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			Introduction 

			by Vanessa Walters

			Wi liccle but wi tallawah. Small but mighty. 

			Bob Marley described Jamaica as “the university of the world”, and it is nearly impossible to overestimate the global impact of this small island with fewer than three million people. Jamaica has been a pivotal part of world history, from the arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1494, through the genocide and enslavement of the indigenous population and Africans who followed. The lessons of Jamaica’s history are humanity’s inheritance. Reggae music is part of its distinctive culture that encompasses the political and the existential, influencing protest movements, language evolution and social transformation worldwide. Within its panoply of forms, the central message remains mental emancipation for the poor, the oppressed, the underestimated.

			Sufferah, if they can but recognise their own innate power. 

			The Sufferah takes centre stage in many of Alex ­Wheatle’s stories. From Brenton Brown, the troubled mixed-race youth abandoned in the foster care system, to enslaved Kemosha, who becomes a swashbuckling pirate to liberate her people, Alex aptly illustrates the Jamaican proverb. The small but mighty hero or antihero takes on a hostile environment, often at a terrible personal cost, for a purpose bigger than themself.

			Certain parallels might, I suppose, be drawn between the Sufferah and standard-issue superheroes. Like Superman, the Sufferah is disadvantaged from birth, sometimes lonely in their predicament, often on the outside looking in longingly, and just as Jor-El tasks his disheartened son with giving the same people who reject him “an ideal to strive towards”, the Sufferah must also uplift humanity either within the pages or beyond. At least Superman gets to hide who he is behind the socially accepted disguise of Clark Kent. He finds acceptance and safety by cloaking his powers and knowledge with an awkward, nonthreatening persona. In contrast, the Sufferah doesn’t get to hide behind a nonthreatening facade, and there’s no place of safety. The world is hostile. The Sufferah, by definition, is seen as antisocial, viewed as unkempt or aggressive, mentally impaired – as the Rastafarians of Jamaica, the original persecuted Sufferahs, were judged to be. At first glance, our Sufferahs might seem to challenge the reader to find any empathy for them. In Alex’s novel East of Acre Lane, Biscuit is a Brixton drug dealer working for a sadistic gang leader. They mostly don’t apologise for who they are either – if they even have self-awareness. They kick and scream their way onto the page. Yet we like them immediately, possibly recognising the part of ourselves that resists conformity, or as one might root for a balloon tossed around in the wind, afraid of where it might end up. Following it with our eyes across the sky until it has disappeared, even wondering if we will see it again. 

			Brenton Brown, Liccle Bit, Moa, Kemosha, Naomi, Biscuit – Alex has found many Sufferahs for his award-winning novels. But now he takes us on a very personal Sufferah journey: his own. 

			In the aftermath of slavery in Jamaica, Marcus Garvey is credited with initiating the Black consciousness movement that became central to Jamaican culture. Despite being dismissed by the elite of his time, Garvey was revered by the lower classes as a prophet, giving rise to the Rastafarian movement. The movement rejected the colonial view of Black people as spiritually and physically inferior, instead centring Africa and Black people in conscious thought. Rastafarians survived repeated and often brutal attempts by the Jamaican government to destroy their movement. Eventually, they become known for their dreadlocks, antiestablishment stance, and a heightened sense of self, demonstrated by the unique use of the personal pronoun “I” and other words altered to fit their philosophy. 

			And then there was the reggae: the thunder, lightning, “drum blood story”, electric storms, the rhythm of history setting the pace for violent uprising as explained in “Reggae Sounds”, a poem by the UK-based Jamaican dub poet and activist Linton Kwesi Johnson. Alex’s journey explores how reggae music sustained him through some of the most turbulent moments in his life and how these anthems provided context and companionship in his struggle. It was an unspoken language between others like him, offering a safe space free from hostility. Signposts that gave them a trajectory amid the harsh winds of Great Britain. The Windrush immigration era (1948–71) was sensationalised in Enoch Powell’s 1968 “Rivers of Blood” speech. A succession of laws were passed to restrict the flow of non-whites to the United Kingdom. Ten years after Powell, Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher promoted fears that the UK “might be rather swamped by people with a different culture”. At the same time, she positioned the British character as morally superior and implied that xenophobia was justified.

			Black people found themselves targeted by racially applied stop-and-search “SUS” law, under attack from white nationalist groups, and obstructed in their search for employment and accommodation. The suffering was widespread, depicted in films such as Pressure (1976) by Horace Ové, describing a generation in crisis, and Babylon (1980), about the reggae sound systems and endemic racism. Alex’s story is challenging reading at times yet never gets too dark. We know that our Sufferah makes it through. He finds light even in the darkest of situations and shows us how far a little empathy can take us. How strong the human spirit is. 

			From Dickensian beginnings, Alex Wheatle has risen to be one of the most lauded writers in Great Britain and beyond, deservedly honoured with an MBE for services to literature in 2008. His 2016 book Crongton Knights won the fiftieth Guardian Children’s Fiction Prize. His life story was the fourth film in Small Axe, a 2020 anthology of five films by Steve McQueen about the Caribbean community in the UK during the 1970s and 1980s. Alex’s books have been translated into multiple languages, been the subject of plays, and adapted for television. 

			How on earth did he make it? It’s a question that confronts us often as Alec Alphonso Wheatle puts us in his shoes as a child, in the children’s home, the nightclubs, the streets of South London. We sit in the prison cell with him, smelling the stench of the shit bucket. We watch him flailing in his proverbial sea of troubles. 

			The clue is in the lyrics of the tunes he offers us. Rethinking oneself. The cornerstone instead of the castaway. Love instead of hate. Although riven by loneliness, he found joy and empathy among his reggae greats. These were friends and mentors – who understood what a young Black man was going through, who gave purpose to despair, whether plaintive commiseration or a mischievous croon. Pretty incredible to see every aspect of his life covered in the songs he mentions. 

			Whether real or imagined, Alex’s stories are a gift to us to never lose hope. His characters are vivid and relatable to absolutely anyone. His books are loved worldwide for their vivid characters and heart-pounding scenes. They were inspired by a boy in the UK who knew nothing about himself but found a rich heritage. If Jamaica is the university of the world, Alex Wheatle is the chancellor. 

			Vanessa Walters

			Vanessa Walters, author of The Nigerwife (Atria Books), is a novelist, playwright and journalist originally from London, now based in New York. She is of Jamaican heritage and has written extensively about the British-Caribbean experience. Her published work includes Smoke! Othello! and the young adult books Rude Girls and The Best Things in Life. Her plays have been staged across the UK.

		

	
		
			Prologue 

			Breakdown

			HM Prison Wormwood Scrubs, June 1981

			The stench of excrement filled my nose. Simeon, my Rastafarian cellmate, had me in a headlock. Tears streamed down my cheeks. I didn’t want to be alive. If there is a God, why is He mocking me?

			I could never get used to the smell, so Dennis Brown sang in “Three Meals a Day”.

			I gathered in a breath and let loose a primal scream. I tried to rid myself of all the pain, loss, injustice and bitterness that I carried with me. Simeon placed a hand over my mouth. I tried to bite it. My body convulsed. I once again attempted to wriggle free from his firm hold.

			“Calm down, my yout’,” he pleaded. “Calm down. Why you try and kill me, eh? You t’ink me so easy to mash up?”

			I was exhausted. Physically and mentally. I hyperventilated. Simeon released me. I sat myself against the wall and tried to control my breathing. Simeon looked at me hard. His eyes flicked towards the cell door. Maybe he considered informing the night warden of my mental state.

			I’m talkin’ about detention, detention, Dennis’s voice echoed in my head. I’m talkin’ about detention.

			Simeon took pity on me. He parked himself beside me and his intense gaze never left me alone.

			“Someting eating you up, man,” he said. “Someting bad.”

			I didn’t respond.

			“Tell me your story, Alex,” he urged. “Every mon t’ink his burden is the heaviest, Bob Marley say. Unpack your burden.”

			I stared into space, wiped the tears from my face and turned to him. “No one’s ever gave a fuck about me,” I snapped. “From the day I was born!”

			“Start from the beginning,” he said.

			“I don’t know my beginning. I’m nothing. A nobody.”

			“That’s how the people who are against you want you to feel.”

			“It’s true,” I said. “I have nothing. I have nobody.”

			“Everybody ah somebody.” Simeon smiled. “Yes, you have the fierce eyes of ah true-born sufferah. But you t’ink you’re the only one who experience nuff tribulation?”

			I caught a hint of loss in Simeon’s eyes. Maybe some dark memory. He quickly recovered his composure. 

			“No,” I replied.

			“Tell me your sufferah’s tale,” Simeon pressed. “The one ting we do have is time.” 

			I glared at the wall, wanting to headbutt it. I turned to him once more. “Okay,” I said.

			I didn’t count the minutes and hours as I spilled out my life experiences to Simeon during that long night. He listened patiently, sometimes nodding, sometimes caressing his dreadlocks and closing his eyes in meditation.

			“Rough inna Babylon,” he’d comment. “The devil walks among we. But so does good. Never forget that.”

		

	
		
			Part I

			You Can’t Blame the Youth
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			Here I am in 1963 in the care of Miss Bibsy

		

	
		
			An Unsuitable Birth

			I was born Alec Alphonso Wheatle in London on January 3, 1963, into a volatile situation. 

			My mother, Almira, who had arrived in the UK in the early 1960s without her husband and children, had a brief affair with my Jamaican-born father, Alfred. My mother’s husband came over to the UK on a surprise visit in the fall of 1962, only to find his wife pregnant. Almira worried about caring for me because I wasn’t her husband’s child. She had an impossible choice to make; she feared for my future if she chose to raise me.

			Almira came to a decision. She entrusted me to Alfred when I was a few days old, before returning to Jamaica, where I had five older siblings. I only became aware that I had one brother and four sisters when I read my social services files nineteen years later. To this day, I haven’t received any explanation for why the authorities kept this information from me. If I had known, I might not have felt so desperately alone in my formative years.

			 

			As a single parent in the mid-1960s, Alfred did the best he could.

			I was placed with various babysitters and temporary foster care families while Alfred worked as a carpenter in and around Brixton. He would later tell me about the brutal winter of 1963 when there was still thick snow on the ground in South London in late April. “Me felt so damn cold that me mama feel it in her bones inna Jamaica.”
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			My Mother Almira when she was a young woman

			When I fell ill with asthma and eczema, it became very complicated to find the necessary care and attention I required. Alfred contacted Lambeth social services in early 1964. The office was located on Herne Hill Road, just off Coldharbour Lane in Brixton. It was the street where my mother used to reside – Carnegie Library, a couple minutes’ walk up the road, fed her love of reading.
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			My father in Brixton in the late 1950s

			Starting in late January 1964, social services began moni­toring me.

			In February 1964, my health deteriorated to such an extent that I was admitted to Kings College Hospital in Camberwell and then moved on to Sydenham’s Children’s Hospital. 

			On discharge, I was sent to Ladywell Children’s Centre, near Lewisham, where they had the facilities to treat my asthma and eczema. Meanwhile, Alfred went to the Jamaican High Commission to see if he could obtain a passport to send me back to his parents in Jamaica. 

			Social services rejected the proposal, reasoning that they couldn’t be assured of my health and safety in Jamaica. My paternal grandparents penned letters asking when their grandson would arrive.

			The authorities explained to Alfred that the state could offer me the best care. He believed them.

			Years later, friends of my father revealed to me that “Freddie” wanted his old life back: meeting with friends over the weekend, listening to music, clubbing and drinking pints of Guinness. He also loved to visit South London dog tracks and place a flutter on a greyhound. Fortune didn’t bless him.

			Eventually, the pressure of caring for me took its toll on Alfred’s mental health. Suffering from stress and on the verge of a breakdown, he agreed with social services to place me in permanent care.

			In the summer of 1966, I was packed off to the Shirley Oaks children’s home on the outskirts of the London borough of Croydon. It was situated on the Kent/Surrey border, ten or so miles southeast of Brixton. From that point forward, I had no family contact whatsoever.

			I was essentially orphaned.

			 

			In the nineteenth century, the seventy-two-acre property was called the Shirley Lodge Farm. The Bermondsey Board of Guardians, searching for a suitable site to house poor children and orphans from the slum spillage of southeast London, bought the land in 1900. They considered it an upgrade from the workhouses depicted in Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist. (I used to get up very early on Saturday mornings and watch Charlie Chaplin shorts – I had no idea that he once resided in a workhouse.) They built thirty-eight cottages to accommodate up to sixteen children each.

			In the early days of the twentieth century, a children’s band from Shirley Oaks regularly marched through central Croydon to raise funds for the home.

			London County Council took over the administration of the village in 1930. Children from all over London were sent to the facility, sometimes ripped away from their poverty-stricken parents.

			Lambeth Council assumed control of the children’s home in 1965.

			You entered the institution from the Wickham Road entrance through a gap in the seven-foot perimeter wall. The Shirley Inn public house and a fish and chip shop stood opposite. When it was first constructed, there was a front gate where all visitors had to report to the “lodge” office and be signed in. In later years, anyone could walk through the grounds of Shirley Oaks without being checked or asked for identification. 

			The village had its own nursery, primary school and sick bay. A resident doctor and a barber passed through every week. New children were checked for lice and other ailments. There was a maintenance department, engineering depot, cobbler’s room, laundry, a small swimming pool, and clothing repair and sewing units all on site. I remember watching Prince Charles’s investiture in the Shirley Oaks community centre in 1969. There were May Day parades where children wore fancy dress. Father Christmas did his rounds on Christmas Eve carrying a sackful of chocolate sweets.

			We even had our own water tower that dominated the skyline.

			There was a children’s adventure area where they had constructed a breeze-block castle atop a mud mound. We called this area the “piggery”; arguments, confrontations and fights were played out here. A World War II jeep and a log square the size of a boxing ring fired the imaginations of many a youngster.

			It was managed (not sure if that’s the right word) by a superintendent who lived in his own mansion within the grounds, complete with sprawling gardens and water features (his children didn’t attend either the nursery or the primary school). When Lambeth Council took over, the superintendent reported to his superiors at Blue Star House, Brixton, the headquarters of the borough’s social services.

			The physical landscape of Shirley Oaks was stunning; once outside their cottages, children could explore a healthy outdoor lifestyle.

			But for so many, the reality of living as a defenceless child in Shirley Oaks was terrifying, deeply traumatic and life-changing. 

			 

			As I settled into my new life, Alfred returned to Jamaica without me. He never revealed what my grandparents said to him when they met him at Norman Manley International Airport in Kingston. Nor did he ever return to the UK. He decided to take up teaching and gave lessons on woodworking and technical drawing in a Kingston secondary school.

			My mother, who had lost touch with Alfred, had no idea that I was residing in social services care. It was a tragedy for her as much as it was for me.

			I was placed in Holly House (every cottage was named after a plant or a tree) where neglect and torture awaited me.

			I was very sick in my early years. When I was around six years old, because of my chronic asthma, I was sent to the St Giles School for “delicate children” on Featherbed Lane, near New Addington (they have since moved to South Croydon). Their main focus was disabled children and young people with mental health issues.

			I was picked up in a green bus very early in the morning, and I’d offer to help push the wheelchair-bound children onto the vehicle via a ramp as the driver collected them.

			Far away from my living environment, I enjoyed happy times attending St Giles where I was encouraged to read, draw and express myself (I was extremely shy). We’d sing songs together. Cliff Richard’s “Congratulations” and the Beatles’ “All You Need Is Love” spring to mind.
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			This is me at Holly House, Shirley Oaks

			I raced through the Peter and Jane books, and I was presented with chocolate snacks for my literary skills.

			I fondly remember a school trip to the Biggin Hill airbase, which had launched attacks into Nazi Germany during World War II. Standing next to a Spitfire or a Hurricane airplane inspired my ambitions. We all returned to St Giles dreaming of becoming pilots.

			I looked forward to Christmas TV showings of The Dam Busters and 633 Squadron movies. 

			My only disappointment was being bussed back home to Shirley Oaks every afternoon. Quite often, I lashed out and refused to board the bus. I wanted to live at St Giles with kind staff looking after me.

			 

			The cottages in Shirley Oaks all had outhouses that contained coal and coke bunkers for the dining-room, lounge and boiler fires.

			When I was considered big enough (seven years old), I was ordered to fetch the coal – my first chore. The lip of the coal bucket kissed my waist. If I spilled any of the black stuff on the carpet, I was given corporal punishment and worse. Often, the lighting failed in the coal or coke bunker, and I had to scrabble around with my bare hands. I dared not return to the house with a half-empty bucket.

			 

			When I reflect on those early years, the Wailers’ “Corner Stone” plays in my mind. It’s a beautiful Bob Marley original. The reggae legend was abandoned himself by his father as a child. The stone that the builder refuse will always be the head corner stone. It’s almost as if he wrote the lyrics specifically for me. I guess that’s what makes him a genius – I’m sure millions of other fans have a similar reaction.

			When I’m feeling down, this is one of the songs I always reach for. It gives me a sense of importance and belonging. Yes, I am somebody, despite the rejection I suffered at such a young age.
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			This is me on the steps of Holly House (sitting on the front step on the right)

		

	
		
			Reggae Awakening

			It was fast approaching the hot summer of 1976. My best friend at the time, Valentine Golding, who I met in my first year at secondary school, was always late for his classes. He’d forget his maths and history books, homework and almost everything else. But he’d always remember to bring in his PE kit and his tape recorder/player. The keys to operate the machine were almost the same size as a piano’s. He’d bring in TDK cassette tapes (it had to be TDK for the best quality sound).

			Valentine had a brother-in-law who he called Papa Cass, who was a master carpenter. He also owned the Arrows sound system, a turntable and a multispeaker box unit that played reggae music in halls, clubs and house parties. He built all the equipment himself. 

			When Valentine was meant to be studying, reviewing the events that led to Anne Boleyn’s beheading or working out an algebra formula, he was hanging around Papa Cass’s, listening to and recording reggae music.

			 

			One warm June morning, as Valentine and I sat in history class, he simply couldn’t wait for the lunch bell. He wouldn’t stop grinning. During the lesson, he pressed a button on his cassette player and released the tones of Rupie Edwards’s “Irie Feelings”. I had never heard anything quite like it. Even on Valentine’s low-wattage machine, we could feel the bass. The echo and reverb on the track were hypnotic. He pressed rewind. The white kids sitting around us didn’t know what to make of it. They stared at each other. One of them took offence and made references to “jungle music”. The teacher looked like he had just encountered a yeti before he composed himself and warned Valentine, “Turn that bloody thing off.”

			Valentine had to be asked six times before he finally obliged.

			“What is it?” I asked Valentine.

			“Reggae,” he replied. “Skenga, skenga, skenga!”

			“It’s jungle music!” repeated the white boy. “Why don’t you two fuck off back to the jungle with it?”

			It didn’t take much to provoke a reaction from me when I heard racist abuse. I managed to get in a few uppercuts and right crosses before teachers intervened and I was dragged away.

			As far back as I can remember, I was made to feel inferior because of the colour of my skin. I cannot pinpoint the first time I was subjected to racist abuse. It was simply a part of my lived experience as a child. Popular television sitcoms of the day like Love Thy Neighbour and successful comedians such as Jim Davidson and Bernard Manning only intensified my sense that I was lesser than white people. 

			My violent reaction to racial taunting was a recurring cycle in 1976 and 1977. I was suspended four times and expelled twice. Teachers forever counselled me to ignore the taunts and allow them to deal with any name-calling. “Sticks and stones may break your bones but words should never hurt you,” they repeated.

			 Various social workers and authorities at Shirley Oaks struggled to convince other schools in the Croydon borough to accept me. They hosted case review meetings to discuss “Alex Wheatle’s violent episodes”, but they never considered why I carried such fury. They simply labelled me maladjusted. I had no idea what that meant or how it was spelled. 

			 

			Before my final expulsion, staff at the reform school I attended forced me into a straitjacket and left me on the gym floor for the whole afternoon.

			I lay perfectly still on the floor, not quite believing how my world hated me so much.

			Strangely enough, I enjoyed school. History and PE were my favourite subjects. I always made it onto the football, basketball and cricket teams and barely anybody could better me in a spelling test. 

			 

			I’m not sure if I had ever heard a reggae track before Valentine brought in his cassette player. “Irie Feelings” is the first one I can remember. It didn’t sound like anything they had on Top of the Pops. At thirteen, my favourite bands included Tavares, the Drifters, the Stylistics, the Real Thing and almost any other soul or disco outfit. I loved Stevie Wonder too.

			Reggae hooked me from the start. It’s been a love affair that has never let me down.

			 

			During the 1976 heatwave, Papa Cass taught Valentine the art of building sound-system speaker boxes. Valentine once brought me around to Papa Cass’s garden shed, where he kept his mid-range speakers. I thought my eyes betrayed me when I spotted a one-armed bandit gambling machine that had been hollowed out and converted into a metal speaker box. I’ll never forget Valentine’s smile as he watched me admiring Papa Cass’s creativity.

			“One day we’ll have our own sound system,” Valentine promised.

			“How are we gonna do that?” I asked.

			“We’ll find a way,” he told me.

			 

			The summer of 1976 was one of the hottest on record. Reservoirs dried up, parks turned brown, ice cream vans made a killing and Black groups started to appear on Top of the Pops. For most of my free time I walked around in a pair of red Adidas shorts that I had shoplifted from the Allders department store in central Croydon (security spotted me but couldn’t catch me). One girl at school said I had nice strong legs, so I thought I’d show them off.

			The fashion of the day for teenage boys was flared, high-waisted trousers, platform shoes, fly shirts where the tips of the collar kissed your shoulders, and a gold chain to sex up your neck if you could afford it. The girls in my year had grown tired of the Bay City Rollers tartan look. They boasted two-tone skirts, Crimplene blouses and thin gold necklaces. This was all before 1977’s John Travolta and Saturday Night Fever swept the world. 

			I didn’t own even half of the above. In my situation, I was lucky to own a pair of slacks from C&A. Yet I was still determined to try out a new dance move or three at the YMCA disco in East Croydon. They held it every Friday evening.

			With my saved-up paper-round money, and my Michael Jackson Afro that I had been flicking and caressing into shape for the best part of an hour, I would jump on a 119, 166 or 194 bus from Shirley to East Croydon. Excitement danced through my veins. I even practised my new moves on the top deck. I had perfected my line-dance steps to Rose Royce’s “Car Wash”.

			At the disco, I boogied to Tavares, the Stylistics, Barry White, Earth, Wind & Fire, Wild Cherry, James Brown, Van McCoy and many more. It was all very good – but Valentine and I wanted to hear some reggae music!

			We hollered at the DJ and implored him, as Valentine would put it, to play “ah liccle drum and bass”.

			The only reggae record the white DJ owned was Junior Murvin’s “Police and Thieves”. When he placed the needle on the vinyl and that bass dropped, the crowd went nuts. Suddenly, all the reggae-heads, who may have been hanging in the lobby or smoking spliffs outside, raced inside. “Rewind! Rewind! Rewind!” they chanted. Police and thieves in the street . . .

			The falsetto vocal, riding over a murderous bassline and echoing guitar, was simply pure genius. What Lee “Scratch” Perry produced in his sparsely equipped, cramped studio in Jamaica was mind-boggling.

			We reggae-heads would have to wait until the end of the dance for our moment, but when it arrived, we celebrated like we were jamming at Notting Hill Carnival.

			From the YMCA disco, we would strut to the newly opened McDonald’s on Croydon High Street. To save face, I often spent my bus fare on a cheeseburger, fries and a chocolate milkshake and walked home.

			I had no funds left for the nearby late-night cinema that screened Hong Kong kung fu movies like Snake & Crane Arts of Shaolin, Snake in the Eagle’s Shadow and The Victim. But this didn’t stop me from practising my flying kicks halfway between Shirley and East Croydon.

		

	
		
			Post-Curfew Skanking

			I was introduced to the Parchmore Youth Club in Thornton Heath by my Shirley Oaks sisters Denise and Brenda in the fall of 1976. I was thirteen and knew little of the world outside of the home. I had played for the school football team on fields in New Addington, Mitcham, Merton, Sutton, South Norwood and Thornton Heath, but I had never roamed at night in those locales.

			The heatwave had ended, homeowners could water their gardens once more, and kids who played truant at the open-air swimming pool by Purley Way found other locations in which to hide from school.

			Parchmore Youth Club had the usual fare: pool table, table football, banter, a resident boom-box guy, an arts-and-crafts space and a TV room. It also had a once-a-fortnight event that no other youth club that I knew of could match: a sound-system dance. When I heard this news, I almost combusted with excitement and anticipation. 

			My curfew at the children’s home was still nine p.m. The dance finished at ten p.m. A live sound system! I simply had to attend. 

			Brenda, Denise and I took the 194b bus from Shirley to Thornton Heath. The youth club was a five-minute step from the clock tower. Denise had already advised me to “burn” my flared trousers, fly shirt and school shoes. “You can’t go in there looking like a soul boy! Don’t shame us!”

			I wore my black school trousers, a blue T-shirt, and borrowed a pair of black moccasins that were too tight. Again, I didn’t care that my toes were crushed – I just had to be there.

			Once we arrived, I felt an unbelievable sense of belonging. It was much darker than any disco I had ever attended. The only light I could see was the red one glowing from the sound system’s control tower. I noticed it wasn’t just cigarettes the ravers were smoking. It was a joy to be surrounded by other reggae-heads.
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