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About the Book


HOMETOWN TALES is a series of books pairing exciting new voices with some of the most talented and important authors at work today. Each of the writers has contributed an original tale on the theme of hometown, exploring places and communities in the UK where they have lived or think of as home.


Some of the tales are fiction and some are narrative non-fiction – they are all powerful, fascinating and moving, and aim to celebrate regional diversity and explore the meaning of home.
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About the Author


MARIA WHATTON was born in Liverpool and moved to the Midlands in the 1990s where she married a Birmingham firefighter and raised a family. She is a multi-award-winning storyteller who tours nationally and internationally telling ancient legends and folk tales. She lectures and performs in theatres, festivals and educational establishments.




To dearest David and my darling Maya




IT IS NOT often I think of it. A small silver locket. Sometimes if I’m in the barber’s and a lump of hair falls to the floor, or if I smell the sharp vinegary tang of borax. Crafted shrapnel from the front line of childhood. An inheritance that I gave away so readily.


Dad was a jeweller, when he was well enough to work, and we lived in a clapped-out terraced house in Erdington, about five miles from the centre of Birmingham. Our house was our castle and as cold as old stone. Over the years, my father turned it into a fortress. The neighbours referred to my father as ‘the Mad Dad’. There was no such thing as political correctness in Erdington in the 1970s. Dad was oblivious to his title. He was too busy dodging invisible bullets from snipers on rooftops as he walked down the road, or building a turbo-engined boat in the shed at the bottom of the garden. Only Dad could think of making an escape craft that would move on water, in the most landlocked part of the country.


Despite what we would nowadays refer to as mental health issues, but for which back then there were few kind words, Dad was a skilled craftsman. He had a workshop in the Jewellery Quarter in Birmingham, from where he would produce exquisite bracelets and finely wrought necklaces. His specialism was silver lockets. Little elegant cases, no bigger than a thumbnail, etched with elaborate patterns and as pretty as seashells. A locket was the perfect gift for a young lady’s eighteenth birthday or an anniversary present from a husband to a wife. The locket’s recipient would have the satisfaction of snapping shut the case to hide a lock of hair or an image of a loved one, and wearing a secret in plain sight. Dad’s skill was much in demand. Back then, Christmas started in winter, unlike today when cards and decorations are in the shops by the back end of summer. That meant that when I was a kid, Dad had to produce thousands of those lockets and November was the month when it all began.


I was thirteen years old and had survived the first year at secondary school and was now halfway through my first term of second year at Witton Common. I’d passed the eleven-plus exam, but Mom said we couldn’t afford that posh uniform, so I went to the local comp instead. I was glad. I was no snob. The girls had shorter skirts at the comp too, so that was good enough for me. I’d managed not to get my head put down the toilet like everyone had promised and even made a couple of friends, Lincoln and Derek.


It was Saturday morning. Early. I was fast asleep between purple nylon sheets Mom had got from the catalogue and was still paying for. The orange flowers on the curtains smiled in bright patterns as I opened my eyes.


‘Oy, sleepin’ ugly. Up. Yow comin’ with me!’


Dad poked his head through the bedroom door. He had his hat on. He always had his hat on. It was a trilby that may as well have been a helmet. He had bought it from a gentleman’s outfitters at a price that could have afforded us a day trip to Barmouth. It was during one of his ‘episodes’, when he claimed we were all out to get him. He hadn’t taken it off since.


If Dad ordered you to do something, you did it. There was no point arguing. If you back chatted him, you’d get banjoed. I pulled on a T-shirt and jeans and thudded down the stairs, shovelling crunchy cornflakes into my mouth in seconds. At the bus stop, my tongue was still discovering delicious wedges of chobbled flakes between my unbrushed teeth. As the big blue and cream bus screeched to a stop next to us, I was completing my morning ablutions by scooping the sleep from the corner of my eyes with my little fingernail. It gave the same satisfaction as picking a scab.


It was only when we were halfway through the journey on the number 64 bus, I dared ask the question, ‘Where are we going, Dad?’ I guessed we would be out most of the day. The clue was inside Dad’s bulging oilcloth bag that hung over his shoulder. I could see the white plastic cup handle of the flask poking out from the flap. There would be good, strong, tan-coloured tea in there, sweetened with heaps of white sugar. I was sure there would be thick corned beef sandwiches splashed with red sauce too. It made me feel hungry. My tongue poked around my teeth to see if I could uncover any more scraps of stuck breakfast cereal. It was still only 8.30 in the morning.


‘Today, son, we are going to be Father Christmas’s elves and make presents for everyone who’s been good,’ he said. Then he swivelled his trilbied head towards the window and fell silent. I didn’t know what he was going on about but knew that whatever it was, it was best to go along with it. Dad’s mood could be brittle. If I’d boiled all the eggs from the eggshells I’d had to walk on, I could have made breakfast for Britain.


I longed for Dad to be a lullaby. He was more a boxing ring bell.


The bus stopped next to a big building, and without saying anything, Dad jumped up from his seat. I shot up after him. In those days there was no hush and hiss of a bus door opening to give you time to alight. There was an open space and it was the thing to leap off as the bus glided to a halt. It made you feel athletic, the air lamping you in the face.


The building in front of us looked very sure of itself. It was wearing a rectangular badge which said: Birmingham Post and Mail. I wondered if this was where we were going. I had no idea it was the place where newspapers were printed. It crossed my mind that Dad might believe Father Christmas really existed and had decided we would spend the day delivering letters for him.


The building loomed over us, looking like a giant had been given Lego bricks and then propped them up on sticks. It made me feel like I’d just arrived in the future. My eyes were on stalks. The cold sky shimmered across the big panes of glass and I twisted around behind Dad so I could look back at it.


Dad was clearly not stopping here. He was off. I chased after him, taking one more turn to look back.


We hardly ever came into town. I’d been twice with Mom when I was in junior school. We’d got straight off the bus which pulled up right outside Rackhams, wandered around the store so she could stare at all the things she couldn’t afford, and then gone straight back home on the bus again. So on this trip with Dad everything was new to me. I wanted to burn everything I saw into my memory. I felt a tingle of excitement in the icy air as if something startling and fantastic was about to happen. I did consider the idea that Dad was going to head towards some boozer and I’d have to stand outside for ages in the cold, but I knew that was unlikely. It was too early in the day, even for Dad. I just kept walking fast, the unironed flares of my jeans flapping, slapping my shins as I tried to keep up with him.


We swerved down into an underpass and as we emerged from a dark tunnel I saw in front of me a mass of colour, curved round the wall. It was a picture of a man with hair that shone like spilled cough tonic. His smile made him look clever. The man was in the centre of the picture and there were crowds of people gazing up at him, trying to touch him, like he was God. As we got closer I saw that the picture was made up of thousands of little tiles all different colours.


‘What’s that?’ I said, not necessarily expecting a reply. Dad would often take comfort in ignoring you. He was not a man of many words, well not unless he’d been drinking. Then he could rant for England. Today he was sober and Mom said he’d been taking his medication recently. So he was OK. There was always an edge to him, but he was usually fairly straightforward when he was on meds and had work. Today, as it happened, he was choosing to be conversive.


‘Mosaic, son.’ Dad replied.


Mo Zayic? I thought. I was confused. There was a woman down our road called Mo. Her real name was Maureen. Behind her back everyone called her Omo because she never stopped going on about having a fancy new washing machine. Many of the families by ours still had twin tubs. Omo was a washing powder everyone used back in the day. Mo was definitely a woman’s name.


‘Who is she then?’


‘She?’ said Dad, ‘yow blind? It’s John F. Kennedy, son. President of the United States of America. Got shot in the ’ead a few years back.’


I had never heard of him. I had also never seen art like that. My mind buzzed at the thought of some poor chap gluing on each individual tile, shivering his tits off in this cold, exposed street with traffic rushing past. I was in awe. It must have taken him ages. I had no idea why the dead president of the USA was here in the middle of Birmingham and I wasn’t going to ask. It made me think of Derek, my mate at school. He was really good at art. He could draw anything. He’d even drawn a picture of Mr Potts, our form teacher, his baldy head and wonky glasses and everything. It was cock on.


I noticed there was writing down the sides of the Mo Zayik. Dad was walking so fast, I only caught the words ‘yards of battle’. We were out of there, passing the Canning factory and onto Warstone Lane. It was full of grimy old buildings, with big arched windows. Hundreds of them, all with metal-framed rectangles inside them. They reminded me of the picture on the front of a copy of David Copperfield we were reading at school. There was a fancy clock in the middle of the road. It was almost 9 a.m. We walked past a building with more arched windows. It looked like a church, but the waft of beer near the doorway assured me it was a boozer.


We went a bit further down the street before Dad came abruptly to a standstill. He pushed open a chipped green door and at once the smell hit me. It was a mixture of disinfectant, burning magnesium ribbon, and iron filings. I was suddenly back at school, in my first ever chemistry lesson. Unlike our modern comprehensive Science Lab, this building was old. It had bright, whitewashed walls and a steep staircase leading to an unknown future.


I had no idea where we were. It seemed like there were hundreds of rooms in this building and each closed door muffled the sound of tapping, banging and mumbled voices. I knew there was no such thing as Father Christmas, but I secretly desired that we would reach a room where we’d be met by a big jolly-faced man with happy blue eyes and a white beard, wearing a red tunic.


Dad opened a door. There were two men wearing big oily overalls and I could see immediately that they were not elves. They were two blokes called Eric and Sandeep. Dad didn’t introduce them to me, they introduced themselves. Dad ignored them and went straight to a workbench. He took off his coat, but the hat stayed firmly on his head. Dad started getting tools out of a drawer and laying them on the bench in front of him.


‘Yow Peter’s lad then?’ said Sandeep, nodding towards Dad’s back. Sandeep was holding what looked like a bangle in one hand and a heavy metal file in the other. It was the size and shape of a Toblerone.


I nodded.


‘I’m Sandeep,’ he said, ‘and this ’ere is Eric.’


Eric was sitting by his bench, hammering away at something flat and metallic with real intensity. Eric continued to tap rhythmically, not taking his eyes off his work. ‘All right, son,’ he said cheerfully, his eyes glued to the wafer of metal on the bench. Eric spoke without removing the cigarette stuck to his bottom lip. ‘Wha’s ya name, son?’


‘Luke,’ I said.


This was at a time when I was publicly still called by my first name. At school my mates now referred to me as Warmsy (as in, luke warm). Three years later everyone would be calling me Skywalker, which then got abbreviated to Walker and then Walksy. So I went from Warmsy to Walksy, from boy to man. They were fond of a good nickname at Witton Common.


‘Yow ’ere to ’elp yer dad, Luke?’ Sandeep was a small, sturdy man with a face that looked as open as the first page of a new book.


I had no idea, so I couldn’t answer. I grinned and shrugged my shoulders.


‘Well don’t be shy,’ he said, ‘we know Pete ’ere is very … quiet, but me and Eric, we ain’t.’


With that, he reached across the bench towards a little transistor radio. He turned up the crackling sound. It was Matt Munro singing ‘I Will Wait For You’.


Immediately, Sandeep and Eric began to warble along. I marvelled at how Eric managed to sing and never remove the cigarette from his mouth.


Sandeep returned to his bench. A twist of smoke from Eric’s cigarette followed Sandeep through the air like a loyal puppy.


That afternoon, Dad taught me how to piece together those lockets. Screwing in the tiny hinges and filing the edges. He showed me how to use the large machine press that banged the metal with a flourish. There was a weight the size of a small planet on it that helped it hammer down with the ferocity of an anvil, bludgeoning the metal into a steely flat square. I filed rough metal until it was smooth and as shiny as glass. The dust filled the air and danced inside the smoke exhaled by Dad, Sandeep and Eric’s cigarettes.


Dad was an alchemist, filing a powder from a cone of pale borax and making a paste with clear alcohol, that looked as innocent as water. We painted the paste onto the joints of lockets so that when we soldered them they did not turn black. Dad was a magician firing a blowtorch and I was the magician’s apprentice. We didn’t wear gloves or protective glasses or face masks. It was 1974 and Engelbert Humperdinck was on the radio singing ‘please release me, let me go’ and Sandeep and Eric were yodelling along, enraptured. Dad, who hadn’t once acknowledged their presence mumbled, ‘Daft sods.’


The white light that had entered crisply through the large windows in the morning dimmed by the afternoon. Hooded electric lamps were switched on, adding a yellow haze to the cigarette smoke and filed particles hovering in the air. Sandeep and Eric were still humming tunes, but when I looked across at them they were like ghosts in a boat on a foggy lake, moving through mist but still anchored to us by their strangled melodies.


By five o’clock it was dark. Sandeep and Eric emerged from the haze, hung up their aprons and replaced them with donkey jackets. ‘See ya, kid,’ they said, ‘and yow, Pete.’ Dad ignored them. I gave a wave and hoped Dad wouldn’t think I was a traitor. I was sure Sandeep and Eric were OK, even though Dad obviously had no time for them. You could say the most ordinary thing to Dad sometimes and he’d think you were having a pop at him.


I thought that Dad and I would leave the workshop then too, but Dad carried on going. By now my fingers were aching from filing and polishing. I was hungry too. I’d been right about the corned beef and tomato sauce sandwiches. They had been bostin’, but my stomach was telling me that it needed to be filled again. I kept expecting him to down tools and take off his apron. He carried on.
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