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Box


‘Box, like Powell’s first novel, Snap, is a sparse, tender, savvy, bitter-sweet gem of a contemporary novel … Box is excellent’


Michael Thompson-Noel, Financial Times


‘Central personalities steadily acquire form, colour and depth like images on a Polaroid. The compassion with which Powell treats them redeems from despair a desolate tale … gives us the emotional wherewithal to engage with their mess and even, occasionally, laugh’


Nick Seddon, Time Out


‘Box is more than just a thriller. Powell’s razor-sharp prose and ear for idiom is a treat, and he succeeds in showing us the worlds within worlds that make up the metropolis, and the dreadful results when they collide’


Melissa Katsoulis, The Times


Snap


‘There are new voices in British crime fiction fighting to be heard. Scary new voices who plot the story of the criminal underclass as they nibble away at the fabric of society. One such voice is Mark Powell. And quite a voice he’s got, as his first novel illustrates. And I know I said crime fiction, but Snap is much more than a genre novel’


Independent on Sunday


‘Ugly-beautiful book of the year, no questions asked’


Daren King


‘Lyrical, organic and brutal’


Jockey Slut




Dedication


To my parents
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The Sons of Arsenal
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The jazz-funk days are long gone. The days of the Lyceum on the Strand and the Goldmine on Canvey Island, when thousands descended in Cortina, Escort and Granada from all over London and the South-East to dance to Lonnie Liston-Smith, Donald Byrd, Light of the World, Ramsey Lewis, Bob James, Roy Ayers and the rest of the legends. Sporting wedges, ski jackets, loafers, Farahs, garishly striped tees. When the ghetto came to Guildford and Manhattan met Manor Park. When Studio 54 surfaced in Stapleford Abbots. And Somers Town, NW1.


Somers Town lies south of Camden, wedged between Euston and King’s Cross stations. Wide streets in straight lines running between twenty housing blocks. Identical in shape and the colour of milky tea. Cars slowly clambering over speed bumps. Children staring out of high-rise glass. Black stains of sewage from ruptured overflow pipes paint the block walls. A blot of inner city within a throw of the exclusive Bloomsbury, Regent’s Park, Primrose Hill and Marylebone. Somers Town: home to an intimidating hum rather than the noisy harmlessness south of the Ring Road. Somers Town: home to Clive and Stanley.


The jazz-funk days are long gone, but still the two thirty-six-year-olds wear market-stall jewellery and spin vinyl on turntables and nod heads to Earth Wind and Fire as if 1980 had stretched for twenty years. They still live on the home patch and await the break.


The air smells of dustbins and the wind blows coughs and sneezes from the bus queue into the faces of the two friends as they march past.


They don’t like Mondays: their seriousness; their loneliness.


– What do all rich people have in common? Stanley asks.


Clive pushes out his bottom lip.


– Think about it, Clivey-boy.


– I d-d-don’t know.


Stanley throws a bewildered stare at Clive. – Think about it, for Christ’s sake. Don’t just say you don’t know when you haven’t even thought about it.


Clive pulls the lip back in and pretends to concentrate on a question to which he knows he does not have an answer.


– I r-r-r-really don’t know.


Stanley hurls his head to one side in disgust. He mumbles to himself before turning back and locking eyes with Clive.


– OK, OK, Stanley says, his hand flapping in front of him. – What do all successful people have in common? Forget the money bit, just think success.


The friends walk the street under a sky of pigeon grey. To the Employment Service for the fortnightly signature and ‘How’s the job-search going?’ enquiry.


It is mid-June yet the sun has not shone all year.


– I just don’t kn-kn-know, Clive shrugs.


Stanley folds his eyes into a squint. – I’ve been thinking about it.


– Well? Clive asks.


A quick cough. A wipe of the mouth. A hand shaped into a point and prodded towards Clive.


– Bollocks.


Clive creases his eyebrows and continues to walk, saying nothing.


– Bollocks, Clivey-boy. Balls, nerve, front. You know, bottle.


Clive’s expression opens and he breaks into a nod. – Yeah, yeah, I g-g-guess.


– That’s been our problem in the past. We haven’t pushed ourselves out of the comfort zone. We’ve buckled when things got rough.


– M-m-m-maybe.


– We haven’t been fearless.


– Maybe.


The friends have spent years looking for opportunities, seeking the idea that will make the loot and retire them before forty.


They’ve had a go at most things.


Windows


The second week out of school and Stanley is traipsing around Camden Town (too many flats in Somers Town, not enough money) in baggy shorts knocking on doors. Clive lugs the ladder and bucket.


– Do your windows, love? Stanley asks at the first house.


A tiny woman, even smaller than Stanley – who stands little over five foot – peers from behind a door. – I’m afraid I’ve got a regular.


– We’ll undercut him, Stanley blurts.


– I couldn’t do that. Sorry.


Next house.


– Do your windows, love?


– How much? a woman with cropped hair enquires.


– Ten.


– No, ta, she says, pushing the door shut.


– Eight? Stanley says to the door-knocker.


Tenth house.


– Do your windows, love?


The woman occupant just stares at Stanley, disdainfully. – How can I afford someone to clean my windows? she says. – I’ve got four kids to look after on my own, there’s water dripping down my living-room wall, the council don’t answer the phone, and you want me to pay for window-cleaning?


– Calm down, love. Only asking.


– Well ask elsewhere.


Fifteenth house.


– Do your windows, love?


– Who are you calling ‘love’? a man in a Spurs shirt sneers.


They managed to create a round of twenty houses throughout Camden and parts of Islington but the money wasn’t enough, it was hard work, and none of the women wanted to know. The window-cleaning game was all over within six months.


Hot Dogs


Stanley knows a friend of a friend of a friend who is off-loading a frying wagon with an attached steamer. Perfect for the tourists in town willing to pay over the odds for food.


Stanley and Clive save a few cheques, take a little loan off Sylvia (Stanley’s mum) and buy the dream; as well as the sausages, rolls and onions.


They push the cart all the way from Eversholt Road to Leicester Square.


Following a series of near-misses with cars, buses, taxis, and a shower of verbal abuse from pedestrians, they arrive in town and start frying.


Even before the first sausage is cooked and the tangy scent of onions can entice the hordes, two policemen are standing large in front of the wagon.


– See your licence?


Clive looks to Stanley, Stanley looks to the browning sausage.


– Licence, please, the policeman repeats.


– What do you mean licence? Stanley replies.


They receive a warning and decide to lie low for the rest of the day.


The next day they try Buckingham Palace. Before they make their first sale the police are at the cart. This time they take names and addresses.


The next day they try Madame Tussaud’s on Marylebone Road. Tumbled by the old bill before the hot plate becomes hot.


The following night they change tack and decide to steer clear of town and head for outdoor events. They try the travelling circus in Clissold Park in Stoke Newington.


The sausages crisp, the onions melt into mushy brown, the rolls are buttered.


A black man with dreadlocks stacked beneath a hat approaches.


– You can’t sell here, he says.


– What’s that, mate? Stanley replies.


The man stares down his nose at Stanley, throws a fist into his palm, then nods towards another hot-dog stall at the other side of the park. A guy behind the wagon is pointing a spatula straight at Clive.


Clive’s black skin turns pale. – L-l-l-l-let’s pack up.


On the way home they decide to tip the cart into Regent’s canal and collect the insurance.


Disc Jockey


Stanley dreams of being a DJ, making it big and playing the all-dayers, the all-nighters, the all-weekenders. Sees some of the guys from school making a packet spinning at clubs and parties. Sees the guys walking out with different girls every week.


Clive carries the equipment and the record bags while Stanley, a.k.a. Stan Francisco the Man with the Disco, ingratiates himself with the crowd at the wedding. Got the job through an ad in the local paper.


– Ah, this is what it’s all about, he sighs to Clive, lining up the first record of the night.


– Looks like a n-n-nice crowd.


Stanley runs through the regular set that includes ‘Celebrate’ – Kool and the Gang; ‘Good Times’ – Chic; ‘I Will Survive’ – Gloria Gaynor; ‘Night Fever’ – Bee Gees.


Stanley is enjoying the evening, standing like a king behind the decks looking down on the dancing throng as Clive passes up the next disc on the playlist. He even winks at one of the bridesmaids.


– She’s after me, Stanley shouts over the sound, using his eyes to push Clive’s stare towards the bridesmaid. – This DJ lark is great. The girls just go for it.


The next moment Stanley is being hauled over the turntables by the bridesmaid’s husband. Stanley squirms on the dance floor under a barrage of kicks.


Stanley, despite his DJ dreams, never quite got his confidence back to go public again with his sound system. Stan Francisco retired from disco.
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The signing is swift and Stanley and Clive are soon back outside under cloud. Stanley’s dark eyebrows twitch at the impending rain. He throws his side-parting across his forehead with a flick of the neck.


– Let’s hit some shelter.


– Where do you w-w-want to go?


– A drink?


– I’m easy.


– What about the Brewers?


Clive suddenly looks exhausted. – What about s-somewhere different?


The Sons of Arsenal are squeezed into the Two Brewers. Dressed in Arsenal shirts, sweatshirts; others in suits. White faces, a few black, all flushed with hooch. Most went to school with Stanley and Clive.


The two friends slip into the half-light and make their way to the bar.


– How’s tricks, Clive? a face asks.


– Not so b-bad, Dean, Clive replies. – Yourself?


– Well happy, just got me bonus.


Stanley edges through a gap of red jerseys, his head brushing against shoulders.


– Hello, Stan, says someone else.


– All right, Craig. How’s things?


– Just selling up the old man’s firm.


– What you going to do?


– Get out of this dump, he says, laughing.


Stanley offers a lacklustre grin.


The Sons do not always drink in the Brewers. They often congregate at a private drinking house on Copenhagen Street in King’s Cross where Calais booze is served at a decent price. Where there are sofas to lie back into. Where people go way back when. Where ladies are forbidden (except for the fortnightly arrival of girls from downtown to play). Where old battles are discussed (taking on the Leeds, meating up the Everton, chopping coppers at Finsbury Park in ’82). Where they talk about money – for outside the Brewers, outside the house on Copenhagen Street, there are BMWs, Porsches, Mercs, Jaguars, top-of-the-range Japanese saloons. Most of the Sons have done well: in the City from barrow to broker; inside family firms; feet under the table at global corporations; setting up DTP companies, tyre-fitting franchises, painting and decorating firms, printing businesses.


South Camden Community School (SCCS) is a long time ago for a lot of the Sons. Only for Clive and Stanley does it seem recent. Not so much water under the bridge.


Stanley takes his bottle of 5 per cent lager, Clive grabs his Coke. They sit at a table towards the back of the pub, on their own – the Sons subconsciously close ranks to shoot the breeze.


– Blimey, Stanley sighs, pushing back into his seat.


– Not much for them to w-w-worry about, Clive adds, his brown eyes enlarged.


Stanley grabs his drink and slurps, licking the rim before tapping it back onto the mat.


– This is our town, Clivey. This is our city.


– W-w-well, theirs.


– School, yeah? You keep your head down, do your time, wait for the bell. We all left at sixteen but we all knew things would happen for us. We all knew people working the firms, running the show. We all did.


– S-s-sort of.


Another swig. An exaggerated swallow.


– We all went out to get it. What we saw others getting, what the pinstripes from suburbia were having, what this country fought all these wars for. Got dressed up, got stuck in, played hard, worked hard. You must remember it all, Clive? We were all meant to end up in the system somewhere. End up somebody. Yeah, sure, some did bird, others hit the high road, some burnt, but it was ours for the taking.


– It is not always that e-e-e-easy.


– The Sons all got it. They took the opportunities whoever they were, whatever they were; ugly, handsome, black, white, all that shit didn’t matter.


– Maybe there weren’t enough o-o-opportunities to go round?


– Things were different a few years ago, Clivey. That sense of excitement, sense of belonging. Like going to the Goldmine.


– That p-p-place is long shut.


– Yeah, there ain’t no cunt dancing there no more.




Only Child
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Patricia combs damp hair, watching the grey merge into black, watching a line of drips ooze from the plastic teeth onto the bathrobe. She gently places her hand on her mother’s cheek. The skin is fragile: a sheet of fine fabric. The skin is cool, despite a hot bath.


The steam from the bathroom has drifted into the bedroom and made a mist on the mirror. Mother sits in front of the dressing table. Patricia’s cursory wipe clears a section and allows Mother to stare. Stare at her spent face. At her angry eyes.


Monday evening is a time of reflection.


The comb squeaks through the hair as it guides strands over ears and into a point on collar. The squeak is the only sound in the house now the hot-water pipes, growling with exertion during the bath-running, have settled.


A towel rubbed over head. Hair roused into frizz. Mother’s ears are cold. The steam creeps back over the mirror. Patricia fiddles with the wall plug. The hair-dryer blasts into Mother’s unblinking gaze. The scent of heat and shampoo gusts over Patricia. Mother’s ears remain cold.


– There you go, Mother. That’s better.


Mother’s response is minimal: a slight twitch of fingers resting on her lap.


Patricia reaches underneath Mother’s armpit and gently raises the scarecrow to her feet.


– Don’t pinch! Mother hisses.


– Sorry.


Together they limp towards the bed made up with sheets and valance and blankets and patterned coverlet. A stack of pillows rests against the headboard. A clock and a lamp stand on side-table decorated with lace cloth. Eight thirty p.m.


Patricia bends into the light, casting a shadow across Mother’s body. A kiss placed carefully on forehead. Patricia doesn’t see a face – the head of Mother becomes a skull. The skin tastes stale.


Mother has lived in the city all her life. Now the city closes in on her as she shuffles through each day. Dragging daughter through the relentless nursing that begins at dawn and ends around nine.


Patricia watches the skeleton struggle into daybreak, watches her hobble to toilet, leak into clothes, drip corn flakes. Watches her lips dry and shrivel, eyes close for forty winks in front of the one o’clock news, veiny hands wipe skirt for no reason, body fold into the shape of the armchair. Watches her cough spittle and limp back into downstairs bedroom at the end of day for bath and brushing and bed.


Patricia goes to the kitchen to make a hot chocolate. Unburdened, with Mother wrapped in sheets and tucked away for the night. Unhappy, with a sense of emptiness, exacerbated by the monotony of the routine.


Cheered by the rumble of boiling water in kettle and the sweet, dry scent of powdered cocoa.


Time alone to think at the close of each day, as it folds away into darkness and silence. To find a light-hearted programme on the telly and join the rest of the watching world in the flicker of blue light. And wait for Mother to interrupt. Patricia has to keep one ear tuned into the bedroom across the hallway. There will be calls for the toilet, for a reset of the sheets and blankets, for a comforting hand to wipe away the sweat of a nightmare. There will be the tap-tap-tap of the glass on table calling for a drink of water.


Patricia stirs the chocolate; the satisfying clink of teaspoon. Lifts the mug to carry to the lounge. Turns to the door and gasps. The mug falls out of her grip and crashes to the floor, spreading steaming cocoa across the linoleum.


– Mother, what are you doing up? she says, ignoring the dropped drink.


Mother stands in the doorway. Tiny and shrunken in her transparent nightie.


– You scared me, Patricia says.


– Broken a best mug, sneers Mother.


– You should be in bed.


– And look at the floor.


– Come on, let’s walk you back to your room.


Patricia approaches with opening arms.


– I want to watch the telly, says Mother, looking confused.


– Don’t be silly. It’s far too late. Let’s get you back to bed.


– Don’t drop me! Mother says.


– I’ll clear the cocoa afterwards.


– Clumsy girl.


– You shouldn’t be out of bed.


– Can’t even make a drink, can you?


Patricia leads her back to the bedroom. Feeling her fingers pressing bone as she holds Mother’s arm. Into the room that has already devoured the scent of bath and returned to its customary stench of old carpet.


With Mother restored to the blankets and the kitchen floor cleaned, Patricia skips the hot drink and the telly to retire upstairs. So tired tonight. She will sleep with the door open and with the alarm set for six. Set for the weekly routine that mother and daughter share in the family house. The Victorian terrace which was once home to three but now just for two. On Sunday Patricia makes a roast, on Wednesday she shops, on Friday she does the washing, on Tuesdays and Thursdays Joan the home-help comes and Patricia goes to work. At the chemist’s on Roman Road.


Eight thirty a.m. to five p.m. behind the counter, framed by medicines, dressed in white coat, telling customers to take three a day, rub it on, press it gently, use a finger, pat dry, leave on for five minutes, eat just one a day as a treat, mix it with fruit juice or milk, rinse it, bathe it, pop it, press it, wipe it, brush it, try it and see if it makes a difference. To stand next to Lorraine, thirty years her junior, and joke about the customers after they’ve left the shop.


The pay is minimum wage, the hours negligible, but it’s a break from Mother. Time away from the biting rebukes: ‘It’s too hot!’ ‘Not like that!’ ‘Stop it!’ ‘Go away!’ The thin, high-pitched voice spitting wrath.
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With her bedroom door open to await Mother’s calls and taps, Patricia also hears the moans, hisses, grunts and the creak and crack of old bone.


Mother’s call for toilet prompts Patricia’s tired clamber from bed to gown and slippers, to Mother and bathroom, to stare out of the window through the gap in the blinds at the flashing lights in sky from aircraft and the stillness on street lit hazy like a bonfire.


Mother was always small but now she is minute. Patricia watches Mother sit wizened on the toilet. The scowl has turned saggy, the acid eyes have rotted. Her once-taut mouth now rubbery.


– Don’t stare at me! Mother squeals.


The voice is more squeaky and strained than in younger years. Like the brakes on an old car.


– With those daft eyes, Mother adds.


Patricia turns back to the gap in the blinds. Refusing to respond.


– Like you’ve swallowed a fly.


Mother sniggers at her own joke. The decaying teeth exposed as she laughs. Mother strokes a hand over her face and the expression returns to misery.


– Wipe me.


Patricia’s left eye is skewed; it looks in at the nose. No one ever teased her about it except for Mother. It was not too much bother. She felt more sorry for the people who spoke to her and fought to find and then focus on the good eye.


Mother walks back to bed, supported by daughter. Step by step, slowly inching over carpet. The springs of the mattress make no noise as Mother is lowered back onto its softness. She closes her eyes in relief when her fragile head touches pillow.


Patricia drags the sheets over the body and returns to the bathroom to turn out the light. The cistern hisses with refilling water. Patricia transforms into silhouette, carefully moving across the room like an apparition.


Mother sleeps easily. At the flick of the light switch, or the closing of curtains. As if her conscience is clear. As if there is nothing to fear, either outside or in.


Patricia – alone in her room, flicking through magazines. Stroking her mind clear of thoughts. Emptying the head.


Bow – terraces, streetlights, the occasional tree stuck in tarmac, banks of five-storey council blocks running the length of roads from Roman Road towards Vicky Park. Bow Road. Busy with garages and bridges and traffic pulsing into city, marking the southern border. Tree-leaved corridors delineate the north, where urbanity collides with the park; now full of shadows balanced on benches.


Under a faint moon. Under a sheet of scraggy air that contains the neighbourhood miasma and the drift of smoke from burning butts held by the figures on the benches dotted along the lake’s lips. Solitary shapes rush into the park, followed by clusters of slow-moving groups huddled beneath baseball caps. Arrivals and departures maintain a constant presence in the park – within screaming distance of Mother. Who sleeps under conventional covers and a blanket of memories that recall the park during childhood (when toy boats filled the pond; flowers burst from every bed; families picnicked on Sunday after church; it was always sunny; gentlemen in suits raised hats; and even the street kids stole nothing more than a dropped sweet) and during wartime (when the railings were removed for smelting; contractors built a shelter by the tea pavilion; she joined the crowds to marvel at the anti-aircraft battery and listen to the whistle of the anchoring wires at the barrage balloon sites; she walked with friends and watched dogfights overhead with a cheer as German 109 and 110s died; families and friends gathered to sing ‘A Nightingale Sang in Berkeley Square’; and everyone smiled knowing that the war would be won). A time when there was beauty (watching the London skyline as a silhouette under sunset during blackout) and horror (body parts being shovelled into wheelbarrows) but the park, 26 Fairfield Road, Bow, east London, England, the Empire, never felt more like home and never before was so much worth fighting for.




Straight outta Willesden
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It hasn’t been a good year in north-west London (NWL). It has all been too much. Too many gangstas killing gangstas; too many mural memorials being painted on walls; too many scores being settled; too many girls giving birth; too many vials of contaminated rock. And there has been no sign of the sun and summer is already here.


Pow-Wow stands by his bedroom window, toking on a stick and watching the Jubilee line rattle past. Watching the red and silver pipe slide into the station that looks old with rusty bricks. Watching the sour faces peer from the Metropolitan trains that run the fast track.


Pow-Wow likes Tuesdays. He likes their brightness even though the morning sky outside is still a shroud.


Pow-Wow knows what his house looks like from the rails – tatty, loose-tiled, sloping sideways – but he is not afraid to look passengers in the eyes as they stare up at his bare black torso.


– Tyrone! Brenda, his mum shouts.


– I know! Pow-Wow (real name Tyrone) shouts back, without taking his gaze off the trains.


He scrunches the joint into an ashtray and reaches for his crash helmet that lies on the floor.


Topless, he leaves the room and locks his door. Jumps down the stairs two at a time and pushes past a younger brother who stands in the hallway yapping on a mobile. Pow-Wow grabs the phone and cancels the call while slipping it into his trouser pocket.


– I’ve told you before, young blood, he says to the brother.


Outside, mopeds fill the street.


Pow-Wow high-fives a few of the nearest riders before mounting his own bike and popping the engine.


Twice a week the All-Star Chapter Pack patrols the neighbourhood for outsiders.


The Pack is for the 15–17 age group; their penultimate posting before hoping to hit the big league with the Daddy-Boy Homing Crew, who command the postcode.


Most of the All-Stars have worked their way up through the junior battalions and under-15 squads to find themselves taking orders from Mister B, All-Star Number One.


The scooters, the moped, the bikes, the peds, the rockets are the badge of belonging. Those who ride pillion dream of the day of ownership. Some under-15s steal the wheels to ride illegally. The police have little interest in the kids.


The tattoos smudged onto dark skin identify the loyalties. All-Star written in Japanese characters and/or a star covering the edge of the shoulder.


Despite the dull weather, most of the Pack go half-naked and slouch on scooters with loose jeans falling over hips as they pull back throttle and thrash along terraced streets. The roads are pot-holed and dotted with broken drain-covers. The riders swerve and bounce their way round the patrol. Cars swing into the kerb to avoid the convoy.


The peds slow down as they pass a basketball court in which a dozen youth run about in singlets and high boots. The faces on the playground are scrutinized. All locals.


A black Mercedes sounds its horn and Mister B throws his arm up to halt the patrol. He spins his scooter around the back of the car and brakes by the driver’s door.


– Wha’s happening, Papa? Mister B asks, offering a hand.


They shake with three components: a standard grip, a thumb grip, ended with a grasp around the wrist.


– Mister B, my mantra, Papa replies through sunglasses. – Keeping it tight, yeah?


– Damn right.


There is a stiff pause; Papa checks his mirror, Mister B checks over shoulder at the crew.


– How’s business? Mister B asks.


– Nice. Real nice. Sugar and spice. We’ll need some carriers later in the week.


– We’re always ready, you know it.


– I know it. Things are expanding at such a rate, man. This town is booming.


Mister B smiles; he knows it will not be too long before he is enjoying some of the high life. Has been All-Star Number One for a year now. A promotion to the Daddies is due.


Papa reaches into the passenger seat’s headrest. A heavy gold chain slips down the forearm.


– Slip that into the pants, Papa says, pulling out a wad of notes along with a plastic bag of weed.


Mister B stuffs the package into his trousers.


– You’re running things good. You know we look out for you, Papa adds.


– That ain’t no shit.


– We know you can show it.


Mister B offers an appreciating smile in reply.


The electric window purrs up and the face of Papa is gone. The Mercedes moves off the kerb and away.


Mister B’s mobile rings. A lookout has spotted a stranger on Neasden Lane. The crew take off.


Neasden Lane is dusty from the works site next to the station. It is smoky from the lorries trundling in and out of the yard.


The Pack arrives at the scene to find an unknown kid strutting up the hill. They slam brakes and leap off seats to make a grab. Mister B takes the throat and pushes the boy against an advertising hoarding.


– Where you heading, brother? Mister B spits.


– I ain’t done nothing, man, the kid gurgles back, trying to move his neck out of the grip.


– How old are you?


– Ten, replies the kid.


Mister B stares into the nervous face. Notices the bubbles of sweat on his eyebrows.


– Where do you live, boy?


– Wembley Cent.


– Why are you walking the hill?


– To the subway, head uptown.


– You know where you are?


– Yeah, man. I’m down seeing a blood.


– Who’s your man?


– Menalic Jackson.


Mister B checks his crew’s faces for recognition.


One of the riders gives a slight rock of the head.


– This is All-Star patch. You know that?


– No.


– You’re young, dude. You don’t want to start making foes.


– No, no, I hear you.


Mister B puts his hand into his trousers and takes the knife. The kid’s face panics.


– No, man, this ain’t right, he pleads.


– You seen a blade before? Mister B says, flipping the weapon from hand to hand.


– I’m easy, man.


– Oh yeah? Mister B says, suddenly pressing it against the kid’s head.


The kid waves his hands in front of his face and grunts.


The watching pack snigger.


Mister B lowers the knife and grins.


– So you don’t want to get plunged. Cool. So strip.


– Say what?


– I said strip.


Slowly the kid undresses, folding his trousers and T-shirt, left standing in knickers.


– And the shreddies.


The kid pulls in air from one side of his mouth, making a sucking sound, pulls down the red underwear.


– You don’t come onto our fucking patch, yeah? Mister B says to the kid standing naked on the pavement.


The Pack lean back on their bikes and jeer at the kid as he jogs towards the main road, his hands clenched over his balls.


– Sucker! Mister B shouts.
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Pow-Wow has just turned sixteen. Almost a year between him and Mister B, despite being in the same year at school. The two friends go way back, spending their youth together on the top of brick walls and stealing from the 7-Eleven. Watching the big boys roam like tigers. Fight like lions. Promised each other to do the same.


Both saw their first stabbing when they were nine, when they were sitting on the kerb flicking matches. Saw a car stop down the road. Saw a man jump from the driver’s seat and rush towards a guy sitting on a garden wall. Pow-Wow and Mister B thought the knife was a torch or a mobile phone. The man seemed to press the phone to the guy’s head as if he wanted him to take an urgent call. The guy was slow to react as if extremely tired. He accepted the phone to his ear, then fell backwards onto the crazy paving. He didn’t get up and the man in the car drove off. Pow-Wow and Mister B went to have a look. Saw the guy lying on his back with a black handle sticking out of the side of his face. Sort of smiling. ‘Mother fucker,’ the guy whispered.


Pow-Wow wants the seat as All-Star Number One if, as expected, Mister B gets his upgrade to the Homing Crew.


Some voices in the Pack voice doubts. They say Pow-Wow’s too quiet. Not enough of a leader.


Pow-Wow sees his reticence as thoughtfulness. His lack of dominance as quiet determination.


Ego wants the job as well. Ego has the mouth, the arrogance that gets noticed. Walks with a big limp. Enhanced by the big chip balanced on his shoulder that makes him shoulder-barge people on the street and stare at eyes on the train.


Ego is a huge guy for his age (sixteen) whereas Pow-Wow is still growing, still trying to develop some muscle.


But Pow-Wow has the closeness to Mister B in his favour. Since Mister B took charge, Pow-Wow has always been considered Deputy Sheriff. He takes control of a unit when the Pack breaks into two for rucks or missions.


Pow-Wow and Mister B saw their first suicide together. When they were twelve and sat on Willesden Green station throwing stones at the Underground sign on the opposite platform. Sitting on the back of a bench in the open air, away from the main part of the station. Sitting near an older women who stood on her own by the toilets. She was wearing a blue raincoat even though the weather was warm. Mister B hit the sign with a stone and made a cheer. The woman turned to look and her face was pale. And she walked further away from the boy towards the other end of the platform. The Jubilee line signboard said 1 minute and then Train Approaching. The boys hopped off the bench and did not see the woman jump. The train screamed and the boys were forced to look. To stare at the woman rolled up in a blue mac being smashed along the track by black wheels. The train jolted and skidded and continued along the rail trying to rid itself of the obstruction. The woman’s head crashed against the wooden posts dotted along the side. The train wouldn’t go over her, it merely managed to eat half of her body and leave the rest trapped underneath its front wheels. Coming to a halt three-quarters of the way down the platform. In front of Pow-Wow and Mister B. It was the image of the blue mac that stuck in their minds.


They talked about it a week later.


– Don’t you think about her? Pow-Wow asked.


– Nope, Mister B replied.


– Don’t you wonder who she was?


– Nope.


– Doesn’t it even make you think ‘fuck’?


– Fuck her. Loony tune, Mister B said.


Pow-Wow lowered his questioning gaze. Looked back at Mister B with disbelief. – Haven’t you had any nightmares?


– Take a fucking trek, man.


But Pow-Wow is no pussy. The teenage years developed him. He can do what it takes, he can mix it up with whoever. There are members of the Pack who are afraid of Pow-Wow. They have seen him turn it on against rivals and seen his fists do damage. Packs a temper beneath the surface.


Pumps weights at home with a bench, a bar and some dumbbells. Sit-ups, press-ups and pull-ups to keep the body lean and mean. Takes good care of the hair with Vaseline, and moisturizes the skin. Has placed cucumber over the eyes for shine. Likes to look at his bright white teeth in the mirror. Winks at his reflection, knowing that he’s a good-looking guy. But he’s still young. Sixteen years may mean he’s seen some things and got up to some tricks, but life is still overwhelming and intimidating. The past is the blue mac, the present is All-Star, the future is another planet.


Pow-Wow rides his scooter, hoping that the sun will soon begin to break through and throw some light on the ghetto.




Blitz and Pieces
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It is morning. Mother will not get out of bed. Patricia stands impatient, shaking her head.


Mother’s face is scrunched into a sneer, her greasy grey hair sticks to her skin. – I’m not well.


– What’s wrong? Patricia asks.


– Bring me tea.


Patricia makes the drink and carries it through to the bedroom, where she places it on the bedside table. Mother lifts herself up and clasps the cup with bony hands.


– Joan’s coming this morning. It’s a Tuesday, says Patricia. – I’m off to work.


– Pah! Mother snorts.


She has always denigrated Patricia’s jobs; as a shop assistant in the bakery, the shoe-shop and now the chemist’s.


It was normal for an unmarried girl to leave school and start work, but Mother didn’t understand. In her opinion a girl shouldn’t work. A girl shouldn’t be unmarried.


When Patricia pulled on her first uniform of green frock and hat Mother laughed (‘You look ridiculous’).


When Patricia wore her second uniform of black skirt and cream shirt Mother insulted (‘I’m embarrassed to be your mother’).


When she dressed in the third uniform of white coat with blue name badge, Mother just shook her head slowly and turned her attention back to the television.


Mother wanted her married. Wanted her to have children. The uniforms formalized and identified her daughter’s spinsterhood.
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Patricia never married, though there were men. There was a customer at the bakery who came in daily for a filled roll and soup. He was a lot older than Patricia – who at the time was only seventeen. But Patricia was fond of him.


The relationship began when he stopped her as she walked home from work.


A dirty March afternoon, the damp drifts. Patricia hurries home, wrapped deep in coat.


– All done for another day? a voice calls out behind her.


She turns to see the man from the shop, the man who buys the roll and soup.


– Cold, isn’t it? she replies.


He breaks into a slight run to catch her up. – Walk with you?


– I’m on Fairfield Road.


The man wears a Crombie with a thick tartan scarf knotted around the neck. His cheeks are flushed from the wind.


– You didn’t serve me today, he says.


– It was so busy this lunchtime, Patricia replies.


– I got the sourpuss.


– Kathy isn’t that bad.


– She always gets my order wrong.


– Hasn’t been so busy for ages.


– You always remember.


– Tomato soup and an egg salad roll.


– Served with a smile.


– We try, she grins.


– Except the sourpuss.


They both share bright eyes, bury hands into coat pockets.


– I’m freezing, she says.


– Look, take this scarf, he says, unwrapping the tartan.


She shakes her head. – No, no, you’ll only get cold then.


He throws the scarf around her as they walk, trying to tie it up as they move along side by side.


– Better? he smiles.


– It’s all warm.


The man looks distinguished with his bald head and long face.


She likes his smile and the crow’s feet around his eyes. Her fresh skin glows as the sky darkens.


– I live up by the park, he says.


– Lucky you.


– Oh, I don’t know. Fairfield Road is nice.


– Not as nice as the park.


The man blows on his hands. – Who do you live with?


– Family.


– Good?


Patricia shrugs.


– Come on, I’m sure it’s not that bad, the man grins.


– I prefer being out of the house.


– Doing what?


– I like going to work.


– I can see that.


– It’s nice to be busy.


– Boyfriend?


– No.


– I can’t believe that. A girl like you.


Patricia looks at the man and his eager expression. She grins, slightly shy.


They reach the corner of the road. The man stops. – This is where I leave you, he says.


– Take your scarf.


– You keep it for now. Can’t have you being sick and missing work.


– I’ll be all right.


– Who will I look forward to seeing?


Patricia laughs.


– Maybe I’ll collect it tomorrow.


– Tomorrow?


– Why not?


– OK.


– I’m Edward.


– I’m …


– Don’t say, I know. I hear sourpuss say your name. Patricia, he says, making the name last a whole exhale of breath.


Conventional courting is impossible due to the age gap; the neighbourhood is small, word gets round. Even going further afield wouldn’t avoid the comments and unwanted attention. And so Edward and Patricia meet in the park after work as he walks his dog.


Once a week, all through spring and summer, they wander along thin pathways and rose gardens, and over grassy banks and past the lake. Edward is educated in botany and introduces Patricia to the various species of plant and flower. Together with their formal names. They laugh at the strange words and her attempts at pronunciation. The joke soon progresses into changing the proper names into ludicrous phrases. Euonymus japonicus becomes ‘humorous Jap on the bus’. Potentilla fruticosa becomes ‘potentially fruity’.


They never touch. Their arms don’t even brush as they squeeze together on the narrow tracks and under overhanging weeping willows (Salix pendula – ‘Sally is a pendulum’).


One evening Edward announces his fortieth birthday. He wants to celebrate, wants to take her to the coast for a weekend.


Such an idea is out of the question. Patricia is forced to tell him about Mother.


– You’re eighteen next month, he says. – Surely she will allow you a night or two away.


– I’m sorry, Edward. It’s not like that.


– Never mind. How about supper in town instead? Edward’s gentle smile and suggestion offering consolation.


– She won’t allow it, Patricia replies, rubbing hands nervously.


– Ask her. For me. I’d like us to have some proper time together.


– It won’t happen.


Edward looks stumped. – If you don’t want to come, I wish you would just say so.


– It’s not like that.


– Do you really want to spend time with me?


– Yes. Yes.


The second yes trails off into reverie. She does have feelings for Edward. She does have desires.


Edward moves near. Near enough for breath to blend. They stand facing each other. His dark mouth doesn’t move and the stiff, tweed jacket sets him in concrete. Set in the stench of dog and disappearing years and useless knowledge of plants and flowers that now mean nothing.


Patricia cannot look into his eyes. She stares at his chest; at the strands of hair poking through the shirt. Seventeen-year-old flawless face reddens with Edward’s proximity and the heat of the descending sun. Her arms hang limply by her side in a state of resignation.


Edward and Patricia jolt as the dog barks angrily.


He turns to call the animal back as it chases a squirrel.


The following week Edward is quiet, paying more attention to the dog than Patricia.


– What’s the matter? she asks.


Edward offers a shrug.


– Tell me?


They stop walking. Stand together on the path.


– I can’t keep going on like this, he says.


– Like what?


– Like this.


– Like what?


Edward takes a deep breath, closes his eyes for an extended blink.


– I can’t bear just seeing you in this way.


– But I explained to you …


– I know, I know, that doesn’t make it acceptable.


Patricia strains with concentration as she stares at him. She looks older. – What’s wrong?


– I want more than what we’ve got. Can you understand that?


Patricia offers empathizing eyes. – Of course I do, but it’s just the way it has to be. For now.


– When will things change? I need to know, Patricia. When will things change?


– I don’t know.


– Will you ever be able to marry me?


She throws her gaze to one side. – I don’t know.


Edward did not return to the bakery for his egg salad roll and tomato soup.


3


On Patricia’s twenty-first birthday Mother was angry.


– You’ve let everyone down.


– It’s not my fault!


– You’re going to be an old spinster, an old unwanted spinster.


– There’s still time.


– I wanted grandchildren.


– You are joking? The way you treat kids?


– You’re the only one, you know. All the other girls round here managed to marry.


– I didn’t do it on purpose.


– What could I expect from a daughter with an eye like that?


– I wish you wouldn’t.


– Wouldn’t what?


– Keep going on about my eye.


– This is my house, I’ll go on about what I like.


Patricia sighed sulkily.


Mother interpreted the impertinence. – Now go, she said, waving her hand as if to a servant.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘LIKE IRVINE WELSH
REWRITTEN IN ENGLISH®
FHM

MARK POWELL





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





