



[image: cover]











[image: image]












Every Light in the House Burnin’ copyright © 1994


Never Far from Nowhere copyright © 1996


Fruit of the Lemon copyright © 1999


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.


This ebook edition was first published in 2022 by Tinder Press
An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


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.


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


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 9804 1


Cover Credit: © Phil Beresford


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 Book


A collection that brings together Andrea Levy’s three early novels: EVERY LIGHT IN THE HOUSE BURNIN’, NEVER FAR FROM NOWHERE and FRUIT OF THE LEMON. 


While Andrea Levy is best known for two of her later works, SMALL ISLAND and THE LONG SONG, these novels have a power all of their own. Her emotional debut, EVERY LIGHT IN THE HOUSE BURNIN’, was longlisted for the Orange Prize for Fiction, and tells the story of Angela as she casts her mind back to a childhood spent on a council estate in Highbury, as she helps her mother care for an ailing father.


NEVER FAR FROM NOWHERE is Andrea’s passionate and perceptive sophomore novel, full of the pain and humour of growing up. It 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 . . .


The collection finishes on FRUIT OF THE LEMON, a masterful novel which centres on young, ambitious Faith Jackson. Furious and perplexed when her parents announce their intention to retire back home to Jamaica, Faith makes her own journey there, where she is immediately welcomed by her Aunt Coral, keeper of a rich cargo of family history. Through the weave of her aunt’s storytelling a cast of characters unfolds, in a novel that sweeps through continents.
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© Laurie Fletcher


After she passed away on the 14th of February 2019, the Bookseller wrote: ‘Andrea Levy will be remembered as a novelist who broke out of the confines assigned to her by prejudice to become both a forerunner of Black British excellence and a great novelist by any standards.’


Born in England to Jamaican parents who came to Britain in 1948, Andrea Levy wrote the novels that she had always wanted to read as a young woman, engaging books that reflect the experiences of black Britons and at the intimacies that bind British history with that of the Caribbean. She was described by BBC News as ‘a writer who tackled important social issues . . . her writing . . . witty, humane and often moving, and full of richly drawn characters’.


She was the author of six books, including SMALL ISLAND, which won the Orange Prize for Fiction, and the Whitbread book of the Year, and was adapted for TV and for the stage, by the National Theatre.  It was selected by the BBC as one of its ‘100 Novels That Shaped Our World’. Her most recent novel, THE LONG SONG, won the Walter Scott Prize and was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize, and was adapted for TV by the BBC.
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To my Dad, my Mum and Bill












Chapter 1


My dad once drank six cups of tea and ate six buttered rolls. Not in the course of a day, which would be nothing unusual. No, he drank six cups of tea and ate six buttered rolls one after the other to avoid them being wasted.


It happened in a motorway café where we had stopped on our coach journey down to Devon. It was the first holiday I had ever taken in my life. I was eleven. We all went, my mum and dad, my two sisters and my brother. Our destination was a Pontin’s holiday camp in Brixham. When we stopped at the motorway café we had all wanted various items from the display of food. ‘Fish and chips please, Dad,’ I said hopefully. ‘Cake and cola please,’ from my sister. We had never been out with our dad for a meal before so we had no idea what his response would be.


My dad sucked his teeth and jangled loose change around in his pocket as he looked at the prices on the menu. Then he ordered six cups of tea and six buttered rolls. We were all disappointed.


We sat watching my dad slurp at his tea with relish and shower his suit with crumbs from the roll. It was us and him. One by one, with our roll and tea in front of us we said we didn’t feel hungry any more. My dad looked surprised at first. ‘Eat up,’ he encouraged with a mouthful of bread. But then resigned himself as he made us all pass the items down to him. My mum was the last. She looked embarrassed, sitting at a table with a man who had five  cups of tea and five plates of rolls around him, which he was systematically devouring. She said she had to go to the toilet and left to get back on the coach.


The humiliation did not stop there. Because my dad finished every last item, he was late getting back to the coach. The driver paced up to us to ask where he was. One of the other passengers said he was still eating in the café. We all waited with people tutting and staring at us. Then my dad emerged from the toilets at the side of the café. He was running. He smiled at everyone as he walked to his seat but nobody smiled back. He sat down and we were off.







MY DAD 


My dad was a man – most dads are. But my dad had been taught or was shown or picked up that a man was certain things and a woman was others. I don’t know whether he ever questioned the assumptions but I can identify him now as a man thought up in the 1930s and 40s.


He was head of a family – a breadwinner. He should go out to work in the morning and come home at night. He had to discipline children and occasionally do things around the home that required some degree of physical strength. A man did not have to be loving and affectionate. A man had to know everything and never be seen not to understand the world. A man would help around the house only when asked but a man always emptied the bins.


My dad was a man and he did what he thought was expected of him. But he couldn’t understand when more was demanded.


‘What!’ he’d say if he had to take any of us to the dentist. ‘What!’ if expected to attend a school function. ‘Cha,’ if expected to wash up. And ‘Oh my God!’ if my mum ever  announced that she would not be in so he’d have to look after us.


My dad was from Jamaica – born and bred. He came to this country in 1948 on the Empire Windrush ship. My mum joined him six months later in his one room in Earl’s Court. He never talked about his family or his life in Jamaica. He seemed only to exist in one plane of time – the present. There is an old photo of him – grainy black and white that shows him dressed in an immaculate tailored suit with wide baggy trousers, wearing a shirt with a collar held by a pin, and a proper tie. His hair is short and well groomed. He is standing by a chair in the grounds of what looks to be a beautiful house. The photo looks like my dad as a ‘Great Gatsby’-type millionaire. When I asked my dad about the photo that fascinated me, he would grudgingly admit that it was where he lived. But when I pressed him to tell me more he would shrug and tell me not to bother him. Or he’d suck his teeth and ask me why I was interested. He would ask this in the manner of somebody who does not want an answer – of somebody who would like you to leave them alone.


My dad had a job with the Post Office. He’d been in the same job for as long as I knew him. But I couldn’t tell you what he did or who he did it with. I’m afraid I can’t tell you if he enjoyed his work – if he longed to go every day because it brought him fulfilment and happiness – or whether he dreaded every morning and watched the clock until he could leave. I can’t tell you because I don’t know. My dad was a man and men didn’t talk about their work. It was a secret between him and his wage packet. If you asked him what he did at work, he’d shrug and say that he worked for the Post Office.


My dad called my mum ‘Mum’ and my mum called my dad ‘Dad’. I was about ten years old before I knew their actual names – Winston and Beryl. My dad didn’t like anyone to know his name. It was another secret. If we said  it in public he would look embarrassed and tell us not to say it again. And if we said it too loudly at home he would tell us to be quiet. As for my dad’s age – well that was shrug-shoulders age, that was absolutely-none-of-my-business age, that was don’t-bother-me age.


I should describe my dad – tell you what he looked like. But who would I describe? Should I describe the young man I knew with neatly greased-back wavy hair, who would throw me up in the air or ask to hold my hand when we crossed the road.


Or should I tell you about the pot-bellied middle-aged man who spent hours in front of the mirror trying to conceal his grey hair. Or perhaps I should describe the old, wild-haired man – fat and bloated by steroids aimed at keeping his dying body alive a little longer. My dad was all these men and many more. Some said he showed a resemblance to the late President Sadat of Egypt in his younger days. And he did sometimes – around the nose.


My dad was on the late shift at the Post Office – he started work at twelve noon and finished at eight o’clock at night. This shift meant, by accident or design, that he managed to avoid any prolonged contact with his family. He was never an early riser and would spend the frantic morning rush propped up in bed with a cigarette, the Daily Mirror and breakfast on a tray. He didn’t get up until everyone was safely out.


In the school holidays I would sit with him during his two hours and watch his routine. He got up and made every bed in the flat, with the blank expression of a job performed but not remembered. He tugged at sheets, flattened blankets, plumped pillows until every bed was neat, ready for another night’s sleep.


After this he’d neaten himself. He dressed in a suit every day. He didn’t have many suits but the ones he did have were all the same. They all had wide baggy trousers with turn-ups at the bottom. They were all in shades of grey  and only my dad could tell the difference between them.


When he was dressed, my dad sat on the edge of the bed and polished his shoes. He dabbed some polish on the brush, then rubbed it furiously into the leather with a motion that shook his body and the bed. Then he buffed them until they shone.


He brushed his hair in the same way. Using a different brush and substituting polish for Brylcreem, he’d stroke every hair into place until he had a shiny black glaze on his head.


He would always wear a tie which he would knot without looking. Then lastly he’d put on his jacket and adjust the lapels with a strange pigeon-like movement of the neck, bobbing his head and straightening the fabric at the same time.


One day I refused to go to school – I wanted to stay home. I was about six years old and decided that going to school every day was unnecessary. My mum had long since given up trying to get me out and had gone to work. My dad was left with the job of persuading me to attend.


‘You’re going,’ he said, ‘as soon as I’m dressed.’


‘No, I want to stay here with you,’ I said.


‘I’m going to work nuh man – cha, don’t be silly.’


‘I don’t feel well – I’m not going,’ I screamed.


Suddenly my dad leapt from his bed still in his pyjamas. He sprang at me like a tiger and grabbed my arm. I was terrified. All of a sudden he looked like no one I recognized. His face was contorted with anger – red and round.


‘You want to stay with me in my castle,’ he shouted into my face. ‘It’s so lovely here – you just want to stay with me here?’


Fear carried me out of the room and towards the front door. But my dad chased after me grabbing at my skirt and pulling me back.


‘Come and stay in my castle,’ he kept saying like some hideous fairy-story witch. His pyjamas were all dishevelled  and his penis was poking through the gap in the pants. I screamed but he carried on dragging me back.


‘Come to my castle. It’s so lovely,’ he kept repeating. I struggled from his grip then ran for the door. I managed to open it before he caught me and I ran out without looking back.


I didn’t go back until the evening when my mum came home. I spent the day in refuge at my friend’s house – her mother didn’t go out to work. When I saw him that evening he smiled at me and handed me a pink hyacinth in a pot.


‘A lady I know gave it to me,’ he said. Then he rubbed my head and sat and watched television.


My older brother and sisters knew my dad’s quick, fiery temper well. It didn’t take much for them to provoke him into shouting ‘Child’ and jumping up from his seat with no regard to anything around him. Yelling ‘Come here,’ then grabbing at the buckle of the belt that ran through his trousers. With a deft movement he would whip the belt out from its loops – so fast that it could send him into a spin like a top. Then he’d beat them with the belt, following them where they ran or cowered. He’d bring the strap down on them shouting a word before each strike. ‘Stop’ whomp ‘that’ whomp ‘you’ whomp ‘hear’ whomp, until his temper cooled.


He used to hit at my pram when I was a baby. Striking it with his belt and yelling for me to stop crying. But I couldn’t remember that. I’d only been told.







MY MUM 


My mum was a teacher – a teacher of small children. She began her working career in Jamaica where she earned her own living. Then she married my dad and they decided to come to England to find ‘better opportunity’.


My mum was a tall woman, taller than my dad but the years shrunk her down. She had a head of thick black hair, which waved and curled any way she pleased. My mum’s nose was large and wide and her lips thick. But her skin was pale. In Jamaica, they sometimes wouldn’t serve her in shops, thinking that she was white, or sometimes she’d get privileged treatment for exactly the same reason.


My mum joined my dad in his one room in London. But the English wouldn’t let her teach. They said she had to retrain before she could stand before English children. My mum didn’t have the money to retrain and she then became pregnant, so she took in sewing at home instead.


My mum had four children. Three within one year of each other – two girls, Yvonne and Patricia, then a boy, John. Four years later she had me, Angela. The council gave my mum and dad a flat – a temporary flat on an old thirties’ red brick council estate. They said it was just until they found somewhere more suitable, but that was before I was born and I lived there until I was twenty-one.


She looked after her four children and one husband in the small three-bedroom flat. There was no garden and the only sources of heat were coal and electric fires.


My mum was always cold, she never warmed up. ‘This country is coooold,’ she would say. She’d sit so near the fire that her legs became permanently red and blotchy. And she never took her coat off – she would cook or wash or sit, all in her outside coat.


‘Aren’t you taking your coat off, Mum?’


‘I will – when I warm up,’ she’d say. She made all her four children wear layers and layers of clothes because she was ‘coooold’.


When I was five and old enough to go to school, my mum decided she’d had enough of sewing and went back to college to become again what she always had been – a teacher. After three years of washing, cooking, college, feeding, homework, bed, washing, cooking, college,  feeding, homework, bed, she got her diploma.


My mum was an educated woman and she wanted to do what educated people did. Listen to classical music, but we only played soul, Tamla Motown and pop – ‘It’s got no words, Mum, and no beat’. Have stimulating conversation – ‘Shut up, Mum. I can’t hear the telly’. Go to the theatre – ‘What you wanna go out for, you can see everything you want on the television and it’s free’. And to talk properly – ‘Do what, Mum? Leave it out. I ain’t talkin’ like tha’!’


So my mum took an Open University degree in Humanities and Social Science. She watched the programmes in the early mornings then went to work to teach ‘her’ children. At night she went to the shops and bought food, then carried it home, always in two carrier bags, ‘to balance meself up’. She made her family their evening meal, then went into her bedroom to study. The room was too small to hold a desk and chair. My mum sat on the edge of her bed and splayed her books out around her and read and wrote for her degree. In the summer she went to summer schools at universities and would come back with tales of the nice food she ate, the lovely rooms she studied in and the educated people she met. After several years she got a BA.


My mum then wanted to visit her relations in America and Jamaica. She needed a passport. They wouldn’t let her have one. After thirty-eight years of living in Britain, teaching British children, paying British taxes, learning British ways, she wasn’t British. She needed to apply and pay £200.


 



We had Sunday-best clothes in our family. Clothes you weren’t allowed to wear any other day. And my mum dressed me in my finest Sunday best to go to church. Clean, white, knee-length socks with black patent shoes. A red dress my mum made from ‘old remnants’ of cloth,  which had a white Peter Pan collar and a red sash that went round my waist and tied into a giant bow at the back. She pulled at my long hair and plaited it back so tight that there was no hope any would escape and show us up with its frizz. She tied a large white ribbon on the end of the plait and another she wove through the hair on the top of my head. She scrubbed my face with a flannel and gave me a pair of white gloves to put on. When I was finished she turned me round and said, ‘What a way you look nice.’ She stood back from me like an artist and folded her arms. ‘What a way you look nice,’ she said again with pride. ‘Give me a kiss off the ol’ neck.’ She grabbed me and sniffed her lips and nose against my face.


My mum then got dressed in her Sunday best. A turquoise dress with matching turquoise coat. The suit was made from shiny fabric and she brushed it down hard with the clothes brush and picked at the tiny bobbles of fibre that had appeared on the shoulders and elbows. She put on white shoes and polished them with a cloth. Then she got down her hat box from the top of the wardrobe in the bedroom. She brought out a turquoise hat with a broad rim and black band with a pom-pom flower on the side. My mum then powdered her face. She had a little gold compact that held loose powder and a mirror. She dabbed a small pad onto the powder and wiped it round her screwed up face like she was washing it with a wet flannel. She rolled up her red lipstick and wiped some over her tightly pursed lips. The whole operation looked like a torture for her and took about thirty seconds. She then dabbed perfume behind each ear and on each wrist. Lastly she finished off by pulling on her clean white gloves.


‘We’re just the same, Mum,’ I said, lifting up my gloved hands.


My dad never went to church. He preferred to lie in bed on Sunday mornings, and there was the ironing on Sunday  nights. I was pleased to go with her-she looked so tall and proud on Sundays. Not like she did during the week when she’d spend days sewing up dresses at the Singer sewing machine, dressed in a wrap-over apron whose pattern had faded over the years, her stocking tops hanging down over her knees because she couldn’t stand to have them in suspenders all day and it was ‘too cold’ to have nothing on your legs at all; when you could ask her for a hairpin and she’d feel around in her hair for a few minutes then produce one. My mum had short hair with no need for hairpins, so it was odd. For years I thought that she grew hairpins – that my mum’s head was the source of all the hairpins in the world.


But on Sundays she went to church and I was her prized, scrubbed youngest child.


We went to St Luke’s Church on the hill. The church was brown. Brown outside and brown inside – apart from the stained-glass windows which sprinkled coloured light down when the sun shone. The vicar stood by the door as we went in, handing out prayer and hymn books with one hand while pulling on a rope which rang the bell with the other. The vicar smiled at us and said, ‘Good morning,’ to my mum then pulled hard on my cheek with the hand that had just been emptied of the books. ‘Hello, little one,’ he said.


It was cold in the church, a chill cold that could pass through any vest. Everybody would walk a few feet into the church and shiver -usually at the same spot – at the top of the aisle just before the pews began. It was like a dance – the St Luke’s shiver. My mum said it was something to do with coming into the house of God.


Everything hushed as you entered the church. People whispered to each other. My mum tried to step lightly so her shoes didn’t make a clip-clopping noise on the floor. The bell that rang so loudly outside the church deadened to a dull thud inside.


There were long wooden pews. Brown wood. Hard. We sat on a pew near the aisle. There were brown plastic cushions on the floor in front of us for kneeling on when you prayed. And on the back of the seat in front was a ledge where we put the prayer and hymn books.


My mum sat straight-backed in the pew and looked ahead of her to the table with the cloth and the cross on, which was the altar. Then she closed her eyes for a few moments, then opened them and began adjusting her coat.


The service began when the organ boomed great fat chords. It was a sound like no other, that hit you not in the ears but squarely in the chest, and made you draw breath hard then sigh it away. Soon a little door opened at the side of the chancel steps and out came the red and white robed choir. They all held hymn books in front of them and sang as they walked to take their places on the pews either side of the chancel. Their colours looked stark and glamorous against the brown. Then all the congregation stood up and began to sing the hymn with the choir.


My mum held her book in front of her and sang with her head up. She had a sweet voice and the sound of it reminded me of bed times and bath times. But I didn’t know which hymn everyone was singing. So I nudged my mum, who shrugged me off and carried on. I nudged her again harder. She looked down at me with a curious furrowed brow.


‘What are you singing?’ I asked. She crinkled her forehead even more. She couldn’t hear me. ‘What hymn are you singing?’ I shouted as loud as I could.


My mum said, ‘Sschh,’ and flicked at me with her hand. Then she handed me her open hymn book and took my closed one. She pointed at the hymn.


I peered at the tiny writing on the page. I could read – that was no problem – but I had to go slowly and use my finger over big words. Then the choir and the congregation  sang the chorus, ‘Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah!’ and I could join in. I opened my mouth wide and sang ‘Hallelujah’ again. But everyone else had gone on to the next verse. I decided that if I sang ‘Hallelujah!’ for long enough, eventually everyone would get round to it again and I’d be singing the right thing. So I carried on singing, trying to follow the tune. My mum began to nudge me. Proud of me I thought, until I looked at her face. She scowled down at me and looked flushed.


‘Sschh, child,’ she said slowly and deliberately.


I stopped singing and looked around me. Then everyone stopped and sat down on the pews. The vicar was now standing in the pulpit high above us. The pulpit had a large, brown wooden eagle carved on it and the outspread wings of the eagle held a large book – the Bible.


Then the vicar began to speak from the pulpit and he went on and on and on and on. I caught a few words that I understood – children – sin – Julie. My mum and the other adults laughed occasionally and I sat up thinking we’d got to a funny bit. But he just went on and on and on some more.


I looked round the church and saw a girl I knew from school. She was sitting in her white Sunday best a few rows behind me. I waved. She went to wave back but her mum nudged her and she returned to sitting still and silent, only giving me a little smile. I looked at the stained-glass windows and wondered what Jesus was pointing at and why He had great rings round His head. I looked at the choir and wondered why most of them were sitting with their heads down like you do when you’re reading or playing ‘hang man’. I looked at the brown beams high in the ceiling and wondered if any angels or birds lived up there.


The seat became so hard that my backside couldn’t bear to be pressed against it any more. I had to stand up. But as I did my mum pulled the hem of my dress and  yanked me back onto the pew. As soon as she let go I stood up again. My mum pulled me down again and held me there with her large hand firmly wrapped over my leg. And the vicar went on.


I swung my legs and looked at the vicar – why did he wear a dress? And why were the choir dressed in Arsenal colours? Did they all support Arsenal?


At last the vicar stopped talking and my mum slid off the pew and knelt on the cushion in front of her. I heard her knees crack as she went down. Then I heard knees cracking all over the congregation and a faint ‘Oohh’ coming from around. I knelt down but I found myself in a horrible dark space at the back of the pew. I couldn’t see anything and I had nothing to hold on to. I stood up again and I was the same height as my mum. I could look her straight in the eyes.


‘Look, Mum, I’m the same height as you.’ I put my hand to my head and then to my mum’s to show her what I meant.


‘Okay, child – now kneel down,’ my mum whispered to me.


‘It’s dark down there, Mum,’ I said.


‘Well, just stand there and be quiet nuh.’ My mum spoke quickly in a whisper.


‘What’s happening now, Mum?’ I said. I heard someone in the congregation laugh. As I looked round I noticed everyone was staring at me. Some were smiling, some not. ‘Everyone’s looking at me, Mum.’


‘Sschh,’ my mum said and hit me gently on the knee with her hand.


The vicar started to sing by himself. It wasn’t like a hymn but a strange chanting sound. When he had finished the congregation started to chant back. Then the vicar went again. And then the congregation. At last a good game. I decided to sing with the vicar, to help him out. I sang my ‘Hallelujah’ as the vicar sang. My mum flicked at  my leg hard as she chanted the reply. When she stopped singing she turned and looked at me and gave me the look that stopped all ‘horse-play’ at home. The look that said ‘it will end in tears’. The look that always made someone shout, ‘It’s not my fault.’


Then she whispered to me, ‘Just wait till I get you home.’


When she began singing again I said, ‘Can we go now then, Mum?’


‘In a minute, child,’ my mum hushed.


‘Why can’t we go now?’ I asked.


‘Don’t argue,’ she said slowly through her teeth.


‘Well don’t “arg” me then,’ I shouted.


My mum suddenly bounced on to her feet. I had never seen her move so quickly. She grabbed me by my arm holding me by my armpit. She almost lifted me into the air. My legs were still on the ground but I hardly had to make any movement to walk. She pulled me from the pew, then down the aisle. My mum smiled at everyone as she moved past the pews as if nothing unusual was really happening. I smiled back at her but as she opened the church door her smile dropped.


‘You show me up,’ she said. ‘Cha child – you show me up in front of everyone with your cheek.’ I thought she’d put me down but she dragged me by the arm all the way home muttering, ‘I’m not taking you again, you hear – I’m not taking you again!’







MY BROTHER 


‘That’s disgusting – that can’t be true. Mum and Dad wouldn’t do anything so disgusting!’


‘Well, how do you think babies are made then?’


‘I don’t know exactly, but I know it’s nothing to do with that. That’s not how it’s done at all!’


‘It is, stupid.’


‘’S not – who told you anyway?’


‘I know. I know these things.’


My brother was usually right about everything. He was four years older than me and knew a lot more. I shared a bedroom with him. My sisters were in another room but there wasn’t enough space for me and they didn’t want me.


My brother was born with red hair – a red, fuzzy head of hair that people would stare at in the street. ‘It’s the Scottish in you,’ my mum would say to him but she never explained where the Scottish came from. My brother lived in a secret world. He went out and nobody knew where he went or who he went with. ‘Just going to see a man about a dog,’ he would say if you asked him where he was going, and if you asked him where he had been he’d shrug and say, ‘Been to see a man about a dog.’ So I had to share a bedroom with my brother but I liked it.


At night we’d lie in bed and play games, like ‘A to Z’, where you’d choose a category – say girls’ names, then you’d have to think of as many names as you could, going through the alphabet until you ran out. Sometimes we’d just talk until we fell asleep or one of us said, ‘I’m going to sleep now.’


‘When I grow up – you know, leave school – I’m going to be a motor racing driver,’ my brother would start. My brother was dead keen on motor racing. Jim Clarke was his favourite and he was very upset when he died. Jackie Stewart was no consolation. ‘I’m going to be world motor racing champion.’


‘How you going to do that?’ I’d ask.


‘I’ve got plans.’ My brother always had plans.


‘Well, I’m going to be Julie Andrews.’


‘You can’t be Julie Andrews.’


‘Why not?’


‘Cause Julie Andrews is Julie Andrews!’


‘Yeah, I know – but I’m going to be like her – sing and act in films.’


‘You can’t sing.’


‘I can.’


‘You can’t.’


‘I’ll get lessons.’


‘Who’d want you in a film?’


‘I’ll get discovered by some film director.’


‘You won’t – what film director’s gonna come round’ere?’


‘He might. He might be driving through in his Rolls Royce or something and spot me. That’s how it happens, you know.’


‘It doesn’t.’


‘It does.’


‘Doesn’t.’


‘It can – I’ve read it.’


‘You can’t act.’


‘I can.’


‘You can’t.’


‘I bet I could act like that dumb girl in that film Mandy. I could do that.’ My brother would laugh. He always laughed.


‘Well it’s better than stupid motor racing.’


‘Yeah, but I can do that.’


‘You can’t even drive.’


‘All right, I’ll bet you. I bet you I become six times world motor racing champion before you become Julie Andrews.’


‘How much?’


‘I bet you sixpence.’


‘All right.’


‘Right.’


But on this night the conversation had taken a different turn. My brother started sheepishly. ‘D’you know how a woman gets pregnant?’


‘Yeah, of course,’ I lied.


‘How?’


‘Well, she kisses someone and ...’ I was stuck so I said, ‘I’m not telling you.’


My brother laughed. ‘You don’t know,’ he said emphatically.


‘Well, how then if you’re so clever?’


My brother didn’t answer.


‘You don’t know yourself, see,’ I said.


‘I do,’ he said, but he didn’t go on.


‘Well, I’m going to sleep now,’ I said and settled back on my pillow.


‘D’you wanna know?’ he said after a pause. I didn’t answer. Then he said quietly, ‘The man puts his thing in the woman’s hole.’


‘What?’ I said.


‘The man puts his willie in the woman’s hole – then the woman gets pregnant.’


It took me a little while to understand what he said. Then I began to get a picture in my mind and said, ‘Of course they don’t! Urghh, that’s not how it’s done at all. Urghh, that’s disgusting. Nobody would do that!’


‘It’s true – that’s how it’s done.’


‘It’s not.’


My brother laughed. ‘It’s true!’ he shouted. ‘He puts his willie in her hole.’


‘No, it’s not and I’m going to sleep now.’


 



The next night was a Saturday. My sisters always went out together on Saturday nights – to The Royal in Tottenham. I watched them get ready as I always did and dreamed about the time I’d be going out somewhere. My brother went out too so I was left alone with my mum and dad and Saturday night television. My mum cooked fried bacon, beans and toast and she brought it to my dad and me on a tray. We ate it on our laps, my dad in his chair and me on  the floor in front of the fire. My mum didn’t eat with us but sat down on the edge of the settee, poised to get up, ready to do something else. We watched Dixon of Dock Green. ‘Evenin’ all.’ Then it was Val Doonican.


‘Mum, you know what Johnny said?’ I began.


There was no response. My mum stayed glued to Val as he rocked in his chair.


‘You know what John said?’ I went on.


My mum glanced fleetingly at me. She’d heard me.


‘He said ...’ I began to get apprehensive over the disgusting thing I was about to say. But I had to clear it up. I had to be able to tell John for sure that he was completely wrong about reproduction. ‘He said-that to make a baby, right ...’


My mum’s head turned to me and looked me in the eyes. My dad turned his head to me too.


‘What?’ she said impatiently.


‘Nothing,’ I said.


‘What were you going to say, child?’ my mum asked.


‘Go on, Anne,’ my dad said from his corner. I looked at my mum and then at my dad. I’d not had so much attention since the day my dad lifted me in the air and accidentally dropped me on my head.


I smiled. ‘Oh nothing.’


‘Go on,’ my mum said, agitated. She looked over at my dad.


I was embarrassed. I laughed. ‘He said ...’ I giggled. ‘He said that the man ...’ I giggled some more. I wanted to run away.


‘Go on, Angela – what did he tell you?’ my mum insisted.


I took a deep breath. ‘He said that the man has to stick his thing in the woman’s hole.’ I’d said it. I looked between them again and laughed.


‘It’s not true, is it? That’s what he said.’ I put my hand up to my mouth and forced more laughter. My mum and  dad looked at one another wide-eyed and silent. Then my dad coughed and frowned. ‘Who told you that? John?’


‘Yeah – it’s not true though, is it?’ I asked again.


‘When did he tell you that?’ my dad said with a stem, straight face. My mum was looking at my dad and shaking her head slowly.


I stopped laughing. I wished I hadn’t said anything – wished we could just go back to watching the telly in silence. I looked from my mum to my dad again.


‘It’s all right – ’cause it’s not true – he just said it,’ I said, trying to reassure them. ‘He just made it up.’


My dad began to fidget on his seat. He was angry. ‘When did he tell you this?’


‘It’s not true,’ I said, anxious now not to get my brother into too much trouble.


My dad stood up and grabbed at his empty plate of food and left the room. I looked at my mum.


‘Take no notice of what he said,’ she said automatically. Then she got up and left me to Val Doonican and Paddy McGinty’s goat.


 



When my brother came home, my mum and dad took him into their bedroom and shut the door, hard, behind them. I could hear muffled voices and after a few minutes the door opened. ‘You hear me nuh,’ my dad shouted.


‘Yeah, yeah,’ my brother said slowly as he went through the door of our bedroom.


My dad came into the living room looking flushed and muttering to himself. He saw me looking at him. ‘You’ll find out all these things soon enough, Anne,’ he said shaking out his paper ferociously. I wasn’t sure what he meant, but I smiled and nodded and looked back to the television.


I knew I’d got my brother into big trouble. Bigger than the time he forgot me and left me at the shops. Bigger even  than the time he persuaded me to show my unusual protruding belly button to all his friends. I wished I hadn’t said anything. I wished he hadn’t told me anything. I was scared what my brother would do to me. Maybe he wouldn’t speak to me any more. He stopped speaking to Patricia when she whacked him round the head after he’d chased her through the flat and wiped a bogey on her.


My brother was sitting in his bed reading when I went in. ‘Why d’you tell them?’ he said to me as I got ready for bed.


‘I was only asking,’ I said.


‘Asking what?’ he said.


‘If it was true what you said.’


‘You didn’t have to ask them – I told you it was true!’


‘Well it’s not – Mum and Dad said it wasn’t – so you shouldn’t have said something like that,’ I said, in the certainty that I had right on my side.


My brother rolled his eyes and turned his head away from my stare. ‘I’m going to sleep now,’ he said.







MY SISTERS 


My sisters were bit of a mystery to me. They were teenagers, much older than me and they lived in a world of their own, which was in their bedroom. Their world stank of perfumes, hairsprays and creams you rubbed on to make yourself soft. The room was cluttered with clothes, jewellery, jars and make-up.


My sisters always had music playing in their room. They had an old record player, that sat on the floor. It had a stem and they would whack on layers of 45s. They’d drop down one by one and play Aretha Franklin, Ray Charles, Dionne Warwick, The Yardbirds, The Animals. There was a stack of LPs that leant up against the wall – Wilson Pickett, Lover Forever Changes, Johnny Winter,  Otis Redding. There was always music and smells in their room.


Yvonne was the eldest. My brother and me called her ‘the batch’ which was a polite way of saying ‘the bitch’. She wore thick brown lines of make-up in the sockets of her eyes to give what she thought was that deep-set-eye look. In fact, it had the effect of making her look cruel. And to be fair, she was cruel. She didn’t talk to anyone much except Patricia. She had no time for me except to ask for a favour.


‘Angela, can you pass my bag?’


‘No, get it yourself.’


‘Go on.’


‘No!’


‘Go on – I’ll let you try my jacket on.’


‘No.’


‘Oh, you little cow – I’ll get it myself.’


She studied typing and shorthand after she left school at sixteen. She was a secretary and she earned a lot of money, which she spent on clothes, make-up, records and going out.


Patricia was a year younger than Yvonne but a foot taller. Patricia was a big girl. My brother and me called her ‘the horse’. Her skin was much darker than anyone’s in our family but her features were fine and more European. Sometimes she looked like she didn’t belong to us. Sometimes I wished she didn’t. Patricia was always miserable – she hardly ever smiled. She snarled and sulked. She’d buy a packet of sweets and sit humped over, eating her way through them.


‘Can I have one?’


‘No,’ she’d say and twist her body away from me.


‘Oh, go on, I gave you one yesterday.’


‘No, get yer own.’


Patricia and my brother stopped speaking to each other when she was twelve. You had to talk through them.  ‘John, Patricia says that Mum said not to forget to get some extra milk.’


‘Tell her I got it – and that she can get stuffed.’


Before they stopped talking over the incident with the bogey they had always done things together. But since then, Patricia and Yvonne had become like twins.


Every Saturday night they went out – to a club or to see a group. They went to see The Yardbirds ‘live’ at a club. This was a special occasion. Yvonne loved The Yardbirds. She had their picture on her wall along with a lot of other groups.


‘Which one are you goin’ to see?’ I asked.


‘There,’ she said, pointing to a picture of a group of blond-haired men standing around in a field.


‘Which one’s your favourite?’ I asked.


‘Oh shu’ up,’ she said. ‘I don’t have favourites – I’m not a kid.’


My sisters started getting ready for this special occasion early on Saturday afternoon. They let me watch on the understanding that I didn’t say a ‘bleedin’ word’. They began with baths and white face packs. Then they rolled their hair into heated hair rollers. And all the time they talked about boys.


‘I’m not sure I fancy him.’


‘He’s all right. Better than Jimmy – he’d be nice if it wasn’t for his hair.’


‘Yeah, and his teeth.’


‘Yeah – there’s his teeth I suppose – still, they’re better than Jimmy’s.’


‘Yeah, but I don’t like that jacket he wears.’


‘I know. That’s awful – someone should tell him.’


‘They have for a joke – he says he likes it.’


“Struth really – well, Jimmy’s not that bad.’


Yvonne had a lot of boyfriends. Sometimes one would call to take her out and he’d sit embarrassed in the front room while the rest of the family sat staring and smiling  around him. When they had gone my dad would always say he didn’t like the look of him and my mum would say, ‘Seemed nice enough.’


Patricia had one boy call for her once. But my brother and me made so much fun of his squinting eye that she had never dared to try another one out on us – although I heard her talk about them.


Yvonne had bought a new yellow two-piece suit from Biba which she was going to wear. Patricia was still at school in the sixth form. She didn’t have money to spend on clothes and none of Yvonne’s things fitted her. But she still managed with her brown mini-skirt with the wide leather belt and a skinny rib cut-away-sleeved jumper.


They put on thick black eyeliner and false eyelashes that they stuck on with glue from a small tube. They painted their nails and blew on them to get them dry. Yvonne put on her false bit, a piece of hair that she attached to her own hair to give the impression of a long pony tail. The false bit was made from real hair. Real dead straight hair. My sister pulled her fuzzy hair back tight on her head, then attached the long waist-length unknown person’s hair to it and concealed the join with a band.


‘It looks so plain, just like a drink of water – what’s the matter with your own hair?’ my mum said. But my mum was dismissed as old-fashioned.


‘More like a horse’s arse than a pony’s tail,’ my brother laughed.


Patricia had different hair to Yvonne. Thicker and straighter. She’d had it cut into a bob with a fringe which hung down over one eye but not the other. People said she looked like a model.


They put on white lipstick and spent a long time in front of the long mirror vying for space and adjusting their clothes. I thought they looked wonderful. When they were ready they came in to the front room to get their instructions from my dad.


‘Cha – you going out with your clothes only half on?’ my dad said.


‘Dad, it’s the fashion.’


‘You’ll catch a cold – put something on yer legs nuh.’


‘Dad!’ my sisters said together.


My dad tutted, defeated. ‘See yer back before eleven.’


‘Not eleven, Dad. It doesn’t finish till eleven – twelve, we’ll be back by twelve.’


‘Half past eleven then,’ my dad said and went back to the television.


‘’Struth,’ Patricia muttered to herself. She looked at Yvonne, rolled her eyes, then they both left.


 



My sisters made such a commotion when they came home later that I got out of bed.


‘I couldn’t believe it, Mum – I just couldn’t believe it.’ Yvonne was leaning against the wall looking like a small band of angels was buzzing round in front of her eyes. She saw me and looked pleased. Something had happened.


‘Oh, Angela – you’ll never guess what happened – it was great.’ She made movements like her legs were giving way underneath her – like she was going to faint. Patricia stood beside her, unexcited.


‘What?’ I asked.


‘You know the singer of the group?’


‘What group?’


‘The Yardbirds!’ she shouted. ‘You know the singer – well...’


‘Which one’s the singer?’ I asked.


‘Oh just listen!’ she said, irritated. ‘The singer, the singer!’ she shouted.


‘Sschh, child – you want everybody to hear?’ my mum said.


‘Well ...’ she said more quietly, back in her dreamy state.


‘He spoke to her,’ Patricia said without emotion.


‘He didn’t only speak to me,’ Yvonne corrected. ‘He didn’t only speak to me,’ she repeated, looking at me.


‘What?’ I asked.


‘Oh, he’s so gorgeous,’ she said, looking to the ceiling. My mum left and went to her room.


‘What?’ I asked again.


‘Well, he came up to me and asked me to dance.’


‘Really!’ I said.


‘I know, I couldn’t believe it ... but in the interval bit he asked me to dance. I nearly fainted. On my life I nearly fainted. He said he’d seen me when he was playing. I nearly fainted – honest. I went all weak,’ she began to giggle. Patricia rolled her eyes.


‘Did you dance with him then?’


‘Of course – God, he’s so lovely – his hair is so lovely. I just wanted to touch it.’


‘Did you?’


‘No, but listen – that’s not all that happened. He had to go back on stage, you know, and play again. Oh, Angela, he’s so gorgeous I couldn’t believe it. Then he’s singing right, and he starts waving to someone. Well, I looks behind me then Pat says he’s waving at me. And he was! I nearly passed out. Pat just rolled up. I was so surprised. I just couldn’t believe it. He was singing and waving at me. So I waved back and these girls started saying, ‘Who’s he waving at?’ and they saw me. They went green – they were so jealous.’


‘Then what happened?’ I asked eagerly.


Yvonne’s face dropped and she stood up straight. ‘Then we had to bloody come home thanks to ...’ she nodded her head towards my mum and dad’s bedroom.


‘Will you see him again?’


‘Doubt it-but I felt so good – I mean, out of all the girls there he could have picked ... he could have picked  anyone ... I mean out of all the girls ... I was walking on air, I tell ya. I was walking on air.’


‘I’m going to bed,’ Patricia said.


Just then my dad came out of his bedroom. ‘What’s all this noise you making? And what sort of time you call this to come home?’ he said, raising his voice in a whisper. ‘Get to bed now you hear.’


Yvonne tutted loud and long.


‘And don’t give me any of yer cheek. Comin’ home in the middle of the night with yer noise.’


‘It’s not the middle of the night – we’re not late,’ Yvonne snarled.


My dad looked dumbfounded. ‘Don’t talk to me like that, child, or you know what you’ll get,’ he shouted.


‘Oh shu’ up!’ my sister said quietly as she walked to her room.


‘What did you say – I hear that. What did you ...’ He started grappling on the back of his bedroom door for something, then he pulled out his brown leather belt. ‘Come here – I’ll give you cheek,’ he said, flicking the belt at my sister.


Yvonne ran for her door and closed it behind her. ‘You spoil everything,’ she shouted in a tearful voice. ‘I hate you.’


My dad pushed at the door but he couldn’t open it. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow – you hear?’ he threatened through the door. Then he looked at me. ‘What you doing up – who said you could get up – get back to bed.’







THE CAT 


‘I don’t want a cat – I don’t like them – they mess up the place,’ my mum said.


‘But Mum, cats are clean – they’re always washing and that,’ I said.


‘It still has to toilet and who clears it up?’


‘I will,’ I said.


‘You will!’ my mum repeated with disbelief in her voice. ‘You will. I’ve heard that before. What about when you get fed up ... ?’


‘I won’t get fed up.’


‘Who’s going to feed it when you get fed up?’ she went on, oblivious to my last comment.


‘I’ll feed it – honest. I’ll do everything.’


My mum looked at me. ‘Yes, and you said that about the budgie and the hamster.’


‘I did look after the hamster,’ I shouted.


‘Well – what about the poor budgie? Your dad had to feed it and clean it out.’


‘That’s different,’ I said.


‘How’s it different? You children couldn’t even remember what the poor bird was called.’


I tried not to smile at the thought of the budgie, but it was difficult. We had the budgie for years – it sat in its cage chirping, looking in the mirror, sharpening its beak on the bits of cuttlefish and shitting. One day we heard a thud and looked in the budgie’s cage and it was lying stiff on the bottom – its little legs in the air. My brother took it out and we all felt it. It felt like it was made of cardboard. We tried to look sad but then John said, ‘Can anyone remember its name?’ and we all started to laugh. Poor budgie.


‘It just plop in the cage and nobody care,’ my mum went on. ‘You just laughed.’


‘I never laughed – it was the others – the others that laughed – I never.’


‘Well – you get fed up with the animals, then it’s your dad and me that has all the trouble.’


‘I’ll take care of it – I promise – I’ll cross my heart-look – look.’ My mum didn’t look at me crossing my heart, she just carried on stirring the pan on the cooker.


‘I don’t like cats,’ she said.


‘You said that about hamsters but you liked it when I brought it home.’


‘That’s different.’


‘How?’ I asked.


‘It’s just different.’


‘Why – why’s it different?’


‘It just is.’


‘Why – just tell me why?’


‘Oh, child, stop with your nagging!’ There was silence. ‘What your dad say?’ my mum asked quietly.


‘He said I’m to ask you.’


There was another silence.


‘You promise you’ll clean up all its mess?’ she said.


‘Yes – honest – I swear – I promise – cross my heart.’


‘All right, but...’ I didn’t hear what else she said.


‘Thanks Mum, thanks Mum!’ I yelled, jumping up on her.


‘Calm down – calm down. You hear me, you hear what I said? You mind you take care of it and don’t bring it near me. I don’t like cats,’ she said.


I nodded furiously. ‘Can I have eight and six then, Mum?’


‘What for?’ she said, frowning at me.


‘To buy the cat!’


‘Cha,’ my mum said, and sighed.


 



‘Oh, she’s so sweet – look at her – so sweet.’ My mum knelt down on the floor, to be at kitten height. ‘She’s so pretty – let me hold her,’ and she lifted the cat gently. ‘So small – you feel you’ll crush her,’ she said looking at me, ‘but I just must get a kiss of this little head.’ She kissed the top of the kitten’s head.


‘I told you you’d like her,’ I said.


‘So sweet – you’re a little sweet thing – ahh, look at her.’ My mum was in a world of her own.


‘We’re going to call her Wilhelmina,’ I said. ‘Pat thought  of it – she said there’s some model called that – Wilhelmina. Or Willie for short.’


‘Ahh, Willie – little Willie – is your name little Willie?’ my mum carried on in a high-pitched squeaky voice.


Willie became part of our family, as much as any human. But somewhere we went wrong in her upbringing. She could be a soppy, doting cat who would put her front paws up on your leg. When you picked her up she’d cling round your neck, like a baby, purring and occasionally licking at your face. She’d lie in front of the fire, stretched out long, purring in her sleep. But, if you tried to pick her up for a cuddle and she didn’t want you to, she would turn on you, spitting and snarling and lashing out with open claws. And sometimes you could stroke her as she lay on her back and she’d purr and roll this way and that. And sometimes she’d grab your hand and sink her teeth in and push away with her back legs.


One of her favourite sports was to sit under the settee – then, as someone walked past, she would pounce out on them, grab them round the ankle, bite them and run off and hide until someone else walked by. Sometimes she’d cling to your ankle and you’d have to shake her off and scream at her to leave you alone.


She was a fussy eater and only ate pigs’ kidneys or special tuna cat food. If you gave her anything else it just sat in her bowl, because she would rather starve than eat it.


Willie sat on the window sill, in the front room, most of the day and looked out or climbed out of the six-inch gap left open for her. But she also learned to knock at the front door and when you opened it to her she came in whimpering – moaning to herself that it wasn’t opened sooner.







THE TELLY 


Sundays were lazy days in our family. At least for me and  my dad. My sisters always seemed to be with friends or boyfriends and my brother was always out somewhere unspecified – ‘Anywhere,’ he would say. My mum spent most of Sunday, after church, in the kitchen. She’d only come out briefly when we would see her staring at the television through the crack left by the open door.


‘Come and sit down, Mum,’ I’d say.


‘No, I’m just waiting for something to boil,’ she’d say and then she would silently vanish after a short while.


My dad got up late, had a wash, got dressed and then lay down again, this time on the settee in our front room.


Our front room was packed with furniture. Every bit of wall space had something pressed against it. There was a green three-piece suite with a long settee that could double up as a bed should we have any guests – which we never did. A bookcase with volumes of the Encyclopaedia Britannica placed untouched, practically where the extremely convincing salesman had left them.


There was also a dining-table with a flap that could be put up, if we ever felt like eating at it – but we never did. This dark brown wooden table had a long curved scratch all the way down it which had never been removed. My mum liked to keep it to remind my brother of the night he came home reeling drunk from his Christmas party at work. He was pushed through the door by his workmates. He was singing, ‘Cold turkey has got me ...’ He then fell over a chair which gouged the offending mark down the table. Then he was sick on the carpet. Luckily my mum felt the scratch was enough to remind him of his waywardness and the sick was cleared up.


There was a radiogram against another wall. A brown, wooden, polished box with a cloth front and fake gold knobs. In the side cabinet was the turntable with a stem ready and waiting for your 45s.


The fireplace was made from mottled, pale brown tiles and in it sat a large electric fire. Then there was the  television. The television was the focal point of the room. All objects and furniture seemed to tilt towards it. It was the first thing you saw when you came in and no matter where you sat you would always have a very good view of it.


The television was on nearly all day on Sunday. My dad began his viewing with football, The Big Match. I sat on the floor by the fire and did my homework with my dad lying behind me on the settee, occasionally pushing my head to one side if it got in the way of his view.


‘Sit up then,’ I’d say. ‘You’d see better.’


‘Cha, nuh man,’ he’d reply, pushing my head a little more. He supported Arsenal. He felt he should as we lived next to the stadium. But any goal from any team would make him shout, ‘Yes!’


After The Big Match we watched The Golden Shot. ‘Bernie the Bolt,’ we said in unison, at the appropriate time. My brother said The Golden Shot was the reason he left home at the age of fifteen to hitchhike round Europe. He just couldn’t stand to watch another one.


My dad never shared his Sunday settee. If anyone asked if they could sit on it he would create a small triangle of space in front of his stomach, pat it and say, ‘Sit here nuh man.’ Nobody ever did sit in this space although I did try once but my dad just kept moaning that I was crushing him.


When all the good Sunday programmes finished and it became what my dad called ‘God bother hour’, he got up and fetched the ironing board. On every Sunday night for as long as I can remember at about half past six my dad would go and get the ironing board. The board had a green plastic seat attached to it so my dad could sit while ironing and it was lovingly covered in a new cloth every two months. When the board was in place (so that he had a good view of the television) and an ashtray positioned at arm’s length, my dad got the wash basket.


My mum spent most of her ‘leisure’ hours washing for her family, all by hand. By the end of the week there was quite a pile in the basket. And my dad ironed everything – shirts, skirts, sheets, towels, handkerchiefs, knickers, gloves. If it was in the basket it got ironed unless somebody stopped him. ‘No Dad, not that, it’s rubber! No Dad, that’s a pencil!’


When he was finished there would be several neat piles – large items on the bottom getting smaller to the top. My dad was an expert ironer. My teacher at school once said, ‘Angela, who ironed your dress – it’s wonderful.’ She laughed when I said it was my dad – so did my school friends. ‘Dads don’t do ironing,’ my friend confided to me later.


 



We watched a lot of television in our family. From the moment I got home from school the television was on. I viewed with my sisters and brother during the week, switching channels when something ‘boring’ came on to find something more interesting, even if only marginally more interesting. My mum never really watched anything. After she made dinner she sat in her room studying for an Open University degree. She used to watch her course programmes but they were always early in the morning before I got up or else late at night after I’d gone to bed.


At about nine o‘clock my dad got home from work. Every weekday evening it was the same. We all sat watching the telly as my dad poked his head around the living-room door and said, ‘D’evenin’.’ Never ‘good evening’ from which ‘d’evenin’ had distilled, or even ‘Hi kids, Daddy’s home.’ It was always, ‘D’evenin’.’ Usually no one would take any notice. Occasionally I might look towards the door where the ‘D’evenin” came from but I wouldn’t make a verbal reply. The only time there was ever any enthusiastic response was if my dad was carrying a brown paper bag. Then one of us would usually say, ‘What’s in  the bag?’ and someone else would insist that they should see it first. This was because it might have contained chocolate biscuits given to my dad by ‘a lady he knows’.


My dad then said, ‘Where’s Mum?’ and left the doorway without waiting for an answer. Or he’d chastize us with, ‘Every light in the house burnin’,’ if he saw a light on in a room that nobody was in.


If my mum was sitting in the living room with us, watching something of interest to her – a nature programme perhaps – my dad would walk over to her and give her a kiss on the cheek. No, kiss is not quite the right word. My parents didn’t really kiss each other – they sort of sniffed at one another. My dad would put his face close to my mum’s cheek and my mum would lean her cheek over towards him but twist her lips the other way so there was no chance that the kiss would get her on the mouth. As they touched they’d both take a sharp inhalation of breath through the nose and that was it.


After finding my mum he’d remove his coat and jacket and hang them in the wardrobe, brushing any dirt or hairs off. ‘What you watching?’ he’d say as he came back into the room, to which he would get no reply. Then, as sure as night follows day, he’d walk to the television set and begin to fiddle with the knobs.


‘Oh, Dad!’ we’d all say together. ‘It was all right till you started fiddling with it.’


‘I’m just looking,’ my dad would say, appealing for calm. Or ‘It looked a bit dark to me’ or ‘It’s flickering a bit’ or ‘It’s a bit loud.’ Then he’d position himself in front of the telly so our only view was of his grey-trousered backside with a white hanky hanging out of his back pocket. Most of my childhood was spent looking at the two grey cheeks of my dad’s backside as he fiddled with the telly. It was useless to protest. Once he’d started, he’d have to get it right.


‘It’s fine now, Dad,’ we’d shout every few minutes but  our opinion was not valued – my dad had to satisfy himself.


My dad would often spend whole weekends fiddling with the television. He would take the back off, remove valves, tinker with wires, take bits out and hold them up to the light. When we protested that we’d like to watch something, he’d look at us incredulously and say, ‘That’s why people don’t like to have children.’ When the TV repair man finally had to be called my dad would swear, with an innocent face, that he never touched the telly and no, no, no, he never had the back off.


Sometimes he would come in and simply turn the TV over. ‘Daaaad!’ we’d all scream, to which he would reply, ‘Watch this nuh man it’s good.’ This usually happened when there was a midweek football or boxing match. If we protested any more, which we did depending on the quality of the programme (for example, Ready, Steady, Go would get a full fifteen minutes of moaning from my sisters, whereas the Wednesday play would only get a disgruntled thirty seconds), my dad would say, ‘Cha – I don’t get to see much television – you watch it all night – it’s only fair.’












Chapter 2


It was two days before my dad retired that he began to limp. I sent him a card. ‘Good luck in your retirement’ it said.


‘What are you going to do?’ I asked him.


‘I don’t know – this and that,’ he said.


He had no immediate plans. Then his right leg became weak and he walked dragging it. He then found that he could not use his right hand properly. He would go to pick up something but find his grip was not sufficient to lift it.


I could tell that my dad was worried by what was happening to his body. He made an appointment to see his GP and he began to ‘take care of himself’. He would pour himself a pint of full-cream milk once, sometimes twice a day, and drink it all.


‘You shouldn’t drink so much milk,’ I said to him.


‘Got to keep up me strength,’ he replied.


‘But it’s not good for you, Dad – too much fat.’


He looked at me, bewildered. ‘What – milk not good for you any more – since when?’


My dad had never really been seriously ill. But he would go to the doctor with just a cold and then come back complaining that he was not prescribed anything. He never accepted that there was no cure for the common cold; he was convinced they were keeping it from him alone.


When he had a cold he would lie in bed moaning and whimpering like a feeble dog. My mum would fetch and  carry and roll her eyes when we asked how he was. But he was behaving differently with his new complaints. He became stoical. He said it was ‘nothing’. Then he dragged his leg into the garden and pruned the mallow tree to a stump with a hand that barely functioned. He tried to show us that he could do what he had always done – except that he had never done it before.


He came back from the doctor looking smaller and greyer. For once the doctor did not shrug him off. He did not tell my dad that he was imagining things, that there was nothing really wrong with him, that he should go home and calm down. For once the doctor took him seriously and made an appointment for him to see a specialist at the hospital.


The specialist told my dad that he should come into hospital for ‘tests’. He went back the next day and was admitted into the men’s ward.


 



Most of the ward was split into small rooms with four beds in each. All the other beds were taken but their occupants roamed around the ward and corridors – none of them sick enough to just stay put. My dad was no exception. He greeted me at the lift, dressed in a dressing-gown that he’d had for twenty years – thick brushed wool in dark red, with red and beige piping and belt. It fitted him better than it had a few years ago – he’d shrunk to fit it. Underneath he wore striped winceyette pyjamas which he kept adjusting so the fly hole did not reveal anything it shouldn’t.


As I walked through the ward with him he waved and smiled at people we passed – nurses, patients, orderlies. He turned and said, ‘All right, mate?’ raising a thumb in the air to a man lying on a bed who smiled and waved back.


‘See that man?’ he said, nodding his head in the direction of a young man who was deep in conversation with his visitor. ‘He’s just come out of intensive care. You know  why?’ he said, leaning closer towards me. I shook my head and tried not to stare too obviously.


‘Eating fish,’ he said slowly.


‘Fish?’ I repeated, still staring at the man.


‘Yes – eating bad fish. On holiday, not here in this country,’ he went on. ‘He just pass out at the airport and they brought him here to intensive care – from fish.’


We both stared for some moments longer then I looked around the small room.


‘What about him?’ I whispered, nodding toward a frail-looking man with long black dreadlocks who had just laid down on a bed.


‘Oh,’ my dad whispered, ‘a diabetic.’ We both stared silently at the man.


‘So,’ I said after a pause, clapping my hands, ‘how are you? What have the doctors said?’ I didn’t want to ask but I was sure that I could have sat with him all day and he would not have brought the subject up himself. He sat back on the bed and adjusted his pyjamas again.


‘Oh, it’s nothing much,’ he said with a wave of his hand. ‘Just a mild stroke they say – that’s why me hand and leg gone a bit funny.’ He then held his right hand in his left like it was an injured bird. ‘Just a mild stroke,’ he repeated.


‘Well, that would make sense,’ I said cheerfully. ‘So what are they going to do?’


‘Someone’s coming to help me do exercises – get back me strength.’


‘A physiotherapist?’ I said.


My dad looked at me. ‘What’s it called?’ he asked.


‘A physiotherapist.’


‘Something like that – yes, something like that,’ he muttered looking at the ceiling. ‘There’s a bloke in another room had a stroke – worse than mine. He has that thing too. They come and make you lift your leg and that.’


He was content. The fear that had invaded his features at home had gone. Putting a name to his condition had  satisfied him. Stroke was an acceptable name to my dad. I caught his mood.


‘So when are you coming out?’ I chirped.


‘Oh soon, soon – they’re doing another test tomorrow.’


‘What’s that for?’


‘Something about a shadow on me lung which cause something to happen in me head.’


I tried not to look alarmed.


‘What are they going to do to your head?’ I asked.


‘Just some X-ray – can’t eat before. They just want to make sure or something.’


‘A brain scan,’ I said, a little too surprised.


‘Don’t know,’ he replied, looking agitated. ‘It’s just to see.’


‘To see what?’


‘Just to see if that’s what cause the shadow – just to see.’ The words seemed to have no relevance to him – they were repeated but seemingly not understood. I didn’t understand either but I knew I couldn’t ask for any more information from my dad. But I asked myself, ‘What does a shadow on a lung have to do with a stroke?’


‘Did you speak to the doctors?’ I asked.


‘Yer mum saw them,’ he said. ‘She told me that they’d said I’d had a mild stroke.’


‘They didn’t talk to you?’


‘No, yer mum talked to them,’ he said. He began to look through the drawer of his bedside table. It was time to change the subject.


‘Oh Dad, I’ve brought you some food,’ I said, unpacking a carrier bag.












Chapter 3







THE DREAM 


Our main family outing every year was to the Ideal Home Exhibition. Before we started having regular holidays at Pontin’s, the Ideal Home Exhibition was considered such a treat that it made up for the fact that we hadn’t left home.


We went on the tube. It was fine all the way to Earl’s Court on the Piccadilly line, but then we had to change. Then we hit the crowds. Masses of families migrating, packing on to trains. Being herded by megaphone announcements round this corner, up this tunnel, through this gate – until you could see the booking hall in sight. Bright lights up ahead waiting. But first a long slow, shuffling queue for tickets, which seemed to take for ever. When we finally got into the hall the journey and the transformation – from stark grey exterior to multi-colours, music, the smell of food and bustling people now going this way and that at will – was like having arrived in a different country.


I held on tight to my dad. I knew that if I got lost in the crowd they would never find me again.


Six individuals all wanted to see different things, have different experiences. I was very fond of the bendy toys. A stall of all your favourite cartoon characters made of rubber and wire so you could bend their legs, arms, head and body into all sorts of poses. I stood silently by the stall  every year, being as good as I could, bending the sample Bugs Bunny and not nagging in the hope that my dad would see my wanting and hand over the necessary cash. He never did. I just got pulled away after a few minutes’ indulgence. I waved goodbye to Bugs and Bugs waved back.


My sisters liked to spend their time around the tights and stockings stall. They looked through endless packets and pointed at the dismembered legs that showed you how your legs could look if only you bought the tights. Saturday jobs meant that they were more participants on their stall than I was. But they had to choose carefully. We were there a long time.


My brother liked models and kits. My mum liked the demonstration of pressure cookers. There was a little area like a small theatre where we all sat in rows. Then a man came and demonstrated how easy and quick it was to cook using this new method. He produced a whole meal in front of our eyes in a few minutes. ‘And now for the gravy,’ he said. He then swilled some water around in the bottom of the pressure cooker. Within seconds he poured out a brown liquid that was, for sure, tasty gravy. My mum gasped.


‘Are you going to get one, Mum?’


My mum looked at my dad, who quickly looked off into the distance, or tied his shoe lace or took out a cigarette.


‘Next year, maybe,’ she said.


After the demonstration was over you could go up and taste the food. My brother and I ran to the front and were shooed away by the man. He did it so only we could see. Only we knew we were to get lost. Then he beckoned the monied adults up to have a taste. My mum went forward and smelt the gravy. ‘Very nice, very nice,’ she said.


‘Can I give you a leaflet, madam?’ the man asked.


My mum stared at the pictures. ‘Very nice,’ she nodded.


There was a whole floor that my dad liked – well, we all  did but this was my dad’s place. It was full of gadgets. Things to ‘help’ you round the house. Stall after stall: a slicer that cuts cucumber into long spirals; a window wiper that can clean both sides of the window at once; a sponge mop that ‘drinks’ spills and leaves your carpet unstained; a sticky brush for removing dirt and unsightly hairs from your clothes; a bag that’s six bags in one; an ironing-board cover with a revolutionary coating. All had special qualities and all fascinated my dad.


We moved from stall to stall saying, ‘That’s great! ... Oh, that would be handy! ... Oohh, that’s good! ... Ooh, that’s just what I need!’ My dad jangled loose change around in his trouser pocket and bought nothing.


But the place we all liked the best, the place we all agreed was the best, the reason we came, were the houses.


It was called ‘the village’ because there were actual houses built there. Seven or eight with gardens and fountains. We queued up, then when our turn came we edged through the house looking at each room.


‘This would be my bedroom, Dad – look at that bendy toy on the bed.’


We marvelled at bathrooms and sitting rooms, conservatories, bedrooms and studies, granny flats and garages. Each house was different and when we finished in one we queued up to see around another. And on the way home we argued about which house to get.


‘The first was lovely,’ my mum said. ‘It had a lovely desk and light – I’d like that.’


‘No, no, not that one Mum. It had no stairs.’


‘I know. That’s what I liked too.’


‘No, no, we’ve got to have stairs!’


Then we went into our flats. Red brick with long open balconies built round a grey, concreted yard. Built in the thirties to house the poor. If we owned them all, I imagined, it would be a mansion. We went inside our little council home, choked full of furniture – bulging with items for a  family of six. In need of decoration, in need of being ten times the size, in need of a staircase. And the row started again.


‘No, I think we should get that nice bungalow,’ my mum insisted.


I got agitated. ‘Not the bungalow – not the bungalow. Dad, you don’t want to get the bungalow, do you – you want somewhere with stairs too – don’t you, Dad?’


My dad looked at me. ‘Calm down, Anne – we’re not getting any of the houses really.’


‘What do you mean!’ I said, shocked.


‘We can’t afford those houses, Anne – it’s just talk.’







THE FRIEND 


‘What is it?’ Sonia said, turning up a comer of her mouth and pushing her fork through the rice on the plate.


‘Eat it – go on, try it – you’ll like it. It’s nice, isn’t it, Angela?’ my mum said, turning to me. My friend Sonia had come for her tea. I watched her prod at the brown, stewed meat.


‘My mum says I shouldn’t eat things like this,’ she said.


‘How yer mum know what yer eating?’ my mum asked with rising impatience.


‘She says I don’t have to eat anything I don’t like and I don’t like this.’


‘You haven’t tried it, child – how you know you don’t like it?’


Sonia stared sullenly at her plate.


My mum tutted and rolled her eyes, then left the room.


‘It’s nice, Sonia. Go on, try it – try it – it’s just meat. Look.’ I took a mouthful of the stew. We had this a lot at home. A spiced stew with rice and peas.


‘What are these bits?’ she asked, pointing to the kidney beans in the rice.


‘They’re beans – like baked beans, only they’re red.’


‘They don’t look like baked beans.’


‘They’re not baked beans, but they’re beans like baked beans are.’


‘Well, I don’t like them,’ she stated, spearing one with her fork then wiping it off on to the side of her plate. Sonia put a piece of the meat to her mouth and nibbled off some of the sauce with her lips.


‘Urghh, it’s burning my mouth.’ She dropped her fork back on to the plate and grabbed for her glass of orange squash. ‘I don’t like it,’ she said, breathless after taking a gulp of the squash. ‘My mum says I don’t have to eat anything I don’t like.’ She coughed and held her chest like she was trying to expel something from her throat.


‘I don’t feel well now. My mum says I’m not to eat things like this because I’ve got a bad chest and ear.’ She pushed her plate away from her. ‘I’d better go home,’ she said, looking away from me.


‘You’ve only just come,’ I pleaded.


‘Yeah, but I don’t feel well. My mum said I should go home if I don’t feel well.’


‘Oh don’t go – don’t go yet – there’s cake for afters.’


Sonia looked at me, interested. ‘Cake – from a shop?’ she asked.


I didn’t answer. I didn’t want to tell her my mum baked it, but my silence did and her face dropped back to its sullenness.


‘No, I think I’d better go home now – I don’t feel well.’


She jumped from her chair and ran through the flat to the front door. I held the door open after her and watched her walk quickly down the balcony.


‘Are you coming out to play later?’ I called after her but she didn’t answer.


My mum put her head out of the kitchen. ‘She gone?’ she said, surprised.


‘She didn’t feel well,’ I said.


‘Stupid girl,’ my mum said loudly. ‘You finish the food?’


‘Sonia left hers,’ I said.


‘Cha – stupid girl,’ my mum muttered, shaking her head. We went into the front room to the abandoned plates.


‘Look at this – the child waste all the food,’ my mum said. ‘Come – you eat up now.’


I sat down and put some stew and rice in my mouth but my appetite had gone. I looked at my mum and wished she’d fried up sausages and chips with Oxo gravy poured over the top like Sonia had at her home. Or that my mum’s cooking was more like school dinners.


I loved school dinners. I looked forward to them every day. My friends didn’t. They all screwed up their faces and said, ‘Ehh!’ a lot and that their mums cooked better things. Nicer. But my mum didn’t. She couldn’t cook steak and kidney pie with a rich crusty pastry that melted in your mouth. That was cut into squares from a large metal tin and if you were lucky you’d get the comer bit with more pastry and less meat. Then you’d have two ice-cream-scoop spoonfuls of mashed potato. With lumps or without, it was delicious mashed with the pie crust, peas and gravy. And there were chips, beans and fried spam fritters that left your lips glossy with grease. Slices of brown roast meat – what animal it came from you could never tell – but you had it with roast potatoes glistening brown and occasionally crispy. And brown gravy that floated over the top and mingled with your boiled carrots.


And the puddings. Like no puddings we ever got at home. Caramel tart all golden and gooey – nobody was sure what it was made of but it tasted sweet and melted in the hot custard, forming lines and brown swirls in the yellow. Or chocolate sponge pudding with chocolate custard to match. Or semolina with a drop of rosehip syrup, sitting pretty in the middle.


But my mum cooked different things. She boiled rice in coconut with beans. She spiced chicken and meat until it was hot. She fried bananas. Everything she made tasted different.


My mum watched me take some more mouthfuls as she took small forkfuls of meat from Sonia’s abandoned plate.


‘I can’t eat any more,’ I said. My mum looked at my plate.


‘Cha you’re just as bad as that stupid child – eat up the good food.’


‘I can’t,’ I insisted.


My mum grabbed the two plates from the table in a grumpy silence and left the room.


 



I went up to Sonia’s flat to see if she could come out. We were meant to have tea at my house then go out and play around the yard on the swings. She lived on the third-floor balcony of the flats – I lived on the ground floor. Her flat was almost the same as ours but it smelt differently.


Sonia’s mum answered the door. ‘Hello chuck,’ she said. Sonia’s mum came from somewhere ‘up north’. I wasn’t sure where but Sonia went for her holidays to Blackpool and she’d say how much nicer it was ‘up north’ – how the people were much friendlier and how they’d like to live there again one day. Sonia’s mum was a dinner lady at school. At lunchtimes she’d wink at me and give me extra portions if I wanted it because I was Sonia’s friend.


‘Is Sonia in?’ I asked.


‘Come in, come in,’ she sang. ‘She’s sitting by the fire – she’s just had a bath.’


Sonia was an only child. She had a bedroom of her own and a mum all to herself. She didn’t have a dad. He died or was killed or something. There was a photo of him that sat on the mantelpiece but Sonia was very hazy about how he actually died.


I smiled at Sonia, who was sitting on the floor fluffing at her straight hair with a towel. She smiled at me but didn’t say anything. I sat on the settee.


‘Are you coming out?’ I asked.


‘Me hair’s wet – Mum won’t let me with wet hair,’ she answered.


Her mum came in and sat close beside me on the settee. ‘So,’ she said, looking at me and grinning. ‘Sonia told me what she had to eat at your house.’


It was very hot in the room. I smiled. Sonia’s mum laughed then said, ‘She said it was so hot it nearly blew her head off.’ She laughed and so did Sonia.


‘It was, Mum!’ Sonia said from the floor. ‘My head nearly went pooom.’ Sonia made the noise of a small bomb exploding and waved her arms in the air, and they laughed. I smiled.


‘Is that what you eat all the time?’ Sonia’s mum asked me.


‘Not all the time,’ I said.


‘What else d’you eat then?’ she persisted.


‘Other things,’ I said.


‘Like what?’


I thought. ‘Sausages and that.’


‘Ordinary sausages, or special jungle sausages?’ She laughed and put her arm around my shoulders and gave me a squeeze. ‘I’m only joking – only teasing,’ she said. ‘No – what else do you eat?’


‘I can’t remember,’ I said.


‘Can’t remember what you eat – that’s daft! Sonia can remember what she eats, can’t you chuck?’


Sonia nodded. ‘I eat normal food,’ she said.


‘So do we,’ I said. ‘Most of the time.’


‘Sonia says your mum fries bananas and you eat them with potatoes – is that true?’


‘Well, they’re like bananas,’ I said tentatively.


‘It’s true then!’ she said, surprised. ‘I thought she was  making it up.’ She laughed again. ‘We like bananas with custard.’


‘So do I,’ I said. Sonia’s mum looked at me and gave me another squeeze.


‘Ooh, you are funny, Angela,’ she said, grinning. ‘Don’t suppose you like all that hot food then?’ she went on.


‘Not really,’ I said.


‘I didn’t think so – little girls like you shouldn’t eat hot things. It made Sonia feel poorly.’ I nodded.


‘Are you coming out, Sonia?’ I said to my friend.


‘She can’t come out, chuck – her hair’s wet. You can stay in and play if you like. I’ll fry you both some bananas,’ she said with a straight face.


‘Ooh don’t, mum,’ Sonia said anxiously.


‘I’m only teasing,’ she laughed. ‘Are you stopping then, Angela?’


‘No,’ I said. ‘I have to go now.’







THE MEATBALLS 


My mum went away to an Open University summer school. She gave us good warning that she would be going. I’d known for about a year. But it still seemed to come as a bit of a shock to my dad.


‘Oh, you going so soon?’ he asked.


‘I told you from a long time, Dad,’ my mum protested.


‘Yes, but I didn’t realize it was so soon.’


My mum gave instructions for most household chores and appointed someone to each task.


‘And Dad,’ she said, ‘I’ve left some meatballs in the kitchen. They just need frying up to heat them through – they should be all right.’


At tea time an acrid smell began to envelop the flat. I went into the kitchen. My dad was standing over the stove, as smoke wafted up all around him. I’d never seen him  cook before. He was pushing at something in a frying pan, jabbing it like he was trying to kill it over again.


‘What’s that smell, Dad?’ I asked.


‘Meatballs,’ he said.


He looked intently at the pan. There were three plates to the side of the cooker. Each one had three boiled potatoes and a small pile of peas on it.


‘What’s for tea, Dad?’ I said, hoping it was something else.


‘Meatballs,’ he said.


‘They smell a bit funny Dad,’ I said.


‘Cha,’ he said, turning and scowling at me. ‘Get out from under my feet.’ So I left the kitchen.


‘What’s that smell?’ my brother asked.


‘Meatballs,’ I repeated.


‘They pong,’ he said. I shrugged.


My dad came in from the kitchen and lifted up the flap in the table. We never ate at this table when my mum was around. We always ate balancing the plates on our lap and watching the television. But there was only my dad, my brother and me and the difference meant that everything changed. My dad threw down a bundle of cutlery on to the table.


‘Come Angela, put on the knives and forks.’


I laid them out as best I could on the tiny table – it was hard to fit three sets on and have enough room for you to move your arms.


My dad came in again carrying a bowl filled with tinned peaches. He set them down in the middle of the table and smiled at me. ‘They’re for afters, if you eat everything up.’


I looked at my brother and we rolled our eyes. Then my dad came in with the three plates. The meatballs were steaming hot and with the steam came an awful stench of rotting flesh.


‘Dad, those meatballs don’t smell right,’ I said. My  brother stuck his nose over his and pulled a face. We sat at the table.


‘Come – eat up,’ my dad said.


I looked at my brother then cut into the now-cold potatoes. My brother’s mouth was still curled up at the edges.


‘Come – eat!’ my dad insisted. As he did a pea shot out from his mouth and landed in the bowl of tinned peaches. I watched it shoot out and land with an audible plop right in the centre of the bowl. My dad looked at the pea, quickly removed it and put it back in his mouth. Then he cut into one of his meatballs and the smell wafted up to him. ‘Oh dear,’ he said. ‘I don’t think these are right.’


‘I feel sick,’ my brother said, pushing his plate away.


‘Well, just eat up your peas and potato nuh.’


My brother and I sat back from the table and folded our arms.


‘Cha,’ my dad said. He grabbed our plates and scraped the meatballs on to the copy of the Daily Mirror. Then he scraped his own off.


‘I’ll give them to the dogs,’ he said.


We followed him to the front door. He opened it and tossed the meatballs out on to the grey concrete of the yard that the flats were built around. He turned back to us screwing up the paper. ‘The dogs can have them. Now eat up the rest or you won’t get any peaches.’


The next morning my friend knocked at the door. ‘Coming out?’ she said.


As I looked at her I could see the meatballs in the yard behind, just where they had landed the night before. No dogs had wanted them either. The light of day made them look like small brown sponges on the ground.


‘Have you seen those things?’ my friend said, noticing me staring at them. I walked on to the balcony.


‘No,’ I said innocently. ‘What things?’


‘Those brown things there,’ she said, pointing. ‘Nobody knows what they are, they just appeared.’


‘Eeehhh – yes,’ I said. ‘They look horrible. What are they?’


‘My mum thinks they’re from outa space – she kicked one and it got stuck to her shoe. She had to shake her foot before it would come off.’ My friend screwed up her face and I screwed up mine.


‘Urghh – they’re horrible.’ I hoped I was convincing.


I watched people walk through the yard and point at the meatballs and mutter. A dog came and I thought, ‘At last they’ll be eaten.’ But it just sniffed one or two of them and ran away.


‘What are they?’ I heard two neighbours say as they came along the balcony. ‘We’ll have to get the caretaker!’


Just as they reached our front door my dad appeared in the doorway. I felt my face flush red.


‘Mr Jacobs,’ one of the neighbours said, ‘have you seen those things in the yard?’


I wanted to block up my ears. I didn’t want to hear my dad say, ‘What, our old meatballs?’ He came out on to the balcony and looked steadily down into the yard. Then he said, ‘Oh dear ... what are they?’


‘We don’t know, they were just there.’


‘I think someone must have thrown them out,’ the other neighbour added. Everyone nodded in agreement.


‘Cha,’ my dad said, ‘messing up the place like that.’ He sucked his teeth and shook his head. ‘Some people,’ he sighed and smiled.







THE YARD 


‘Tin tan tommy – I see Sonia on the first floor!’ I banged the old tin can up and down on the drain in the yard. The  noise bounced off every wall and I shouted again, ‘I see Sonia on the first floor – come on, Sonia, I’ve seen you!’


Sonia put her head above the balcony ledge and shouted down to me, ‘You couldn’t have.’


‘I did!’ I shouted back. ‘You’re there – come on, you’re out.’


As Sonia ran past my flat on the ground floor, she stopped as she heard the familiar sound of my dad tapping on our kitchen window. We both looked and saw my dad holding up the curtain with one hand and flicking his other hand in the air. ‘Don’t make so much noise. Stop that noise or get away!’ he called through the closed window.


Sonia walked slowly towards me with her head down.


‘Why’s your dad always do that?’ she said with a sulky voice.


‘I don’t know,’ I said, trying not to look embarrassed. ‘It’s just that someone broke our window the other day. You can see. See that cardboard in the door window, that’s where someone broke it.’


Sonia looked at the door, unimpressed. ‘He’s always telling us to get away or be quiet. He doesn’t own these flats. My mum says I can play where I want.’


I looked to the kitchen window again and saw my dad straining his neck to see what we were doing.


‘Well, shall we play something else?’ I suggested.


‘Your dad always spoils it,’ Sonia said.


Christine poked her head over the top-floor balcony. ‘Are we still playing?’ she yelled.


‘No – come down,’ Sonia called back.


When Christine reached my kitchen window the tapping started again. She slowed down and walked towards us.


‘Angela’s dad’s there,’ Sonia said. We all looked to the window.


‘We weren’t doing anything,’ Christine said to me. ‘Why’s he always telling us off?’


‘Don’t know,’ I said, turning my back away from the window.


‘He’s such a spoilsport,’ Sonia said.


‘It’s ’cause someone broke our window with a ball,’ I said again in my defence.


‘We didn’t – we don’t even know who did,’ Sonia stated, with her hands on her hips.


‘We haven’t even got a ball,’ Christine joined in. ‘We can’t even break the window now.’


We looked to the kitchen window again. The curtain was down but I could see my dad’s figure behind it.


‘I’m going in,’ Sonia said. ‘You can come and play at my house if you want, Christine!’ They both gave me a dirty look and walked off.


I pretended not to care. I picked up the tin can and looked at it. I put it on the floor and kicked it a little way trying not to make any noise. Christine and Sonia were out of sight but I could hear them giggling as they walked up the stairwell.


Then I heard the sound of running. I turned round quickly and saw a huge black dog, almost my height standing in front of me. I was startled and jumped back a little. My sudden movement seemed to frighten the dog and it began to growl. Then it barked and jumped forward towards me, then back again, growling. I started to move slowly backwards but with every step I took the dog moved closer to me, showing me his teeth, snapping, growling and barking.


I began to shake and cry and froze on the spot. Suddenly the front door of our flat opened and my dad sprang out. With one movement he put his hand on the railings and leapt over the balcony and dropped down the eight feet into the yard. He scooped me off my feet then turned and shooed the dog away with his other hand. The dog gave a whimper then turned tail and ran.


I clung to my dad’s neck and sobbed. He patted my  head and said, ‘There, there – all gone,’ and took me inside.







THE GAME 


‘Just whack it!’ my brother called to me. ‘Watch it comin’, then whack it.’ This was my third attempt to hit the ball with the cricket bat. It seemed too slim to do the job.


‘She’s not getting another go,’ Ronnie called out.


‘She’s only small,’ my brother protested limply. ‘Just whack it, Angela!’ he yelled to me again.


I saw the ball coming towards me. I wished hard. Then I felt it strike against the bat as I swung it around in the air.


‘Yes!’ my brother shouted. ‘Run! run!’


In rounders you have to run to four bases. Base one was in the rounded comer of the yard of our flats, underneath the balcony near Colin’s door. Base two was by the bins at the bottom of the yard. For base three you had to cross the yard to the brick pillar that stood out from the wall that separated the houses that backed on to the flats. Base four was the drain near the steps up to the balcony.


I ran, head down, not looking, touching base one, then base two as I went. As I ran across the yard to get base three my brother shouted, ‘No! No! Stay!’ But it was too late. As I got to the base the ball struck fiercely against the wall.


‘Out!’ Ronnie shouted, lifting his arms in the air. ‘She’s out – only you left,’ he said, pointing at my brother.


‘That wasn’t out,’ my brother shouted. ‘She got there miles before the ball.’


‘She never! I hit that ball straight on it – she never!’


‘I did, I got there first,’ I said. Ronnie took no notice of me. He didn’t even look at me. My opinion didn’t count, I was only Johnny’s little sister. The game stopped and everyone came to base three to sort it out.


There were four people on each team. Our team was my brother and me, Peter from the first-floor balcony and Kathleen, who lived upstairs but had no mum. The other team was Steven, who lived round the block but always came to play round on ‘our side’ because he was a friend of Ronnie’s; Linda, Kathleen’s sister, who let people chew her bubble gum then put it back in her mouth; Brucie, who was a bit dim and slow; and Ronnie. Ronnie was the oldest and the biggest and everyone liked to do what Ronnie said.


All the kids that lived in our flats played out in the yard. We played until it got dark. Until mums or dads would appear in doorways and call someone in with the threat of a bath or teas going cold. We played ‘cannon’ and ‘hee ball’, where you had to get people out by throwing a ball and hitting them with it. Or ‘run-outs’ – a giant game of hide-and-seek, where your area to hide was Highbury. The game could go on for hours as we’d wander around streets, flats and parks, in twos and threes looking for the other team. When you found someone you hit them on the arm and took them back to the homebase, by the bins. We played rounders, peep-behind-the-curtain, tin tan tommy. The boys kicked footballs. And the girls put a ball in the end of a stocking then stood against the wall whacking it from side to side, under legs and arms, singing:
‘Have a cup of tea sir. 
Yes sir. No sir. Why sir? 
’Cause I caught a cold sir. 
Where d’you catch the cold sir? 
Up the North Pole sir. 
What you doing there sir? 
Catching polar bears sir. 
How many did you catch sir? 
One sir. Two sir. Three sir. 
And one caught me sir.’








But, if the ball hit your body or lost momentum you were ‘out’. And we had shows in the porch and the boys would sit on the stairs in rows and the girls would sing ‘Lipstick on your Collar’, and dance.


This day Ronnie had suggested a game of rounders and said my brother could be captain of the other team. My brother and Ronnie picked their sides. I was the handicap – last to be picked and then I had to go on my brother’s side because no one else would put up with a seven-year-old girl on their team. I had to play with them because Sonia couldn’t come out as her Granny had come to stay.


‘Well, she’s out,’ Ronnie said. ‘There’s only you now.’


‘Get off – she got there first!’ my brother said belligerently.


‘She never,’ Ronnie shouted. Usually Ronnie shouting was enough to stop any argument but my brother grabbed the bat from my hand.


‘Let her have another go then – as a decider.’ I cringed. I didn’t think I could hit the ball again.


‘No, she’s out – your go,’ Ronnie said.


My brother walked slowly over to take his go, and everybody took their places again. Ronnie threw the ball to him. My brother hit it high in the air then started to run. As he got to base three the ball thumped him on the back but he kept running. When he got to base four he held his arms in the air. ‘Yeah – rounder!’ he shouted.


‘You’re out,’ Ronnie shouted. ‘I got you out down there. I hit you out.’


‘You hit me, you never hit the post,’ my brother yelled back.


‘So – you’re out!’


‘You have to hit the post, not me.’


‘I don’t – you’re bloody out – you’re all out, it’s our go now,’ Ronnie said angrily.


‘No – it’s my go,’ my brother insisted, going to take up his batting position again.


Ronnie came up close to my brother and everyone else followed. ‘You’re out – give us the bat.’ He went to grab the bat from my brother’s hand but Johnny held on to it tightly.


‘Give us the bat!’ Ronnie screamed again.


‘No – it’s my go – I’m still in,’ my brother said.


‘You’re out – I hit you out, you little cheat. Now give us the bat,’ Ronnie said. The other members of Ronnie’s team began to protest, but my brother stood firm on his spot. Ronnie pulled at the bat and my brother pulled back.


‘Give us the bat,’ Ronnie persisted with menace in his voice.


‘’S my bat,’ my brother said, staring into Ronnie’s face.


‘So what, we’re playing with it.’


‘Well it’s my bat and you’re not playing with it if I’m out – I’m taking it in.’


‘You can’t take it in,’ Ronnie yelled.


‘I can.’


Ronnie grabbed at the bat again but my brother moved around with it, lifting it in the air. As he swung it, it hit Brucie on the side of the head and he yelped.


‘You hit him,’ Ronnie bawled, pushing at my brother’s shoulders with both his hands.


‘I never meant to,’ my brother said, nodding himself forward again.


‘You hit him,’ Ronnie said, pushing Johnny again. I expected my brother to run. Nobody stood up to Ronnie. But he took a step back and held the bat up.


‘Come on then,’ he said, threatening Ronnie with the bat. The other kids went and stood behind Ronnie but I stood in disbelief at my brother’s side.


Ronnie looked surprised then said, ‘Come on then you little ...’ as he moved towards my brother. I started to cry. ‘Come on,’ Ronnie said, stepping nearer to my brother then skipping back again.


‘Hit him, Ronnie!’ Brucie said, still rubbing his ear.  ‘Hit him – he’s just a golliwog.’


Ronnie looked round at Brucie and laughed, ‘Yeah, come on you golliwog – you nig-nog – hit me with your bat.’


My brother lowered the bat and I started crying louder. ‘Your little sister golliwog’s crying, fuzzy. Better take her back to where you came from.’


‘Take her back to the jungle,’ Kathleen said as she put her hand over her mouth and laughed.


‘Yeah, take her back to the jungle. You come from the jungle – all wogs come from the jungle.’


‘Shut up,’ my brother screamed. ‘We don’t.’


‘You’re not English – my dad said,’ Steven joined in. ‘He said you come over with all the other coons. You wanna go back, coming over here. You wanna go back – go back to where you came from – Blackie.’


My brother grabbed my arm and we started walking away.


‘Nig-nogs – nig-nogs going back to the jungle,’ our friends started chanting.


‘Go on, Blackie – get back to where you came from!’ Ronnie called after us.


‘We don’t play your games. You might eat us. Nig-nogs. You’re all nig-nogs,’ they sang after us and laughed as we walked up the stairs of the balcony to our front door.


We closed the door and heard a ball thud against it. ‘Golliwog house, golliwog house – get back to where you came from.’


The noise of the ball brought my dad out of the front room. ‘What’s that noise? They playing with the ball near the door again,’ my dad said, going into the kitchen to get a better look out of the window. I heard him tapping on the window then someone shouted, ‘Coons,’ and I heard them running away.


‘Bloody kids,’ my dad said as he came out of the kitchen. ‘You don’t play with a ball outside here, you hear  me?’ Then my dad looked at me. ‘What you crying about?’ he said without sympathy. We walked into the front room.


‘What’s the matter with you?’ my mum asked in the same manner.


‘What’s the matter with her, Johnny? What you do to her?’ my dad asked.


‘Nothing,’ John said.


‘What is it then?’ my dad went on. ‘What ’appen?’


‘Nothing,’ my brother said.


‘Don’t give me nothing,’ my dad said. ‘She crying – don’ t give me nothing or you know what you’ll get.’


My brother sat sullenly on a chair.


‘What you crying about?’ my dad said to me again.


‘It’s them out there,’ I said, pointing towards the door. I looked at my brother who gave me a ‘don’t tell’ look.


‘What they do to you?’ my mum asked. ‘What they make you do?’ My mum looked at my brother. ‘You been making her show her belly button to them again – I told you I don’t want them—’


‘No!’ my brother screamed.


‘Good, ’cause I told you last time – it’s nothing funny to look at.’


‘I wasn’t,’ my brother said.


‘They called us names,’ I said.


‘They call you names?’ my mum said, looking at my brother. ‘What names they call you?’


‘They said we were golliwogs and nig-nogs.’


There was silence.


‘Who say this?’ my dad asked quietly.


‘Ronnie and Brucie and everyone. They said we should go back to where we came from.’


‘You should take no notice,’ my mum said angrily. ‘It’s just stupidness. Just talk. Take no notice. You tell them you come from here. Take no notice.’


‘I do tell them,’ my brother replied.


‘You don’t have to answer them,’ my mum went on.  ‘Just tell them to mind their business.’


‘Yes, Anne,’ my dad said, ‘take no notice. You come from here. You don’t let them worry you.’


‘But we’re different – we’re coloured,’ I said.


‘Look, child,’ my mum said. ‘You born here. That’s what matter. My mum always say to me, “You’re not black and you’re not white.” That’s what we are – we’re not black and we’re not white.’


‘What are we then?’ my brother asked.


‘Cha, child – you’re just you – you born here – you just tell them to mind their business. You have to learn to stand up for yourself. You’re not black and you’re not white.’


‘They said we are coons,’ I began to cry again.


‘Then don’t play with them if they call you that,’ my mum said. ‘You play by yourself. Take Patricia and Yvonne when they get back. You play with them. You don’t need them. They don’t want you. All those rough boys. You play by yourself.’


‘They’re my friends,’ my brother insisted.


‘How you have friends that call you names? They’re not your friends. Friends don’t call you names. You take no notice of them. Keep yourself to yourself,’ my dad added.


My brother and I went to our bedroom, which faced on to the yard, and listened to everyone playing outside. If a ball came near our front door or anyone passed by our flat, someone would shout, ‘You’ve caught the lurgy from the wogs’ house – injected!’ I could hear my friend Sonia now joining in and laughing. We sat, we didn’t talk, we just listened.


‘What’s happened?’ my sister Yvonne asked when she got home. She walked in with Patricia and my brother and I followed them into the front room. ‘Everyone’s calling us names,’ she went on. ‘What have we done? I don’t understand. They’re all saying nig-nog and Blackie.’


‘Kathleen gave me a right dirty look,’ Patricia said. They both looked shocked.


‘Johnny had a fight with Ronnie,’ I told them.


‘You never!’ they said together, staring at my brother incredulously. ‘D’you hit him?’


‘No, I never had a fight – shut up Angela,’ my brother said.


‘Well, what’s happened then – why were they calling us names? I ain’t done nothing. What’s happened?’ Yvonne said.


‘You’re to take no notice of them,’ my mum said. ‘They’re just stupid nuh. Take no notice. Go and play by yourselves – together.’


‘What!’ Yvonne said, looking at me and sneering.


‘We’re not going to be able to go out again,’ Patricia said with panic in her voice.


‘Oh God!’ Yvonne said. ‘They’re all out there – everyone. What we going to do? We’ll have to move!’


‘Move!’ my mum shouted. ‘Don’t talk nonsense. Go out and play if you want to. Take no notice of them. Come!’ my mum said angrily. She pushed at my brother with her finger then pulled him up from his chair. ‘Come – go out and play – don’t let them stop you. Come,’ she said to all of us.


‘No, I don’t want to,’ John said, pulling away from her.


‘Come,’ my mum insisted. ‘They won’t do anything with me there. Come now.’


‘Go on – do as yer mum says,’ my dad said as he lay on the settee with his eyes closed.


She went to the door and opened it. Everyone in the yard looked around and for a moment their game stopped. Then it started up again but with grins and nods going around. My mum stood in the doorway and beckoned my brother and sisters through. She stood there, large with her arms folded. My brother and sisters walked past her and sat on the balcony pretending to chat and look at  something. I stood by my mum and looked at the other kids who began to move into a huddle.


‘What’s that smell?’ someone said and they laughed. My mum pretended not to hear. We stayed there for ten minutes then went in.


The next morning, as everyone was milling around in the yard, my mum pushed us out again and took up her place in the doorway and I stood by her. Ronnie was kicking a ball to Steven and some of the other boys while Kathleen and Linda played two-ball against the wall. They looked at us but didn’t say anything.


Sonia looked at me and smiled then gave me an exaggerated dirty look, moving her head sideways from my stare. I did the same. She came up on to the balcony and ran along in front of me. When she got to the porch, out of view of everyone else, she beckoned me and I went over to her. ‘I am your friend, really-but pretend I’m not to everyone else – all right?’ she whispered.


‘All right,’ I agreed and went to stand with my mum.


My brothers and sisters ventured down into the yard and began to set up the sticks for ‘canon’. My mum still stood in the doorway. She nodded to the neighbours who had to pass our door on the way out of the flats and she commented on the weather and smiled.


As my brother stood in the yard, Ronnie kicked a ball to him as if by accident. My brother kicked it back.


‘D’you wanna be in goal?’ Ronnie said sheepishly.


My brother nodded.












Chapter 4


I visited my dad in hospital with my mum. He was sitting on his bed in his dressing gown, looking through a booklet on exercise that he’d been given.


‘Dad,’ I said excited, ‘I designed that book.’


My dad looked at the cover and said, ‘Oh,’ in a nonchalant manner.


‘Yes – I’m in it too!’ I grabbed the book from him and flicked through the pages until I came to the picture of me skipping.


‘Look, here Dad – it nearly killed me,’ I said, turning to my mum who was adjusting herself into the only chair by the bed. My dad stared at the picture for a while and said, ‘Oh – that you? You skip then?’


‘Well, not exactly, but I designed the book you see so I did it for the photographer,’ I said, trying to impress my dad.


My dad was not easily impressed. He didn’t take much interest in the details of my ‘career’. All he knew was that I had been to college and that made me knowledgeable about certain things – for example, whether milk was still good for you or not. The day before I went off to art college, my dad looked at me earnestly and said, ‘So – what are you doing at college – typing and that?’


‘No, it’s art college,’ I answered, and he had said, ‘Oh,’ in the same manner as he was saying it now, while thumbing through one of my designs.


He sat back on the bed and handed the book to my  mum. He then picked up a small rubber ball from his bedside table and began squeezing it with his malfunctioning hand.


‘Has the physiotherapist been?’ I said.


‘Yes – nice woman, gave me this ball to get back me strength.’


‘How was the X-ray?’ I asked.


My dad’s face contorted into a frown. ‘Oh, nasty,’ he said.


‘Why?’


My mum interrupted. ‘Look at that, Dad,’ she said, pointing to a photograph in the book of a middle-aged man swimming. ‘You could do that.’ She began to laugh. My dad looked at the photo, tutted and began to laugh too. He then adjusted his pyjamas and dressing gown.


‘What was it like then?’ I continued.


‘Nasty,’ my dad said again. ‘Long, and I couldn’t move.’ My mum pointed to another picture and they both laughed.


‘What did the doctor say about it?’ I said.


My mum tapped my dad on the leg before he had time to answer and said quietly, ‘What’s the matter with you, always fidgeting – you got ants in your pants?’


‘What?’ my dad said, moving his head closer to hers.


‘I said,’ she began, ‘have you got ants in your pants?’


My dad looked at her briefly then they both began to giggle, and my dad repeated ‘ants in your pants’ with a mock show of disgust.


 



My dad was sent home from hospital the next day.


‘They’ve given me some pills for the stroke,’ he told me on the telephone.


‘Are you feeling better?’ I asked.


‘Not so bad-bearing up. I’m eating though and I’m not smoking.’


‘You’ve stopped smoking – that’s great, Dad!’


I could feel my dad shrug his shoulders at the other end of the phone. ‘I gave up in hospital, didn’t I tell you? Just don’t feel like them – no, I’m not smoking now.’


My dad had smoked for as long as I could remember. It was natural to see my dad with a cigarette. It was part of him like his arms or his moustache. I couldn’t say how many cigarettes he smoked a day, but he’d buy a week’s supply and bring them home in a brown paper bag, maybe twenty or thirty packets of Embassy Regal. He’d collect the tokens and we’d look through the catalogue to see what we could get. ‘Just another two thousand tokens, Dad and you can get a torch.’ Only after I left home did I realize that rooms and clothes didn’t have to smell of stale cigarette smoke.


 



The hospital that my dad had been booked into to see the specialist was a long way from my parents’ home. There was no direct bus or tube route. It could take one or two hours to get there and this was the hospital that my dad had to visit for his check-ups. So I said I’d take them in my car. It was a week since I’d last seen my dad. I walked into the kitchen and was astonished by what greeted me. The small grey man I remembered had turned into a fat man. My dad looked at me and smiled and I tried not to look shocked.


His face was bloated out as though he’d stuffed cake into his mouth and couldn’t swallow it. His moustache hairs stood up and out. His head was the shape of a pear. His shirt was stretched across his body, putting a strain on the buttons and his cardigan which was once big and baggy, extended over his swollen frame. His arms looked like they could no longer fold across him and he limped more markedly with the new weight to carry. I couldn’t recognize the physical man, but then he said, ‘Hello Anne,’ and patted my shoulder.


‘Well, how are you feeling, Dad?’ I asked, trying not to avert my eyes.


‘Oh, much better – the pills are helping,’ he said, steadying himself on the back of a chair.


‘Good – what are the pills called?’ I said as casually as I could.


‘Steroids,’ he said with authority. ‘They build up your strength – like athletes take.’


My dad eased himself into a chair with the obvious discomfort of someone who can no longer bend in the middle. ‘They make me hungry though and I’ve put on a bit of weight,’ he said patting his stomach. ‘But it’s good – it’s good.’ He reached across the table towards a packet of cigarettes.


‘I thought you’d given up?’


‘I have,’ he said, putting one to his lips. ‘I only have one every now and again.’


 



The appointment at the hospital was with the chest clinic. I waited until my dad had been called in to see the specialist before I asked my mum, ‘Why does Dad have to come to the chest clinic if he’s had a stroke?’


‘Don’t know,’ my mum said with a shrug. ‘Just where they send him.’


I watched my dad walk painfully slowly back down the long corridor towards us. He smiled all the way but the discomfort showed as he dragged his leg.


‘All right?’ I said, walking up to him.


‘Yeah – just got to stay with the pills.’


‘What did they say about your weight?’ my mum asked.


‘They say I shouldn’t eat so much.’


‘Is that all – but did you tell them how hungry you get?’ my mum said.


‘No – no,’ my dad answered, pulling a face like he’d smelt something bad. ‘I didn’t bother them with that.  They said everything was okay and they give me another X-ray on me chest.’


I looked at my mum but she turned away from me.


 



That evening I phoned my mum.


‘I don’t think Dad’s had a stroke, Mum,’ I said, after the preliminaries of how we both were.


‘Oh, yes,’ she said in the manner of someone whose conversation was being overheard.


‘Is Dad there?’


‘Oh no,’ she said in exactly the same way.


‘I don’t think he had a stroke. It doesn’t add up. Is that what the doctors said at the hospital?’


‘Oh yes,’ she said again.


‘They said it was a stroke – but ... but ... did they tell you about the shadow on the lung?’ I continued tentatively.


‘Oh, yes.’


I had feeling that there was something she wanted to tell me and that I wasn’t going to get much further on the phone.


‘Will you write to me and tell me what they said,’ I said, taking a chance.


‘Oh, yes,’ she said.


 



The letter came quite quickly.



Dear Angela,


Your dad went out shopping today. He bought an ironing board but he’s had to give up ironing because his hands are too stiff. Gradually he’s losing his grip on life.


The brain scan showed that the cancer had escaped to the brain and caused the paralysis on the left side. The doctor said that because of this they couldn’t treat the cancer on the lung.


They wanted to know if they should tell him. I said  to wait a little longer. He’s quite happy thinking he’s had a stroke. I think if he knew the truth he’d just give up. Where there’s life, there’s hope.


I’m sorry to be the bearer of such bad news.


 



Love, Mum.





 



‘I knew it,’ I muttered to myself. ‘I knew it.’ Then gradually the satisfaction of being right gave way to a creeping nausea. I looked around me, frightened. I wanted to run and hide. But there was nowhere to go.












Chapter 5







THE HOLIDAY 


We went on holiday by coach because it was cheaper than the train. But the journey was long, hot and tiring. We had packed all our clothes into one suitcase which swelled and groaned with a week’s supply of outfits for two adults and four children. The blue suitcase had large expandable catches which reached their limit long before we sat on the case to shut it. By the time we had finished it was heavy, impossible for me to pick up, but then I was only a girl. No, this was a suitcase for a man to carry. It being our first holiday, my dad didn’t know about the luxury that travel luggage could offer – for example, suitcase wheels were not something he’d come across. So it was left to my dad to carry the bag.


The first few yards were all right. He strutted out confidently, taking the suitcase in his stride and we were all relieved. But by the time we reached the tube station his face was red and sweaty. And he huffed and he puffed and he stopped to wipe his forehead. He’d carried the case for about 300 yards and I began to wonder how he’d ever get it to the coach.


I looked along the busy stretch of road that runs from Victoria tube station to Victoria coach station. It’s about a quarter of a mile. But with our suitcase it seemed like a journey to the moon. My dad was now in a bad mood. His tie was undone and the top button of his shirt was open.  He didn’t speak, he didn’t moan, but he sucked his teeth and shooed my brother and sister away when they offered to carry the case between them.


I felt like the whole world was staring at us. A group of six struggling with a blue giant – stopping every five yards to huddle and make another plan. Then my dad had an idea. We all lifted the case on to his shoulder. He straightened and then lifted it on to his head. He smiled. It was a success – he could carry it like this.


From my vantage point, five feet behind the man with a suitcase on his head, I could see people pointing. He steadied the case with his hands but people moved out of his way as he walked past with an enforced momentum.


Thankfully, there were porters at the other end of our journey who had trolleys. The porter showed us to our chalet and dumped the suitcase at the door. He smiled at my dad, who smiled back at him. Gradually the porter’s smile began to fade as it became obvious that no money was going to pass between them. He grabbed his trolley and left.


‘You should have given him a tip,’ my mum said.


‘Cha,’ my dad said with a wave of his hand.


Walking into the chalet was, for me, like walking into a palace. I rushed around the three-bedroomed mansion, opening doors and marvelling at every new room. I bumped into my brother and sisters and jostled with them for position in doorways.


‘Look at the bathroom,’ my brother said, pleased that he had spotted it first. ‘It’s got a wash-basin.’ We all stood in the doorway and wondered at the sight.


Our bathroom at home was small with yellowy-brown gloss-painted walls. It had a bath and a gas geezer mounted on the wall, but no wash-basin. To wash, we would stand a bucket up on its end in the bath then put a basin on top. But the chalet bathroom was white and clean, with a toilet  next to the bath and neatly folded toilet paper. There was no wash basket piled high with soiled clothes waiting to be washed. No lines of dripping clothes over the bath. It was just a room dedicated to your cleanliness.


The bedrooms had two beds in each room, a dressing-table and a wardrobe. There were no clothes in heaps over the floor. No old cardboard boxes piled up, the contents of which were long since forgotten. No old TVs waiting for repair. No extra mattress with a hole in it waiting to be thrown out.


The kitchen was separated from the sitting room by a table and six chairs. I opened drawers and cupboards, which were full of clean cutlery, crockery, pots and pans. There were no crumbs in the cutlery tray. No cobwebs down the back of the cupboards. No dead beetles or silverfish in the bowls and pans.


The cooker lit automatically, you just turned the knob and it came on. There was a worktop, a long open plane of Formica where you could cut vegetables without food slipping down a crack and going mouldy. I ran my hands along it – smooth and cold.


Everything was white. The walls shone white, the floor sparkled white. Our excitement at our new temporary home was hard to contain, even for my parents.


The only complaint my dad had was that the huge picture-window, which ran the full length of the chalet sitting room, had no net curtain.


‘Everyone can see your business,’ my dad said. He looked in cupboards and in drawers for the nets. But gave up after a while. ‘English people don’t mind everyone seeing their business,’ he finally acknowledged with a sigh.


 



We got a booklet at the holiday camp which told you about all the events that were going on that week – like a TV guide except it was real life.



Sunday 4.00 p.m. Donkey Derby in the field.


Sunday 5.00 p.m. Treasure Hunt for all the kids.


Monday 7.00 p.m. Glamorous Granny competition in the ballroom.


Tuesday 9.00 a.m. Miss Lovely Legs competition – come along and join in if you’ve got lovely legs.


Wednesday 1.00 p.m. Knobbly Knees competition in the Pelican Bar.





We all read the programme in turn, making a note of the things we’d like to see.


‘Oh, there’s a miming contest – I might go in for that. Dad, you should do the knobbly knees – you’d win.’


On the first night it said there would be a welcome in the ballroom at 7.30 p.m. for everyone who’d just arrived. So we got dressed up and went out.


I’d never been out with my family before in the evening. It seemed odd that at seven o’clock, instead of checking every channel on the telly for something to watch, we were all putting on our best clothes and combing our hair. But on holiday everything was meant to change.


My brother and I were ready first – we didn’t seem to have as much to do as everyone else. My sisters were next, ready and keen in their mini-skirts and boots. Then my mum. We sat and waited for my dad who only got up from his reclining position on the settee when I was ready.


‘Aren’t you coming, Dad?’ I asked him.


‘Yeah – no rush.’ He lifted himself off the settee like it was made of molasses.


‘It says seven-thirty in the booklet,’ I said.


‘Well, no problem – don’t get excited.’


We all waited for him, watching him tying his tie in the mirror and bobbing the lapels of his suit jacket into place.


‘Come on, Dad – we’ll miss it!’ Yvonne said, tutting and chewing one of her fingernails.


‘Ready now,’ he said. He walked over to the picture-window and pulled the curtains across.


‘It’s still light, Dad. What you doing that for?’ John asked as the room went dark.


‘Don’t want everyone looking in at our things,’ my dad replied.


‘You think anyone’s going to want to steal this junk?’ my brother said, looking around him. He laughed, so I laughed too.


‘Go on, Dad,’ my mum encouraged. ‘It’s a good idea.’ She pulled a tissue out of her pocket and wiped it across her nose. ‘I mind people seeing in, Dad – go on.’


My dad carefully closed the gap in the curtains so that not even the smallest spot of daylight came through it and nobody could press their eye up close to the window and peak in. ‘Right – come on then,’ he said when he was finished.


We walked out into the sun and my dad locked the chalet door behind us. My sisters walked on ahead. They didn’t like to walk with us. I walked with my mum until I began to outpace her. My mum walked as if the hot Jamaican sun was still beating down on her and she had to conserve energy.


‘Can’t you walk any faster, Mum?’ I asked. I often asked my mum this question when we went to the shops or were out together. And she always replied, ‘There’s no rush, is there?’


We walked past chalets and my dad smiled at any passer-by or someone who caught his eye and said, ‘All right?’ All the other chalet window curtains were open and you could see in. Every chalet was identical but every window showed a different life. Different things on the dining-table. Ketchup or Daddy’s Sauce. Different furry animals and teddies on beds. Towels out to dry or whole lines of washing with nappies and swimming costumes. Different noises from each open door.


‘Kenny, you get ’ere – you little ...’


‘Mum – where’s my lilo ...’


Hundreds of families packed tightly into the self-catering holiday homes. Packed closer than our flats. A home from home where everything stayed the same – washing and cooking. All strangers living on top of one another with one thing in common – we were having a good time.


Then we came to the large building where everyone congregated at night. We went through the doors to the dance hall area. As my sisters opened the door the smell of chips, people and alcohol hit us. There were people walking around or waiting, laughing and talking. There was an area with one-arm bandits and pinball machines that popped and cracked noise and light. People stood feeding the machines with money and standing back, hoping to have a win. There was a stall selling fish and chips and a long queue of children waiting, jangling handfuls of loose change or running about and falling down on the floor. The noise was deafening.


‘Isn’t it good?’ I shouted. ‘Can I have some chips, Dad?’ I held out my hand for the money, getting carried away by the atmosphere.


‘Cha – you’ve just eaten,’ my dad said. ‘You don’t need chips.’


‘Oh, go on – I’m hungry,’ I persisted.


‘You don’t need chips – I haven’t got money for chips,’ my dad said, flicking his hand at me.


We walked on through to the double doors that led into the dance hall. The dance hall was a huge room that seemed to go on for ever, and it was crowded with people sitting round the edges of the dance floor. The lights were dim and the whole effect felt like something Cinderella would have seen. There was a silver ball high in the ceiling and the little flashes of light glided around the room. It had a beautiful wooden dance floor – polished and inviting. I wanted to run around it like the little children were, with  my arms outstretched, leaping and jumping. At one end was a stage with a blue curtain with the Pontin name embroidered in gold, and with lights shining on it to brighten its glow. There was a bar at the back of the hall with bottles lit up by coloured lights. And two bars at the side behind glass walls which had tables and chairs you could sit at, away from the main entertainment. The bars had different names – the Pelican Bar, with a picture of a pelican over the door, and The Lodge, all wooden with scenes of mountains.


‘Oh, isn’t it exciting,’ I said as we sat down. My sisters found us a table around the edge of the dance floor, near the back. But there weren’t enough chairs around our table – we sat down, but my mum didn’t have a seat.


‘Here, Mum,’ my dad said, getting up. ‘Sit here.’


‘No, Dad, you sit – I’ll get another one,’ she said looking around her.


‘No, sit nuh,’ my dad insisted. ‘Sit, I’ll just get ...’ My dad leant over to another chair nearby but it had a coat on it. ‘No wait,’ he said. ‘Angela – no, Johnny, let your mum sit.’


My brother stood up and my mum sat down.


‘Now I haven’t got a seat,’ my brother said.


‘Well, sit ...’ my dad stood up from his chair again and looked around him. ‘Angela, you sit here nuh man,’ my dad said, patting his knee.


‘I’m not sitting on your lap!’ I cried.


‘Just get another chair, Dad,’ Patricia suggested.


‘God, everyone’s looking at us,’ Yvonne said without moving her lips. She leant over to my dad. ‘It so embarrassing,’ she whispered.


‘Embarrassing!’ my dad said loudly. ‘You and your embarrassing – everything is embarrassing to you.’


‘I’ll get another chair,’ my brother said.


‘No, Johnny you sit – sit.’ My dad stood up and pushed Johnny down on to his seat. ‘I’ll get one.’


‘Come Dad, don’t make such a fuss,’ my mum whispered.


My dad sucked his teeth. ‘Who’s making a fuss?’ he said and sucked his teeth again louder.


We watched him walk from table to table in the crowded room. He’d point at a seat then someone would shake their head and my dad would move on. Eventually somebody nodded. My dad lifted the chair high into the air – way above people’s heads. People ducked as he went passed them, scared he’d drop it.


‘Oh God, he’s so embarrassing,’ Yvonne said, looking at Patricia. They both turned and looked in the other direction.


‘There – got one,’ my dad said triumphantly, as he approached our table. ‘Move round nuh.’ Nobody moved. ‘Yvonne, move your chair nuh.’ My sister tutted and rolled her eyes, then moved her chair a few inches.


‘What?’ my dad said, looking at Yvonne. ‘You don’t want me get the chair in?’ He sucked his teeth. ‘Cha, give me your cheek,’ he muttered, too loudly for my sister, who turned her back to him.


‘It’s nice, huh – Anne – Mum – nice?’ my dad said, grinning as he settled himself down on to his chair. My mum and I nodded.


‘Can I have a drink, Dad?’ I asked.


‘A drink!’ my dad said, surprised.


‘Everyone’s got a drink,’ John said.


‘You don’t want a drink – you want a drink, Mum?’ my dad asked.


My mum looked around her. ‘Everyone seems to have a drink – maybe it’s what you do,’ she observed.


‘Of course it’s what you do,’ Patricia said, rolling her eyes. ‘We should all have a drink.’


‘Well,’ my dad said, looking uncomfortable and shifting on his seat, ‘well, what you want then, Mum?’


My mum looked around her again, then leant forward,  closer to my dad. ‘I don’t know – what they have?’


‘Anything,’ Yvonne said.


‘Well, I’ll have ...’ my mum paused. ‘I’ll have ...’


‘Have a cola, Mum. That’s what I’m going to have,’ I suggested.


‘All right, I’ll have a cola.’


‘You sure, Mum – you don’t want anything stronger?’


‘No Dad – no Dad – I’ll just have a cola. But what you having?’ she said.


‘I don’t know – I might have a beer – I’ll see. What you want?’ my dad asked, looking at my sisters.


‘I’ll have a port and lemon,’ Yvonne said confidently.


‘Me too,’ Patricia added.


‘What!’ my dad screamed, with a look of pure terror on his face. ‘You too young to be drinking – I’m not getting ...’ He became stuck for words.


‘Oh, Dad,’ my sisters said together.


‘I have that all the time when we’re out,’ Yvonne carried on.


‘You drinking when you out?’ He looked at my mum. ‘Drinking at your age. I don’t like it. I don’t want you drinking, you hear me? You go out to enjoy yourself, not go drinking at your age. You’re too young, you hear me, too young.’


My sisters sighed.


‘You hear me?’ my dad shouted.


‘Yes, yes, you don’t have to shout,’ Patricia said.


‘Good – you hear me,’ he said more calmly. ‘You can have a cola like your mum.’


‘I don’t want a cola,’ Patricia insisted.


‘Don’t give me any cheek,’ my dad said, pointing a finger at her. ‘Drinking at your age – it’s not right. You want a cola, John?’


‘Can I have a beer?’ my brother asked.


‘Don’t you start,’ my dad said, turning his finger on to John. ‘You have a cola.’


My dad got up and went to the bar, and returned with five bottles of cola with straws and a half pint of lager.


‘God, it’s so embarrassing – I hope no one sees me drinking with a straw,’ Yvonne said, putting her hand over her face.


‘Who’s going to see you?’ my mum snapped. ‘You and your embarrassing – no one knows you here.’ She sipped at her drink.


‘Well, cheers everyone,’ my dad said with a grin as he sat down, but no one responded.


The curtains opened and all eyes turned toward the stage. The lights on the dance floor dimmed even more and the lights on the stage got brighter. There was a band on the stage. A drummer behind a gleaming silver drum kit, two guitarists and someone at a piano. Everyone clapped but the band didn’t start to play. Then a man came on, dressed in a blue jacket with a bow tie. Everyone clapped louder.


‘Welcome to Pontin’s,’ the man said into the microphone. His voice bounced around the room – loud and deep. ‘We hope you’ll all enjoy your stay with us. I’m Frankie, your host for the evening, and I want to hear a big hello from all those people who’ve been here before.’ He held the microphone towards the audience and some people shouted ‘Hello.’


‘There aren’t many of you, are there?’ he said. ‘Let’s try it again – I’ll say “Hello, campers” and you shout back “Hello, Frankie” ... Hello, campers!’


‘Hello, Frankie!’ people shouted from around us.


‘And now, all you first-timers. Hello, new campers!’


‘Hello, Frankie.’


‘Louder, new campers – let them hear you at home. Hello, new campers!’


‘Hello, Frankie!’ I looked around our table and shouted, ‘Hello, Frankie!’ and grinned. My mum and dad smiled, but my brother and sisters tutted.


‘Well, let’s start the dancing with a quick-step. Everybody who can, on your feet and everybody who can’t – now’s your chance to have a go.’


The band started playing. The music was loud and made my body tingle. People began to walk to the dance floor. Soon the floor was crowded with people dancing. Some gliding together like they were joined surgically – some watching their feet, laughing and giggling and looking around them as they moved around the hall.


‘Do you want to dance, Mum?’ I asked.


‘No,’ my mum said, shaking her head. ‘I can’t remember how to do this dancing. I forget now. We used to do this dancing in Jamaica though. You remember, Dad?’


My dad smiled.


‘Do you want to dance then, Dad?’ I asked.


‘Me!’ my dad said, surprised. He began to laugh. ‘I can’t dance.’


‘Your dad can’t dance,’ my mum said, laughing. ‘You could never dance, could you, Dad? He would never dance. No, your dad can’t dance.’


‘Well...’ my dad said, ‘I can dance a bit.’


‘Shall we dance then?’


‘No, I can’t now, I’m too old,’ he said. He took a puff of his cigarette. ‘Johnny, you dance with your sister nuh?’


‘Get off, I’m not dancing,’ my brother said.


‘Oh, go on,’ I pleaded.


‘No,’ he said emphatically. I looked at my sisters, but didn’t bother to ask.


The band played and the dancing went on-dance after dance. Frankie called out the name of every dance before the band started – names like the samba, waltz, tango, foxtrot. Then he shouted, ‘It’s the March of the Mods.’ A little scream went up and suddenly young teenagers my sisters’ age appeared on the dance floor. We watched. They got into lines and began to heel, toe, then jump together. I leant towards my sisters.


‘Shall we do it?’


‘No,’ they said, watching intently. I sat back on my seat and sighed.


My brother suddenly stood up. ‘I’m going to explore.’


‘Can I come?’ I asked.


‘No – you can’t go where I’ve got to go,’ he said with a grin. He patted my head.


‘Don’t be long, son,’ my mum said, ‘and come back here, not to the chalet.’


I watched my brother weave his way through the crowds and out of the double doors. When I turned back there were two young people standing at our table. A boy and a girl. The girl was tall and thin with ginger hair in a neat short bob. The boy was much smaller than her with strange features that looked like somebody had shut a door on his face when he was very young.


‘Do you want to come and sit with us?’ the girl said to my sisters in a Northern accent. ‘I’m Sandy and this is Ron.’


The boy smiled and his teeth pointed in different directions. ‘We’re over there with some others – come over.’ My sisters looked at each other then nodded and got up from their chairs.


‘We’re just going to sit with them over there,’ Patricia said, pointing to the spot.


‘Where?’ my dad said, straining his neck to see.


‘Can I go too?’ I asked.


‘No,’ Yvonne replied.


‘Oh, go on, it’s boring here,’ I persisted.


‘No,’ Patricia said.


‘Oh Dad, can I go?’ I asked.


‘Take your sister nuh?’ my dad said.


‘No,’ they said together.


‘We had her all afternoon,’ Yvonne added.


‘Oh, yes,’ my dad conceded. ‘Well, all right then – off you go,’ he said, although my sisters had already gone.


I stood up and saw my sisters being introduced to a group of people, all their own age – boys and girls.


“S‘not fair,’ I said as I sat down again. ‘They have all the fun.’ I looked at my mum and dad who were looking towards the stage. My mum was tapping her head slightly to the music. My dad was smoking a cigarette, expressionless, and flicking ash in the ashtray. Then I looked around at the other tables. Everyone seemed to be really enjoying themselves. Families finishing off drinks and getting some more, laughing and dancing and telling jokes to one another.


After a few minutes even my sisters were on the dance floor. Everyone was enjoying themselves, except me.


‘The Gay Gordons,’ Frankie announced. My sisters were with two boys who were teaching them the steps, as they laughed and spun and tripped up and skipped.


‘Look, they’re dancing,’ I said to my mum and dad.


‘Oh yes,’ my mum agreed.


‘Let’s dance!’ I pleaded again as I looked between them. But they both shook their heads. I picked up my cola bottle and began to suck the last drops through the soggy straw but the straw collapsed mid-mouthful and I couldn’t suck it up any more.


 



My dad spent most of the holiday curled up asleep on the sofa – just like weekends at home. He said, ‘Nah,’ when I asked him if he wanted to come to the amusement arcade at the camp. ‘Nah’ to the Knobbly Knees competition and ‘What for?’ to the donkey derby.


‘You can’t just sleep, Dad, you’re on holiday!’ I told him.


‘I like to sleep – you go and enjoy yourself.’


One sunny day I was left alone with my dad.


‘Come with me to the beach, Dad.’


‘Nah,’ he said, crinkling his nose and looking at me through one eye.


‘Oh, go on Dad. You never come anywhere. It’s not fair. I’ve got no one else to go with.’


‘Go with a friend nuh?’ he said.


‘I haven’t got any friends here. Dad – pleeese.’


‘Well, go and make a friend,’ he suggested.


‘I want to go now Dad, while it’s sunny. You haven’t even been to the beach yet and we’re on holiday.’


I persisted with my argument until my dad eventually said, ‘All right then – stop yer nagging. You’ll have to wait for me to change though.’


I smiled as I watched my dad haul himself from the sofa. I waited for fifteen minutes before my dad emerged from his bedroom. He was dressed in his grey suit. The only sign that he was about to take part in a leisure activity and not have a day at work was that he was not wearing a tie and had the top button of his shirt undone.


‘You going like that, Dad?’ I asked.


‘Of course!’ he insisted.


‘To the beach, Dad?’ I sneered.


‘Cha – you nag me to go – do you want to go or not?’


‘Why don’t you leave your jacket, Dad – it’ll get wet.’


‘It’s cold and windy. Come, let’s go.’


The beach was crowded – full of English families. They looked like they’d been there a long time and had come to understand beach life. They had deck-chairs, windbreakers, radios, buckets and spades, thermos flasks and packets of sandwiches. They sat in the sun in their swimsuits and ran and splashed in the sea.


‘Can we have deck-chairs, Dad?’ I asked.


‘No, they cost money. We can sit on towels – it’s just as good,’ my dad replied.


I walked to a spot in the sun near the sea, but as I was laying my towel down I could see my dad shaking his head.


‘Not here, Anne – too exposed.’


‘Where then!’


My dad pointed to a secluded spot, where the back of the ice-cream hut created the only shade on the beach.


‘Not there, Dad – there’s no sun.’


My dad sucked his teeth. ‘All right, we’ll sit here for a little while,’ he said.


My dad laid out his towel and eased himself down on to it. He sat leaning on one arm, then he took out his cigarettes and lit one.


‘Are you going in the sea, Dad?’


‘Nah, too cold,’ he said. He undid the second button on his shirt and leant back on both elbows. I’d never seen my dad in swimming trunks and just because I was on a beach in the sun with him, didn’t mean I was going to now. I pulled off my dress and sat in my swimming costume.


‘You go in, Anne, if you want to – I’ll watch you from here.’


I paddled about in the sea but all I could see was my dad – a small patch of grey, on a beach of good time-candy-striped colours. He lifted up his arm and waved to me.


I came out of the sea and laid on my towel in the sun. After a few minutes I could feel water splashing on me. I opened one eye expecting to see a small boy playing too close. But I saw my dad standing over me. He had some water in his cupped hand and was flicking it over me with the other.


‘What are you doing, Dad?’ I shouted.


‘That’s enough sun now, Anne.’


‘Get off,’ I yelled, ‘I’ve only just laid down, Dad.’


‘Come, Anne,’ my dad said, pulling at my towel. ‘That’s enough sun – it’s not good for you, exposed like that – you’ll burn up. Come, we’ll go sit in the shade.’ My dad grabbed the towel from under me and walked off to the spot at the back of the ice-cream hut. I followed him reluctantly.


‘Sit here, Anne,’ he said, laying out both the towels. ‘And don’t give me such a long face. You shouldn’t sit in  the sun too long. You want to turn red like those English people – you shouldn’t sit in the sun.’


‘Everybody else—’


‘Cha,’ my dad insisted before I had time to finish. ‘We’re not like everybody else.’
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