I didn’t she would punch my doll right across the room, then laugh at me as I fetch my doll back, sobbing.

Olive and me shared a room. We had bunk-beds until one  night Olive threw herself from her top bunk in her sleep. She landed with a bump on the floor, too bewildered to cry. But she twisted her ankle, so our dad separated the bunks and squashed the two beds side by side in the room. In the night I could feel Olive’s breath on me.

But in the flat we had our own room and I was different. I could laugh when she held up my doll to punch it, and I stopped putting them in my bed. They lay all over the room and would get regularly thrown about in the hunt for shoes and socks.

 



At fourteen I was an old maid. I’d never been out with a boy. I had never really spoken to a boy, not since primary school, which didn’t count because I was too young. I went to an all-girls’ school, Lady Stanhope, a grammar school, so I didn’t meet boys there. My friend Carol knew boys. She said she always played with them down her street, in a gang. She said that she had never actually slept with a boy but she’d had some of that - at which she held up her middle finger. I was too embarrassed to ask her what ‘some of that’ was. I asked Olive who told me not to be so dirty, so I gathered it was something sexual.

Carol knew a lot more than me, at least I thought so. Before we were friends I used to watch her in the playground at break-times, because she frightened me. It was like being fixated on a spider you couldn’t bear the sight of. She was more like a boy than a girl. She had long straight mousy-fair hair, a turned up nose and small slit eyes that made her look Chinese. But she was English, a working-class Londoner, her family going back generations, all brought up on the same street. She was the same height as me, although she seemed to take up more space. She played football like a boy, pushing girls out of the way and shouting, ‘You stupid bitch, get out of my way, fucking cow. Fuck you. Fucking cow.’She smashed things against the wall when she was angry, saying, ‘Fuck it! Fuck it - cunt!’

But then the next minute she’d be calm and friendly, with  her arm round the girl she’d just demolished. And she would be able to make it all right so people would play with her again and choose her for their team.

I became her friend for fear that if I didn’t, she might become my enemy.

Carol was mad about boys. It was all she wanted to talk about.

‘Let’s go down the youth club - you know, the one in the boys’ school.’ She nudged my elbow and winked, ‘Eh, what do you think - for a laugh.’ I wasn’t sure but she looked pleadingly into my face, willing me to say yes by nodding her head.

‘All right,’ I said, ‘but I ain’t staying if it’s crap.’

It seemed odd actually walking into the boys’ school. Carol and me walked past the school as often as we could. We hitched up our school skirts and took off our ties as we went by. We pretended not to notice the throngs of boys. Boys hanging around the playground. Huddled in groups with cigarette smoke rising from them. Or sweating fast on the football pitch, screaming out names and holding their arms in the air wanting a pass to them. Sitting on walls, talking but not looking at each other, and every few seconds hawking phlegm up into their throats with a neanderthal sound and ‘gobbing’ the spit as far as they could get it. In their black and white uniforms, ‘They look like a load of skunks,’ Carol said.

But we’d never walked down through the playground. If we did that during the day we’d be eaten alive with just our hats left as proof we’d been there. But in the evening it was quiet: there was nobody around.

The outside of the club looked grotty, just a glass door with mesh over it and over the windows. You couldn’t see in because of the crusted dirt. As we approached the door it was pushed open.

‘Hello girls - you come for the club?’ A middle-aged man stood grinning at us. I wanted to turn and run and Carol could tell because she held my arm firmly and pushed me a little.

‘Come in, don’t be frightened; he said, showing us a row of perfect yellow stained teeth. We walked in through a waft of Old Spice. There were boys everywhere. Rows and rows simply looking, waiting silently for us to walk in. It was too late to run, they’d seen us - those thousands, those millions of boys. I looked at Carol who had the grin of Billy Bunter in a tuck shop. But subtle: only I knew.

‘You’ll have to fill in a form,’ the man started saying, as the room filled up with noise; shouting and banging and laughing.

‘Come in the office - follow me, girls.’

We followed him through a door which had a skull-and-crossbones sticker on it and poison written underneath, and some big letters that obviously said ‘Fuck off wankers’ and which somebody had tried hard to scrub off.

‘I’m Ted - and who have I got the pleasure of meeting?’ Carol and me stared.

‘What?’

‘What are your names,’ Ted tried.

‘I’m Carol.’

I said, ‘I’m Vivien,’ although nothing came out of my mouth. My lips moved, but - nothing. Then Carol said, ‘This is Vivien,’ and nudged my arm. I coughed and repeated Vivien audibly.

‘Fill this in then, girls.’He handed us each a piece of paper. ‘I’ll get you pens,’ he said, pulling biros out of a tin and rubbing them on a scrap of paper on the desk. He found one that worked and handed it to me. The form said Name, Address, Date of birth, School and Education authority. I waited for Carol who was waiting for her pen. I wanted us to fill the form in together in case I didn’t really understand - in case it was more difficult than it looked.

‘It’s for the council,’ Ted went on, finally handing Carol a biro. ‘They like to know who comes here. It’s a membership. I’ll give you a card that you bring every week and get the tutor at your lesson to sign to say you’ve been. Have you thought what lessons you’d like to do?’

Lessons! I tried to catch Carol’s eye. I didn’t want any more lessons, I got plenty at school. More history, more physics. No thank you. I spelt my last name wrong and crossed it out. I can’t hand this in, I thought, he’ll think I’m a right prat who can’t even spell her own name.

‘There’s table tennis and drama or you might like badminton - what else, let’s have a look.’ Ted hunted through papers on his desk. Carol finished her form and I nudged her to show me. She’d left out education authority but she handed it in anyway.

‘There’s football,’ he went on, ‘but you won’t want that-have you finished, love?’ he said, holding out his hand for mine.

‘Table tennis,’ Carol said. ‘We’ll do that, eh Viv.’ I nodded. And drama, I wanted to say, but couldn’t. I couldn’t because I knew that if I spoke, whatever I said would be stupid, dumb, meaningless and Ted would look at me and frown and all those boys would laugh and point and Carol would say, ‘What d’’you say that for, stupid.’

‘Table tennis it is then. I’ll do your card and take you up to the room.’

‘Innit in here?’ Carol asked.

‘No, this is the coffee bar and TV room. Table tennis, in fact all the lessons, are upstairs in the classrooms. I’ll show you.’ Ted started writing on cards. ‘You can get drinks in here and there’s a television in the little room down the bottom and football machines, but you’re meant to do lessons. I shouldn’t tell you this, girls, but seeing how you’re both so pretty,’ Ted winked at us and smiled, baring his teeth, ‘most of the boys out there don’t go to their lessons much but there’s not a lot I can do. But you’ll go, won’t you girls. You’ll like table tennis. You played before?’

Carol nodded - I shook my head.

‘Well.’ Ted took out a rubber stamp and pushed it on to the backs of the cards. ‘Bona fide members, girls - now off to table tennis. You sure you don’t want to do anything else, drama perhaps?’

Carol shook her head; so did I.

‘Well, you think about it: you can always change your mind.’

 



The table-tennis room was up a long staircase that smelt of disinfectant trying to hide piss. The room was big and bright, probably a geography room during the day, with posters of sheep-farming in Australia and an Indian woman picking tea. There were five or six large green tables. And at all the tables were boys. One boy at each side, dancing and jumping around after a small white ball. Round the edges of the room were girls, standing together in twos and threes laughing or watching a game silently or talking to other boys who sat on the school desks which were piled up at the end of the room. The sound was punctuated by the click, click, click of the ping-pong balls hitting the tables.

Ted interrupted a game. ‘Billy,’ he shouted, holding his hand in the air. Billy stopped playing. He was tall and blond and not much younger than Ted, but he was dressed like all the other boys in the room. Ben Sherman check shirt, Levis rolled up at the ankles, big boots and braces. Ted talked to Billy as Carol and me tried to look as if we always stood in this room, as if it was nothing unusual. Carol bit her fingernail and I whispered, ‘They’re all skinheads.’

‘They’re not,’ Carol said, without moving her lips.

‘Look at their boots and jeans.’

‘They’ve got long hair,’ Carol said, ‘that’s not skinhead, that’s crombie.’

‘He ain’t got long hair,’ I said, trying to show her a boy at the other end of the room without moving or pointing in any way. ‘They’re all skinheads.’

I hated skinheads. If Olive could have seen me. Olive hated skinheads even more.

‘Racist bastards,’ she’d say, ‘they hate everybody, them and their Paki-bashing and queer-bashing - who do they think they are?’

She told me, and I read in the Daily Mirror, how skinheads  behave. Going round in gangs and beating people up. Leaving them for dead. How they love reggae but hate ‘wogs’ and wear steel-toe-capped boots so they can give a good kicking - even the girls.

I saw skinheads round our flats - not many at first but more and more came. They all dressed the same and looked frightening - tough. And Olive said that one day she met two on the stairs and they stared right at her, in her eyes, and started laughing. Then as she walked by them they said ‘Fucking wogs.’

‘Are you sure they said that?’ I asked.

‘Yeah,’ Olive said, ‘I’m sure - I hate skinheads.’

Since Olive told me that I’d always walk the other way if I saw any of them coming - even girls - or I’d cross the street or not look up. But here I was now in a room full of them.

‘This is Carol and Vivien - am I right, girls?’ Ted was saying. ‘They want to learn to be champions. This is Billy - he’ ll teach you. I’ll see you later girls: I leave you in Billy’s capable hands.’

Billy didn’t look at us. ‘D’you know how to play?’ he said, looking at the ground and around. I moved in closer to Carol. I felt like a bright light that everyone had to turn and look at. Carol’s face went red as she nodded to Billy, who handed us a bat each.

‘You can play on this table,’ Billy said, indicating an empty table with his head and looking for a brief moment at Carol. Then he went and resumed his game.

‘You go up that end,’ Carol whispered.

She looked embarrassed, the most embarrassed I had ever seen her. More embarrassed than when she caught her skirt in the top of her knickers and walked into assembly like it. But she did then what she did now. Suddenly she changed. ‘Come on Viv - you go up that end,’ she said, loud and confident, although she was still scarlet.

I walked to the other side of the table from her. She picked up the ball that was lying next to the net and hit it across to me. I went to hit it with my bat but missed, and it tinkled on  to the floor. Carol laughed. It rolled over near the legs of two boys. I looked at it. I looked at Carol. ‘Go and get it.’

I looked at the ball again and the boys. I looked round the room. My ears became full of noise, like rushing water, and I felt hot and so bright. I leant over to Carol, ‘I’ve got to sit down.’

‘Get the ball then.’

I took no notice of her and went and sat on a chair behind me. Just as I did a boy rushed in through the door. He ran past Carol, pushing her out of the way. I was startled. He ran up to another boy in the room who started to back away from him, tripping over chairs. A girl screamed, ‘No, Johnny!’ The boy punched the tripping boy which made him fall harder back into the desks. Another girl screamed. The tripping boy got his balance and tried to punch the boy back but he missed. Somebody picked up a chair and held it in the air and girls screamed. Then boys were holding other boys apart and the air was thick with screaming and swearing.

‘Fucking cunt, fucking, fucking, cunt. I’m going to ’ave you, fucking cunt.’

Then Ted ran into the room.

‘Out! Come on you, break it up - I’ve told you.’

He picked up the boy who’d run in and pointed his finger. ‘I’ve told you - you’re barred,’ he shouted into his face as he held him by the shirt with one hand. ‘I don’t want to see you here again.’

‘Fuck off,’ the boy screamed, struggling out of his grip.

‘Out,’ Ted shouted, pointing at the door. The boy began to straighten his clothes, tucking his Ben Sherman back into his jeans. He spat on the floor.

‘You’re fucking dead, John,’he growled, ‘you’re a fucking dead man.’ He stomped out of the room, tipping over a chair as he left.

‘Johnny, you’re bleeding, oh, God, he’s bleeding!’ a girl shouted. Johnny held his hand up to his nose.

‘I don’t want this trouble, John, I’ve told you before.’

‘It’s not my fault,’ Johnny said, looking at the blood on  his hands. ‘He fucking jumped me.’

‘And I don’t want that language,’ Ted said. Johnny rolled his eyes as a girl handed him a tissue. He held it up to his nose.

‘I don’t want this, Johnny,’ Ted went on. ‘You lot can kill each other outside, not in here, not on my time - in here you play table tennis.’

Ted started to straighten up the chairs with help from Billy. ‘You all right, girls?’ Ted said as he approached us. ‘It’s not like this all the time. You can carry on now.’ He felt in his pocket and handed Carol a ping-pong ball. ‘Come down to the bar when you’ve finished, I’ll buy you a cup of tea,’ he said smiling, and left. Carol put the ball and her bat on the table; so did I. We followed Ted downstairs.

‘Let’s go,’ I said.

‘In a minute,’ Carol said. ‘Let’s just see what it’s like in the bar bit.’

‘I wanna go.’

‘In a minute - don’t be such a spoiler.’

I was shaking, but only on the inside I hoped.

 



Coffee bar sounded good. Coffee bars were where hip kids in chunky-knit jumpers hung round listening to jazz and clicking their fingers to the rhythm. This coffee bar was a smoky, loud place. Loud with shouts and screams coming mainly from the two table-football machines which had great big boys hanging on to them. Picking them up and trying to get the ball to roll their way. Slapping at the handles till they spun and someone shouted, ‘No spinning, you fucking cheat.’ Then someone lifted it again, banging it down hard on the floor. ‘Goal - yes!’ A boy threw his arms into the air. ‘I am the greatest,’ he shouted. ‘Wanker,’ came a reply.

There was a record-player playing something but the record was so scratched that the sound was distorted beyond recognition. Just the thud, thud, thud of a bass. And chattering.

“E never.’

“E did, on my life ‘e did, I wouldn’t lie, honest’e ...’

‘They gave that goal away - he’s a tosser that ...’

‘Don’t, Mickey, you’re such a ...’

‘Oi, Sandra your boyfriend’s got a filthy ...’

‘No I can’t tonight - I’ve got to take’er down the Sporran.’

Ted beckoned us to a small counter with a glass cabinet on it full of Mars Bars and Dairy Crunches.

‘Cup of tea, girls?’ Ted said, feeling in his pocket for change. ‘Two teas, Sandra - I’m paying, just put it on my tab.’

‘You ain’t got a tab - give us the money, you tight git,’ the girl behind the counter said. Ted laughed as he placed the money down.

‘You’ve got a wicked tongue. You can’t pull one over on our Sandra,’ Ted said, grinning and winking at us. ‘Well, I’m going to have to love you and leave you girls.’ He walked off to his office.

Sandra pushed two teas, in plastic cups, at us across the counter. She wasn’t dressed like everyone else. She had on a long flowery print dress and black lipstick. ‘You just come today?’ she said to me. I nodded.

‘Do you like it?’ she asked, like an adult would to a child, although she looked my age. I smiled.

She beckoned us to pick up the teas. ‘Go on, Ted’s paid,’ she said before turning her back.

Carol picked up the tea and I followed her over to two chairs by a wall. The room was painted green, blue, orange and red with no apparent logic. Circles mostly, overlapping and going over doors and round windows. The floor was grey lino, pock-marked with cigarette burns.

Carol and me didn’t talk, we didn’t have time. Every few seconds our eyes would be drawn to another shout or crash or someone jumping in the air. Startled like puppies on firework night.

A door in the middle of a wall opened. Covered with a blue circle, I hadn’t noticed it was there. Inside the darkened room I could see the glow of a television.

‘Shut the door,’ a loud voice boomed, and Pamela from  our class came through. She saw us.

‘Aaahh,’ she screamed quietly.

‘Aaahh,’ we replied. This was the traditional greeting at our school.

‘What you doin’‘ere?’ Pamela said, coming over to us.

‘What you doin’?’ Carol said.

‘I’ve been coming here ages,’ she said, flicking her hand at us. She sat down.

‘God, I can’t believe it - you never said nothing.’ We both shrugged. We had deliberately not told anyone about our adventure in case we got cold feet or it was rubbish.

‘You never said you come,’ Carol said.

‘How long you been coming?’ I asked.

‘Ages,’ Pamela screamed.

‘They all skinheads?’ I whispered.

‘It’s not skinhead - got long hair - it’s more crombie - some skinheads but nice ones, you know. I can’t believe it - come in the telly room - oh hang about, I’ve gotta get a drink for Linda.’

‘Linda?’ Carol said.

‘Yeah,’ Pamela screeched, ‘Linda’s in there - aaahh.’

‘Aaahh,’ we replied. I sipped at my tea which tasted of coffee. Pamela went to the counter. ‘Got any orange?’ She looked around her and patted her grown-out cropped hair. ‘Hello, Gary,’ she said to a boy who walked up to the television-room door and went in.

‘Al’right,’ Gary said.

Pamela quickly sat down in front of us. ‘Oh I don’t believe it. He’s gorgeous, ain’t he, don’t you think?’

Carol and me looked at the door.

‘Don’t tell anyone, but I really fancy him.’

Sandra pushed the orange drink on to the counter.

‘Oh hang about,’ Pamela said getting up. She took a sip. ‘Eh, it’s warm,’ she said. She patted her hair again. ‘Oh, God I’m embarrassed now - do I look all right?’ She was wearing a pink check Ben Sherman and short two-tone mohair skirt and white tights with a pattern of holes up them. It was  almost like our school uniform but not quite. Carol looked at me and rolled her eyes.

‘Come on then,’ Pamela said, leading the way.

‘She gets on my nerves,’ Carol said to me. ‘D’you wanna go in?’

‘Yeah, all right,’ I said.

I was comforted that I knew other people there. Pamela and Linda were in our class and sometimes they hung round with Carol and me at break-times. Sitting round Carol’s desk at eleven o’clock eating the sandwiches her dad made her for lunch. I always got a sandwich, best friends first, and Carol gave Linda one once, but Pamela usually only got a bite.

Linda looked up as we walked in. ‘Aaahh,’ she said.

‘Shut up,’ a boy said.

‘What you doin’ here?’ Linda said in a whisper.

‘Shut the bloody door,’ the boy in the corner growled. I quickly shut it behind me. Linda rolled her eyes and grinned.

‘Sit down,’ she said, pulling at a chair beside her. Carol nudged me to sit down. ‘I’ll get another one,’ she hushed. Most of the other chairs were overturned.

‘This is Tony,’ Linda said nodding her head to the boy who had his arm round her. Tony was definitely a skinhead. Short crop and all.

‘How do you do?’ he said, smiling at me and Carol. He held out his hand for us to shake it. I wasn’t sure what to do until Linda pushed it away and laughed. ‘Take no notice of ‘im - he’s not all there.’

‘I am,’ Tony said, ‘wanna see?’ He grabbed at his fly and started to undo it.

‘Get off you dirty git,’ Linda said laughing.

‘Shut it!’ the voice boomed again. ‘Or go outside - fuck ya.’

Pamela sat down and handed the drink to Linda who took a sip and pulled a face. We all looked at one another, then sat in silence watching Z Cars on the telly. I couldn’t make out what was happening. Then the music for the credits came and everyone in the room, except me and Carol, started  singing along. Someone got up and switched on the light. The room was suddenly bright and filthy with crisp-packets and cigarette-ends. Tony stared at me, then said: ‘Give us a sip of yer drink, Linda?’ He got down on one knee in front of her as she moved the drink out of his reach. ‘Who’s yer friends?’

‘Carol and Viv,’ Linda said.

‘Hello Carol and Viv, I run this club - I’m the boss,’ he said. He was short and fat but with impish good looks.

‘Skinny!’ shouted Linda. She held her little finger in the air.

‘He thinks he’s the boss,’ said Pamela.

‘You coming, Gary?’ Tony called over to the boy Pamela fancied. He turned round slowly like an owl and looked at us. He was as pretty as a girl. His hair was long with a fringe, like Davy Jones in the Monkees. He may have been a skinhead but he was gorgeous.

Suddenly the door flew open.

‘Fucking Rolly jumped me.’ Johnny stood in the doorway still holding the tissue up to his nose. ‘He fucking came right up to me, cunt - I’m goin’ to ’ave ‘im.’ Johnny looked at the dry blood on the tissue. His nose had obviously stopped bleeding, but he put the tissue back. Two boys walked in behind him. One looked Greek or Turkish or something and he had large, deep green eyes, like Olive. The other was tall, fat and spotty with a lower lip that was too big for his face. He was grinning as Johnny went on.

‘You comin’ to get ‘im?’ Johnny said to Tony and Gary.

‘Where’s he gone?’ Gary said reluctantly.

‘Probably down the Oak.’

‘Well they’ll all be there, the ‘ole Quadrant.’

‘So - I’ll just go in the pub, do ‘im and get out.’

‘They’ll jump yer - you’ll be dead,’ Gary said.

‘Well, let’s wait outside - pick ‘im off before he gets home and give ‘im a kicking.’

‘He might not be on his own,’ Tony joined in.

‘So there’s ...’ Johnny looked at his gang,‘... there’s five of us.’

‘There’s fucking hundreds of them, and most of ’em are mad bastards,’ Gary said.

‘You bottling out on me?’ Johnny said, looking straight at Gary.

‘No,’ Gary said throwing back his shoulders. ‘No, just get ’im when he’s on ‘is own.’

Johnny kicked a chair and sat down. He looked at the tissue again but it hadn’t changed since last time.

We girls sat in dumb silence, watching. Then a girl with short blonde spiky hair and a crombie coat walked into the room, sat down beside Johnny and slid her arm in his. Johnny shrugged away from her. ‘Not now Dor,’ he said, ‘this is serious - go and sit with the girls.’

Dor got up and came and sat by us.

‘You all right Dor?’ Pamela said.

‘It was bloody awful,’ she said. ‘He just came in and jumped him.’

‘Why?’ Linda asked.

‘I don’t know, he ain’t done nothing.’ Dor looked at me and Carol. ‘You saw it, didn’t ya?’ We nodded. She whispered, ‘He’s bleeding and everything.’

Ted put his head round the door. ‘Ten minutes, you lot, then out - we’re closing up early tonight.’ He looked around the room but no one replied. ‘Ten minutes - all right,’ he said, and shut the door.

‘Let’s get down the flats,’ Tony said.

Everyone moved except me and Carol.

‘You comin’?’ Pamela said.

‘Where?’ Carol asked.

‘The flats, you know, the Fields.’

Carol looked at me and grinned. ‘That’s where you live, innit, Viv.’

I nodded and smiled.

‘Oh, really,’ Pamela said, ‘what block?’

‘Wheat.’ I said quietly.

‘Oh, we hang round Corn and Fallow - it’s round the block at bit.’

‘What d’you do there?’ Carol asked.

Pamela shrugged. ‘Dunno - just hang round really.’

Carol and me looked at each other then followed them out.




Olive


Me and Vivien went to the same school. But I always thought of it as Vivien’s school, not mine, even though I went there long before she did. In fact if it wasn’t for me she’d have found it harder to get in, or she may not have got in at all. I had to pass my eleven-plus, which I did. But she, but Vivien, and this is typical really, didn’t have to. When it came to her doing the eleven-plus, the powers that be decided to suspend the exam that year as an experiment. They decided that Vivien’s year should be judged on merit - the year’s work and that. So she didn’t have to do it and got into the grammar school anyway because they like to keep sisters together.

That exam was horrible. I remember doing it, clear as anything. The day - there was something odd about the day. It was quiet, really quiet on the streets. No dogs or birds singing or cars. The only people about were scared-shitless kids like me, waving goodbye to their families and walking off, like they were going to war.

I was scared, but I wasn’t that scared. I didn’t really care whether I got into the grammar school or not. It was my mum’s idea, she said it was a ‘respectable’ school, with ‘decent girls’. I thought it was a right stuffy place. Strict uniform. You’d see the girls in their hats, not a hair out of place. And no black girls. All white. So I knew if I got in that straight away I’d be odd. I told Mum that there were no black girls, but she just smiled and said that that was good. And when I said that I’d be the only one, she sucked her teeth and changed the subject.

I passed, even though I didn’t want to go to the school. I just wanted to show them that I could, that I wasn’t thick. My teacher at primary school said I’d never come to anything because I couldn’t stick at things, see them through to the end. He said I gave up too easily - which was rubbish. They were wrong and I showed them. They all looked surprised when I passed and nodded and smiled when I got into Lady Stanhope. Then they started giving me lectures on how I would have to knuckle down and work hard to keep up with the other girls.

I stuck two fingers up at that school when I left, and I stuck two fingers up at Lady Stanhope the first day I walked in.

The uniform was like a strait-jacket. There was tons of it. Vests, knickers, hockey boots, and they all had to be worn and worn ‘correctly’. I hitched up my skirt on the first day. I was not going to be seen in that long skirt. The fashion was short, up your arse, and here was this skirt stopping on my knees just before my fawn socks started. I rolled it over and over at the waistband and tucked it under my purse belt. The deputy head, this mad old grey woman, caught me and made me kneel down so she could measure from the floor to where the hem was. It had to be less than six inches or she said you could see my knickers when I went up the stairs. Well don’t look then, I thought. Mine was well out anyway, so I had to take it down and show her.

And you had to wear a hat. You had to wear this hat home - all the way. You were not allowed to take it off. Once you’d closed your front door behind you, then you could take it off. That was good of them: I didn’t have to sit watching Crossroads in my bloody hat. If they saw you, the prefects or teachers, in the street without your hat, you’d get a detention. And in the rain the bloody thing would run - blue dye would run down your face in great streaks, but you had to keep it on. That was the sort of school it was. It was rules like that - stupid, dumb rules - that really got me. I mean, you couldn’t ask why, couldn’t discuss it. You just had to do it, like little kids.

OEBPS/author.jpg





OEBPS/logo.jpg
(ob\)
TINDER
PRE





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/cover.jpg





