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About the Book

In The Wrong Boy, Willy Russell tells the unforgettable story of the ultimate outsider.

Raymond Marks is a normal boy, from a normal family, in a normal northern town. Until, on the banks of the Rochdale Canal, one single incident changes his life forever. For Raymond, and for everyone with whom he comes in contact, nothing is ever quite so normal again.

Full of memorable characters and heartstopping moments, The Wrong Boy is one of the funniest, and most moving, novels you will ever read.
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THE WRONG BOY

Willy Russell


For Annie


 

‘And if you have five seconds to spare

I’ll tell you the story of my life:

Sixteen clumsy and shy

I went to London and I …’

Morrissey, ‘Half A Person’


16 June 1991

Birch Services,

M62 Motorway

Dear Morrissey,

I’m feeling dead depressed and down. Like a street-lamp without a bulb or a goose at the onset of Christmas time. Anyroad, I thought I’d pen a few lines to someone who’d understand. I know you probably won’t answer this; I don’t know if it’ll even get to you. And, anyhow, even if you wrote back which I know is highly dubious it wouldn’t get to me because I’ll have gone. The above address is just a service station I’m stopped at. I’ll probably not even post it. I’m writing this in the book I use for writing my lyrics and putting my ideas down. It’s sort of a journal, I suppose; although that makes it sound more important than it really is. Anyroad, that’s what I’m writing in as I sit here amongst the truckers and the tourists and the travellers and the transients. It’s just occurred to me that you might have been in this cafeteria yourself, perhaps in the early days, on the way back from a gig and you and the lads pulled in for a cup of tea. It’s a sort of comfort, the thought that you could have been here, Morrissey, perhaps even sitting at this very table that I’m sat at now. I wonder what your thoughts were as you sat in this shrine of self-service gratification, with its granary bar and its battered cod and its breadcrumbed haddock beached on a hotplate, far far from the rolling sea. I’m sitting here opposite a dead fat truck driver who’s giving me a lift. I wish the bastard hadn’t stopped for me. I could have walked here faster. It’s taken nearly two hours to get from Manchester to here because he can’t drive past a café or a service station without stopping for something to eat.

When I climbed into his cab he said, ‘Where y’ goin’?’

I said, ‘Grimsby.’

He said, ‘What for?’

I said, ‘To work.’

He nodded over at my guitar. ‘What,’ he said, laughing at me, ‘busking?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘working on a building site!’

He looked a bit dubious.

‘Just doing a bit of labouring,’ I said, ‘and making tea and that.’

He nodded. And then he said, ‘How come you’re going all the way over there to find work?’

I thought about it. And then I said, ‘Because of Morrissey.’

‘Morris who?’ he said.

‘Morrissey,’ I told him, ‘not Morris who. Morrissey, the greatest living lyricist. He used to be with The Smiths.’

‘Oh,’ he said, ‘that boring twat!’

I didn’t talk to him any more. He put a Phil Collins cassette on and farted a few times which, in the musical circumstances, I thought was rather apposite.

He’s just stuffed another bacon buttie between his teeth and he’s laughing again so that you can see all the chewed-up bread and bacon and saliva in his mouth. He thinks it’s dead hilarious ’cause I said I was a vegetarian. That’s what started him laughing.

‘I don’t know what you’re laughing for,’ I said, ‘because all sorts of people are vegetarian; like George Bernard Shaw was vegetarian. And Mahatma Gandhi! And the majority of the world happens to be vegetarian,’ I said, ‘including Morrissey. And me.’

He just laughed even more.

‘And that’s why I became a vegetarian,’ I told him. ‘Because of Morrissey.’

But I was wasting my breath so I shut up and let him laugh. What can you say to a Philistine who’s into Phil Collins and Dire Straits and other such frivolity? I’ve got my Walkman on now so at least I can’t hear him laughing. The only saving grace in having a lift from him is that he’s so fat he makes me feel really thin. It’s not that I’m obese or anything, not any more, Morrissey. But even though I’m not fat nowadays, I sometimes forget and still think of myself as being corpulent. And I hate having to look at pictures of me when I was fat. Photographs are just like computers – they never tell the truth. It’s like that picture of Oscar Wilde, Morrissey, you know the one where he’s got those boots on and he’s leaning against that wall. And if that was the only surviving picture of Oscar Wilde everybody’d think he was a fat person, wouldn’t they? But Oscar Wilde wasn’t fat, not on the inside. And I wasn’t fat, not on the inside, I wasn’t. It was just a phase I was going through. And probably it was just a phase that Oscar Wilde was going through and he couldn’t help it just like I couldn’t help it. They used to call me Moby Dick! When we moved to Wythenshawe and they put me in that comprehensive school where I didn’t know nobody and it was already the middle of term by the time I started, I walked into the classroom and Steven Spanswick looked up and said, ‘Fuckin’ hell, it’s Moby Dick!’

And everybody in the classroom started laughing, even the teacher!

But I don’t care about them now. I don’t care about Spegga Spanswick and Barry Tucknott and Mustapha Golightly and all that lot. Hilarious bastards! Because I’m grateful really. It was because of people like Steven Spanswick and Jackson and all those other pathetic persons that I wrote my first ever lyric. It was called ‘I Don’t Care’.

I don’t care

If you pull my hair

I don’t care if you laugh at me

I don’t care

If you point and stare

I don’t care if you throw crap at me

I don’t care

If you strip me bare

I don’t care if you say I’m fat

I don’t care

If you rob my share

I don’t care if you call me twat

I don’t care

I don’t care

I don’t care

Because I’m not there.

Looking back on it now it seems deadeningly didactic and somewhat simplistic. In fact it’s highly embarrassing, predictable and derivative. But every artist has to start somewhere and the important thing is that despite what my lyrics were like, I had at least started writing them. Oh shit, what’s the Greasy-Gobbed Get saying to me now …?


Later,

The Back of a Carpet-

Fitters’ Van

Somewhere in the Pennine Chain

(Apparently)

Dear Morrissey,

I’m still dying of embarrassment. I couldn’t get out of that service station fast enough. These carpet fitters are headed for Halifax and they said they’d drop me there. I don’t even know if Halifax is on the way but I would have accepted a lift to anywhere just to get out of that service station.

I’m glad that at least it happened in such a transient sort of environment and so hopefully I’ll never have to see her again!

Having my Walkman on and writing to you, I hadn’t realised he was talking to me, the Incredible Bulk. By the time I took my earphones off he was shouting, ‘Hey! Look, look!’

I looked to where he was pointing. And that’s when I saw her, stood there by the mix-it-yourself muesli counter. She was smiling at me and she sort of half waved. And though normally I don’t have a great facility for a smile, I just couldn’t help myself smiling back at her; because although I hadn’t ever seen her since that one time at the bus stop by the bottle bank on Failsworth Boulevard, I’d never forgotten her, the girl with the chestnut eyes. I didn’t know her, and she didn’t know me. We’d just been stood there, with all the other people in the bus queue. She was almost at the front of the queue and I was stood at the back. I was slightly shocked at first, when she’d just nodded at me. I must have looked puzzled though because she smiled again and opened her denim jacket so that I could see her tee shirt. And I understood then. And I smiled back at her. Because she was wearing exactly the same tee shirt as me! The same one that I’m wearing today, the one with the picture of Edith Sitwell on the front and Morrissey written on the back of it. And it’s always brilliant, that is, when you meet another Morrissey fan. Even though you’ve never seen them before, you know there’s something important that you share with that person. She called back to me, from where she was stood up at the front of the queue, she said, ‘Where was it that Morrissey lost his bag?’

I laughed. I said, ‘That’s easy, Newport Pagnell.’

She laughed then and all the people in the queue were starting to look at us as if we were soft or the sort of decadent drug-crazed delinquents that they read about in the Failsworth Fanfare. But I didn’t care. We didn’t care. We were Morrissey fans!

I said, ‘What job did he apply for at the YWCA?’

She laughed again and she said, ‘That’s easy and all: backscrubber.’

We were having a great time, just stood there at the bus stop, me and the girl with the chestnut eyes.

‘What was Morrissey carrying’, she asked, ‘when he broke into the Palace?’

We both shouted out the answer together, shouted out, ‘A sponge! And a rusty spanner!’

And we both laughed then. And that’s when noticed her eyes, noticed that they were as dark and as shiny as chestnuts that have just come out of their skin. I think I must have been staring at her then because she sort of shrugged a bit. And then she asked me, she said, ‘Have you got the New York mix of “This Charming Man”, the one with the misprinted cover?’

I nodded. And she looked at me like she was really really impressed. The bus turned up then though and someone behind her told her to get a move on and stop holding up the queue. She moved along towards the bus and got onto it. I hoped she didn’t think I was being sort of superior or gloating about it when I’d told her I’d got the New York mix of ‘This Charming Man’ with the misprinted cover. I didn’t want her thinking I was bragging about it. As I moved along the queue I decided that if I got to talk to her again when I was on the bus I wouldn’t mention that I had the New York misprint cover of ‘Hand In Glove’ as well! She might very well think it was somewhat ostentatious or even slightly vulgar, a person having not just one but two of the most collectible Morrissey collectibles in existence.

As it turned out though, I never did get to talk to her on the bus. I never even got to get onto the bus! Because when I got to it the driver said, ‘No more. We’re full up!’ and I started to protest but he just hit the lever and the doors snapped shut in my face.

And I never saw her again after that, the girl with the chestnut eyes. I never saw her anywhere. I always hoped that I’d bump into her again but I knew it was highly unlikely, especially as I never venture into the outside environment unless it’s absolutely necessary. Most of the time I’m quite happy being miserable in my bedroom. And even if I did go out more, like my Mam was always urging me to do, I still don’t think I would have bumped into her again, the girl with the chestnut eyes. I knew from her accent that she wasn’t even from Failsworth. So that day when I’d met her at the bus stop, it was probably the only time she’d ever been in Failsworth in her entire life. That’s why I knew I’d probably never see her again. And sometimes I started to think that I’d never even seen her in the first place and perhaps she’d just been the sort of person I wanted to see, the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes.

But then, today, as I sat there opposite that Incredible Bulk of a truck driver, there she was, in the service-station cafeteria! And she’d recognised me and was smiling at me again and bringing her tray over to the table where I was sat. But she never arrived! She never got to where I was sat. Because as she approached, I suddenly heard him, the Greasy-Gobbed Get of a truck driver, heard him as he said, ‘Yeah. You come and sit by me, sweetheart. An’ I’ll tell y’ what: play your cards right and I’ll be up you like a rat up a drainpipe.’

Morrissey, it was suddenly like the eerie calm and quiet that descends after a bomb has just exploded. The smile on the face of the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes slowly started to fade. And the worst thing was she was still looking at me, but now there was only hurt and pain in her eyes, like she’d just been mortally wounded. Still looking at me but with disillusionment and disappointment written all over her face now, she suddenly stopped and turned and walked away to a different table where a pair of seasoned citizens welcomed her with their warm, watery-eyed smiles. And then, as I sat there, still almost catatonic with shock at what the Greasy-Gobbed bastard had said to her, I suddenly realised: she must think that I was with him! That I was the sort of person who could be acquainted with the sort of person that the sort of person the Greasy-Gobbed Get of a truck driver was! I scrambled out of my seat then and went across to her to try and explain! But as I did so, he started shouting out again, all crude and witless and shag-brained sort of stuff so that she looked up and saw me approaching and immediately went to move off again. That’s when I reached out, to try and stop her and tell her and explain and apologise about it all. But as my hand touched her arm she snatched it away and all her mix-it-yourself muesli went showering over the two pensioners who just sat there with rolled oats and cracked wheat and sultanas all over their bacon and egg breakfasts.

‘Just leave me alone,’ she said, the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes. And she stood there shivering slightly like a bird that’s been brought down from the sky with a pellet in its wing.

‘Yes, go on! You just leave the poor girl alone!’ the female pensioner person said.

‘And leave us alone an’ all!’ the man said. ‘Look! Look!’ he said. ‘Look what you’ve done, you! I can’t drink that tea now. It’s got bloody seeds and fruit and all sorts of bloody tackle floating on top of it now.’

I said that I’d gladly get him another cup of tea. And his wife. I said I’d gladly get them fresh breakfasts if they liked. And I said to the girl, ‘And yours,’ I said, ‘I’ll get you another bowl of mix-it-yourself muesli.’

But she didn’t even look at me. She just stared down at the table like she was all locked down inside herself now. And she said, ‘Leave me alone. Just go away from me. Just go!’

And from the way she said it I knew that it was pointless trying to argue or persuade. And all I could do was just mumble that I was sorry.

And I turned and walked away then, wishing that I had a blanket to put over my head to conceal my shame and embarrassment. I got back to my table and snatched up my guitar and my bag, intending to just get out of the place and get away. But then I saw that the walking obscenity of a truck driver had got hold of my lyric book! He’d taken it out of my bag and he was reading my letter to you, Morrissey, reading it and laughing! I grabbed at it and tried to snatch it out of his hand but he was too quick for me and he held it away so that I couldn’t reach. And all the time he kept saying to me, ‘All right, Moby, calm down, Moby. What’s up, Moby Dick, wouldn’t she give you one?’

I kept trying to think of what Oscar Wilde would have done in a situation like that, what appropriately cutting epithet he would have coined to wound and deflate and defeat his adversary. But I couldn’t think of nowt so I just grabbed up a fork and jabbed it into the fat bastard’s hand. He screamed like a stuck pig then and dropped my book onto the floor. But as I bent down and reached for it, he brought up his knee and caught me right in the face. I didn’t just see stars; I saw the Blackpool illuminations.

Apparently that’s when the carpet fitters got involved and stopped him just as he was about to tread all over my head. When I came round, one of the carpet fitters was helping me towards the door and the other one was carrying my gear. As we approached the beautiful girl’s table, the carpet fitter who was carrying my gear said to the carpet fitter who was carrying me, ‘Hey, I could give that one a good seeing to,’ and they both started laughing that horrible, nauseous laugh that only men can make. And as I passed her I saw the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes look up and give me a fleeting glance of bitter disappointment. That was when I stopped, stopped alongside her table. And I said to her, ‘I don’t share their thoughts or their deeds; you’ve got me all wrong. As a matter of fact,’ I said to her, ‘I happen to have taken a vow of celibacy!’

Well, that’s how the carpet fitters got it into their heads that I’m a novice priest. As he was helping me into the back of the van the one who was carrying my gear apologised for all his coarseness and lasciviousness. So I’m sitting here now, on six rolls of floral-patterned shag pile, headed somewhere up the Pennine Chain. And the carpet fitters are on their best behaviour and calling me ‘Father’ all the time.

I feel a bit guilty now about saying I’d taken a vow of celibacy. Not on account of the carpet fitters but on account of the girl. You see, Morrissey, on top of everything else, I’d lied to her. It’s not that I’ve taken a vow of celibacy, it’s just that I am. Celibate! It’s one of those facts. Like water’s wet, like grass is green. Like Raymond is celibate. And as it’s an incontrovertible fact I thought I might as well try and turn it into a sort of a virtue. I was in town one Saturday and I saw this graffiti written on the side of the Kentucky Fried Chicken. It said, ‘Raymond Marks has never had it.’ I went back that night with a spray can and I wrote, ‘Raymond Marks doesn’t want it actually!’

It was just after I’d read that article about you, Morrissey, and you’d told the interviewer that you were a ‘lapsed celibate’. I thought it was brilliant, that. I wish I could say the same, but so far I’ve found that the ‘celibate’ bit is easier to achieve than the ‘lapsing’. I don’t think about it too much though. I’ve got my Morrissey records and my Smiths records and my book of Oscar Wilde quotes. And I’ve got my lyric writing and that’s dead important to me. And something I’ve noticed, Morrissey, when I’ve been reading about other writers or listening to them being interviewed is that a lot of them say the same thing – that when it comes down to it, writing is better than sex. Well, if that’s true, I’m having a great time.

Yours sincerely,

Raymond Marks


 

From the Lyric Book of Raymond James Marks


Down by the back of the shopping arcade

A big horse chestnut grows

Like a thing left over from another age

But refusing to decompose.

I threw a big stick at that chestnut tree

And waited for a conker to fall;

But the stick fell back and landed on me

And I ended up with sod all.

So I picked up my stick and I walked away

Mocked by the growling skies

Until I heard a voice calling, ‘Ray!’

It was the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes.

She gently said, ‘Give over,

You’re seeking far too soon.

You get conkers in late October

And it’s only the middle of June.’

I went to reach out for her

But my hands just grasped thin air

Although I know in my bones that I saw her.

I know that she was there.

So I waited till the swallows

Started nesting in the eaves

And the potholes, dips and hollows

Were stuffed with fallen leaves.

Then in bright anticipation

I went back to that chestnut tree;

But found nowt! Only desolation

Waiting there for me.

My heart just turned to parchment

I was sadder than a circus clown;

The men from the Parks Department

Had been and chopped the tree down.

I turned like the fighter who’s won the fight

Then been denied the prize

And shouts out that it isn’t right

As tears start to prick his eyes.

As narked as a bus conductor,

As pissed off as ice in the sun,

As Deirdre (when Ken Barlow chucked her),

I turned and I started to run.

And I ran till I came to the waters

That are known as the Rochdale Canal;

There was nothing now that could sort us.

I looked up and I said, ‘Thanks, pal.’

There’d be no more tomorrows see

I’d soon be ‘was’ and no longer ‘am’.

I said my farewells to Morrissey,

To Oscar Wilde and to my Mam.

But as I slipped into that iced,

Bike-frame-infested pool,

I heard a voice that said, ‘Oh Christ.

What’s he doing now, the fool?’

Then it all went as quiet as tea in a cup.

I was sinking, the water grew darker

When some soft bastard started pulling me up

By grabbing the hood of my parka.




They put me to bed in a bright white place

Where the light was always on

And wrote on a card it was one more case

Of a lad with his marbles gone.

So I shouted out and tried to explain

And tell them I hadn’t gone bonkers,

That it wasn’t my marbles that had gone down the drain

And that all that I’d lost was my conkers.

But the more I said it the more they laughed

So the more I lost my patience

So the more they said I must be daft

And gave me more medications.

To calm me down, to help, they said

But they turned my brain to jelly

Till I just sat quietly by the bed

And watched game shows on the telly.

Or, with assistance, walked the grounds,

Adolescence prematurely departed,

Like a wino shuffling on his rounds

On the march of the broken-hearted.




Winter, spring and summer passed by

But I didn’t hardly notice

With my brain baked as hard as a chip-shop pie

Then smothered in a kaolin poultice.

But then the leaves started falling

And as I shuffled along that day

I thought I heard them calling

‘Look! This way, this way.’

My head felt as heavy as a sack of old pennies

As I lifted my eyes from the floor

But there, through the mist of the downers and bennies,

Standing before me I saw

The great golden bough of a galleon

In the form of a chestnut tree;

I thought, shit, is this just the Valium

Or can I believe what I see?

But then I knew I wasn’t drugged or drunk

That it wasn’t tricks or lies

Because stepping out from behind the trunk

Was the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes.

She wrapped her arms about me

And whispered, ‘Do not be afraid.

Promise never to doubt me

And I promise you will be saved.’

I swore that oath, and immediately

The earth seemed to crack in two,

The sewers of hell rushed up at me;

It was like an acid house do.

The girl in my arms became a whip

That lashed and sliced my skin

But I could not, would not release my grip.

She became a jagged tin

That ripped and tore my flesh away

And gouged out both my eyes

But still I wouldn’t, couldn’t give way;

I had to hold on to the prize.

Then she became a scorpion

And stung the arms about her

But still I just kept holding on,

Still I refused to doubt her.

She became disease personified,

She became the atom bomb,

Became every soul that had ever died

But still I kept holding on.

Then finally she became the core

That burns white hot at the centre of the sun;

And just when I thought I could hold on no more

My ordeal was finally done.




We were walking along a street in town,

She was laughing at things I said,

I was smiling, not depressed, not down,

Not like one who’d come back from the dead,

Pill popped planted and plonkered.

I’d come through, I’d gained the prize.

And that was how I got conquered

By the Girl with the Chestnut Eyes.



RJM




A lay-by,
The A58,

On the Outskirts

Of Halifax

Dear Morrissey,

The crackpot carpet fitters dropped me here. As I got out of the van they indicated the town and said, ‘Here we are then, Father, this is as far as we go.’

I looked down the hill towards the plethora of pizza parlours, privately owned pebble-dashed prefabs and all the variously vulgarised Victoriana.

‘This is Halifax,’ the driver proudly announced.

‘Thanks for telling us,’ I said. ‘I might just have mistaken it for Paris!’

They frowned at me. ‘Is that where y’ headed for?’ one of them asked.

I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, ‘I’m headed for Grimsby.’

They looked at each other then, the carpet fitters. And then they looked at me with a considerable degree of pity and sympathy. Then one of them patted me on the shoulder and said, ‘Never mind, Father, never mind!’

Before they drove off they told me I’d easily get a lift from here. I hope their carpet fitting is more accurate than their powers of prediction! I’ve been stuck at this shagging lay-by for more than two hours now and the nearest I’ve come to getting a lift was when a customised Ford Sierra slowed down and two hilarious bastards leaned out the windows, yockered all over me and told me to fuck off. A minibus carrying a clutch of nuns did begin to slow down for me but when I grabbed my gear and ran up to it, it started pulling away and the Hebden Bridge Sisters of Charity all started laughing out the windows and giving me the finger. I just gave up then and sat down at the foot of the road sign. I’m beginning to think I should have got the coach to Grimsby like I’d told my Mam I was doing. But hitch-hiking seemed more romantic somehow; a fitting tribute to my last few days of freedom. I’m beginning to suspect though that it might have been a mistake to abandon my customary cautiousness and flirt with the capricious nymph of adventure. I hate my Uncle Bastard Jason! I got out one of my felt-tip pens before and I wrote, right across the road sign, I wrote: ‘My Uncle Jason is a bastard and a thief; he stole my Gran’s satellite dish! And now he enjoys Sky TV while my Gran wallows in a lead-lined box, inside an ill-fitting and contentious grave!’

I hate my Uncle Bastard Jason. I wouldn’t be going to a pox hole like Grimsby if it wasn’t for him.

I know I said I was going to Grimsby because of you, Morrissey, but I wasn’t blaming you when I said that. Your part in all this was merely incidental and I absolve you totally of any blame whatsoever in my enforced flight from Failsworth. That part of it was my fault, I know that. I just never should have played your records to my Mam. But my Mam was happy, you see. On that Saturday night my Mam was dead happy. I knew she was because she was making an apple pie from a Delia Smith recipe she’d copied down off Ceefax. It had cinnamon and cloves and the zest of lemons and things that my Mam normally wouldn’t bother with in an ordinary apple pie. But my Mam was happy that night. When my Mam isn’t happy she doesn’t do any cooking at all. She just fetches something frozen from the freezer and microwaves it in an expedient but joyless ritual of perfunctory preparation. When she bothers with baking though, I know that my Mam’s all right, I know that she’s happy.

On that Saturday night she was even singing to herself as she pounded out the pastry on the kitchen table. ‘I’m Not In Love’ it was, that old song by 10 CC. My Mam adores that song. And I was happy that she was happy. When I went through to the kitchen to get a drink of water my Mam even picked up the rolling pin, pretending it was a microphone! It was the sort of stomach-clenching moment of acute embarrassment that mothers are prone to produce every once in an unfortunate while. But at least it was only in our kitchenette so there was nobody else around to witness my Mam’s excruciating lapse. And I was happy that my Mam was happy and so I summoned up something of a smile.

She stopped singing then and looked at me all curious. ‘Bloody hell, Raymond,’ she said, ‘is that you smiling? Or have you just got wind?’

I said, ‘You know that song you’re singing? It was recorded at Strawberry Studios, that was. The Smiths recorded there as well.’

‘I love that song,’ my Mam said and she got a sort of dreamy look in her eyes as she sighed and started singing again. Then she began laying the pastry over the dish and she said, ‘It’s not your sort of music though, is it, Raymond?’

I just shrugged. ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘I quite like it really.’

My Mam looked at me all surprised. ‘Do you?’ she said. ‘Do you honestly?’ And I could tell it was dead important to her to get my approval of a song that she loved.

‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘It’s all right. It’s not brilliant but yeah, it’s all right. It’s sort of clever the way it says things backwards.’

My Mam’s face lit up with a lovely smile and she closed her eyes and dead intensely she said, ‘Oh I love that. I just love it so much that he’s trying to say to her, he’s trying to say that he’s not in love with her but he’s so … he’s so deep in love he’s almost drowning in it.’

When she said that, I saw that my Mam’s eyes had gone all bright and glistening with the great happiness of such sadness. I thought for a minute that the tears she held just behind her eyes were about to spill down her cheek but she just sighed, a big deep sigh of sadness and satisfaction as she started brushing beaten egg all over the top of the apple pie.

‘You know, Raymond,’ she said, ‘you know what it means when you start being able to appreciate the sort of music your parents listened to?’

I was beginning to regret that I’d said owt about the sodding 10 CC song; I might have said that that one was all right but I hoped she wasn’t about to start asking me to listen to the bleeding Bee Gees or Leo sodding Sayer or any other such frivolity as my Mam was susceptible to.

‘What it means, Raymond,’ my Mam said, ‘is that you … are beginning to grow up.’

She stood there looking at me all proud and smiling and gratified.

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that I didn’t want to grow up. But I didn’t want to blight her happiness by saying something like that. So I just said, ‘Mam, I’m going back to my bedroom now.’

But I didn’t make it to my bedroom because my Mam suddenly said, ‘Hey! Why don’t you bring some of your records out and play them for me. You only ever play them in your bedroom.’

I shrugged. I said, ‘I just didn’t think it was the sort of stuff you liked.’

‘Well, how do I know whether I like it?’ she said. ‘You never let me hear any of it, not properly. All I ever hear is what drifts through the bedroom door. I might like your records if I heard them properly,’ she said. ‘I mean, you’ve started liking my music, why shouldn’t I like yours? I’ll tell you what, Raymond,’ she said, ‘let me get this pie in the oven and I’ll sit down with you and listen to them … what are they called again?’

‘The Smiths,’ I said.

‘The Smiths,’ she said. ‘We’ll sit down together and we’ll both listen to The Smiths.’

I was dubious; I was extremely dubious. But I could see that my Mam was dead delighted with this mother and son communion and wanted to make the effort to develop it further. And I didn’t want to make her unhappy. So I disregarded my dubiousness and went through to my bedroom and got the cassettes.

My Mam sat on the edge of the sofa, smoothing her skirt and doing her best to be like the mothers on the TV advertisements, all alert and attentive in a perfect pose of enthusiastic expectation.

‘Come on, Raymond,’ she said, all beaming and bright, ‘let’s sample some sounds!’

I didn’t say nowt. I just blushed all over inside for her. Then I pressed the play button and tried to look elsewhere as my Mam sat on the sofa, smiling and bobbing her head and tapping her fingers to ‘This Charming Man’.

She said, ‘Hey, it’s nice, Raymond! It’s nice guitar playing, isn’t it?’

‘You have to listen to the lyrics,’ I told her.

‘I am doing,’ she said, ‘I am doing.’ She listened again for a minute. ‘He’s got a nice voice, hasn’t he?’ she said. ‘The lead singer, it’s different like, but it’s quite a nice voice really.’

‘That’s Morrissey,’ I said. ‘He writes the lyrics. He’s brilliant.’

‘What’s that he’s saying?’ my Mam said, cocking her ear to the cassette, ‘ “I would go out tonight but”… What’s he saying?’

“‘I would go out tonight but I haven’t got a stitch to wear,” ’I told her.

‘I feel like that sometimes,’ my Mam said. ‘It’s brilliant, isn’t it? The way someone you’ve never met can write a song and it just … just like sums up the way you feel.’

‘But that’s Morrissey, Mam!’ I said, feeling an uncharacteristic surge of excitement. ‘That’s what he does. Because he’s a poet he can articulate things for all of us. Do you really like it,’ I said, ‘or are you just saying that?’

‘I do like it, Raymond,’ she said, getting up from the sofa as the track finished, ‘I like it very much indeed.’

And because I could smell fresh apple pie baking in the oven and because I was glad, just glad that I had a Mam who could like The Smiths, I got enthusiastic about it and said, ‘I’ll play another track if you like.’

My Mam glanced towards the kitchen and then back at me. ‘Go on then,’ she said, sitting back down again, ‘but I mustn’t forget that apple pie.’

I played ‘Barbarism Begins At Home’ for her and ‘Hairdresser On Fire’, ‘Heaven Knows I’m Miserable Now’ and ‘Girlfriend In A Coma’. And as the songs were playing I kept telling my Mam everything about The Smiths and about you, Morrissey, and about the songs and what they meant and how brilliant they were and what influenced them and where they were recorded and everything. And I kept saying, ‘Listen to this bit, Mam, this bit’s great, this is,’ and ‘Just listen to that lyric, Mam, isn’t that brilliant?’

I suppose I’d got a bit carried away. I even played ‘Vicar In A Tutu’ without thinking. I was so carried away on the tide of my own evangelical zeal that I didn’t even notice that my Mam had started to look at me in a worried, questioning sort of way and that her fingers no longer tapped out time but fiddled nervously with the cloth of her skirt. Then as I pressed fast forward and said, ‘Wait till you hear this one, Mam, this is “Death Of A Disco Dancer”,’ my Mam said, ‘I don’t think I want to hear any more if you don’t mind, Raymond.’

‘No,’ I said, ‘you’ll love this, Mam, it’s “Death Of A Disco Dancer”.’

But as I pressed the play button my Mam upped and ran through to the kitchen shouting, ‘Oh bloody hell, Raymond, the apple pie!’

I switched off the tape player.

When I went through to the kitchen, my Mam was stood there staring down at the charred, charcoal remains of a Delia Smith disaster area. My Mam’s head was bowed and I saw a tear fall from her eye. It landed on the charcoal crust and sizzled. I said, ‘Mam, it’s only an apple pie, it doesn’t matter. We can just have a packet of Angel Delight instead.’

My Mam said, ‘It’s not the pie, Raymond!’ She looked up at me and a sob shuddered through her. ‘What are you doing, Raymond,’ she said, ‘listening to that sort of music?’

I said, ‘I like it.’

She said, ‘But it’s morbid, Raymond, it’s all morbid.’

‘Morrissey’s not morbid,’ I told her. ‘He’s not morbid morbid.’

‘Not morbid?’ my Mam shouted. ‘Not morbid? “If a ten ton truck should kill the both of us … to die by your side, the privilege, the pleasure is mine”! Not morbid, Raymond? Not mor— “Oh Mother I can feel the soil falling over my head! Heaven knows how miserable I feel.”’

“‘Heaven knows I’m miserable now!” ’ I corrected her.

‘And no bleeding wonder, Raymond,’ she said. ‘I’m bloody miserable myself after listening to that. Not morbid? It’s sodding suicidal. And not only morbid,’ she said, ‘it’s bloody criminal: “Lifting some lead off the roof of the Holy Name church!” What sort of a song is that, Raymond?’

‘A brilliant song!’ I told her. ‘You just don’t understand,’ I said. ‘And it’s not morbid like you think it is! Being morbid doesn’t mean being unhappy. You can be dead happy being miserable, like Morrissey; like me!’

I went back into the front room and started gathering up all my cassettes and putting them back in their covers. When I turned round my Mam was stood there shaking her head as she looked at me with trembling lips and worry in her eyes.

‘Raymond, son,’ she said, ‘I thought that phase was over; I thought we’d come through all that. I’d started to believe you were a normal boy; I thought you were normal now, Raymond.’

And it just brassed me off whenever my Mam said that. I knew it was my Mam’s ambition for me to be normal. I knew it’d be her height of delight to see me correspond to conformity. My Mam was always hinting about that sort of stuff. Whenever the NatWest advert came on she’d look at that prat of a student and say, ‘Isn’t his hair nice, Raymond,’ or ‘That’s the sort of jacket that would suit you, y’ know, Raymond.’

My Mam’s greatest ambition was that one day I would miraculously emerge from the chrysalis of my own self to become what is vomitingly known as a young person. But I’d never become a young person. I hate young persons; they’ve all got student railcards and high-pitched laughs, and listen to Steve Wright and his pathetic posse. I’d rather be a deceased person than a young person. On balance I don’t think there’s a great deal of difference either way.

So I said to my Mam, ‘I’m not normal! I don’t want to be normal,’ I said, ‘I hate normality! I’m going back to my bedroom.’

As I closed the door behind me I heard her shouting, ‘You can’t live your life in a bedroom, Raymond!’

But I was quite happy to live my life in my bedroom. I like my bedroom. And I might even have still been in my bedroom now if my Mam hadn’t gone round to see my Bastard Uncle Jason. I would have been all right if she hadn’t gone to see him. I would have come out of my bedroom later on and I would have asked my Mam if we were having toast and milky coffee. And although she would have given me one of those looks like a cheesed-off checkout girl, it would have been all right in the end. We would have finished up sitting in front of the telly eating toast and drinking milky coffee and everything would have been all right.

But it wasn’t all right because when my Mam got back from my repulsive relatives she just stood there without even taking her coat off and looked at me with a glare of suspicion and deep dubiousness.

I said, ‘Do you want some toast and milky coffee?’

She just looked straight through me. ‘I had coffee at your Uncle Jason’s,’ she said. ‘Raymond, are you a homosexual?’

I looked at her. ‘Well, do you just want toast then?’ I said.

‘I don’t want toast, Raymond!’ she said. ‘Your Aunty Paula did spam fritters for us all. On pitta bread. Now are you going to answer me? I want the truth, are you a homosexual?’

‘Who said that about me?’ I asked her.

‘Never you mind who said it. I just want to know if it’s the truth!’

I didn’t say nowt. I just thought of my Mam and how she’d betrayed me by going and talking about me to my Uncle Bastard Jason, conversing with him even when she knew that he was the felonious one who’d appropriated my Gran’s satellite dish. I could see my Mam sitting there on my Aunty Paula’s brushed Dralon pouffe with my reprehensible reprobate Uncle on one side and my unspeakable Aunty Paula on the other as the three of them sat there eating spam fritter pitta and speculating on the nature of my sexuality.

I said, ‘There’s nothing wrong with homosexual people.’

She said, ‘I never said there was, Raymond; I’m just asking you what you are.’

I said, ‘Y’ know what I am.’

‘What’s that?’ she said. ‘You tell me, Raymond. What are you?’

I just looked at her. I shrugged. And I was trying not to cry. I said, ‘I’m just a boy,’ I said, ‘that’s all. I’m just a boy with a thorn in his side!’

My Mam stood there looking at me like I was an inscrutable puzzle that would never be solved. And I stood looking back at her. I wanted her to put her arms around me. And hug me. And tell me that she never should have gone round to my Uncle Jason’s and that he was a thieving bastard. I wanted her to make me laugh and tell me stories about my Aunty Paula’s Venetian bathroom suite from Texas Homecare. I wanted my Mam to be on my side. I wanted to sit down with her and eat toast and drink milky coffee and even be a young person, and explain to her that I wasn’t homosexual, just a lad who seemed to be having great difficulty in becoming hetero-bleeding-sexual. I wanted my Mam to hug me and understand. But she just kept looking at me; looking at me the way she’d looked at me all those years ago when everything had happened at the canal. And the little girl had gone missing.

I said, ‘What y’ staring at me like that for?’

But my Mam just shook her head all slow and sad like a woman of constant sorrow. ‘Jesus,’ she said, taking her coat off, ‘Jesus, Jesus!’

And because I couldn’t bear the pain of my Mam’s despair, because regardless of owt I wanted her to be happy, I agreed. About going to Grimsby!

It was my Bastard Uncle Jason’s idea. He came round the next day and told my Mam that he had a mate who was working in Grimsby building a thirty-two-screen cinema complex with ancillary services including major retail emporia, environmentally enhanced parking facilities, premier fast-food outlets and a themed public house with a seafaring ambience housed in an architect-designed reproduction trawler boat. And as a special favour to my Uncle Jason, his mate was willing to give me a start. Just a bit of labouring and making the tea at first. But if I showed real promise I could get promotion, go on the hod and have the chance of earning some real money. My Mam said it was the answer to everything, that what I’d always needed was a job, something to get me out of the house, to get me mixing with people. I just stared at her, stricken dumb with incredulity. I didn’t want a job. I didn’t want to be out mixing with people. I don’t like people. From what I’ve seen of them, people are a very overrated species; especially people on building sites. I hate building sites; it’s a well-documented fact that building sites are crucibles of brutality with frivolous bastards full of sweat and epithet and ‘I luv u mam’ tattooed on their gnarled knuckles. I didn’t want to go on a bleedin’ building site. I didn’t want a sodding job. I was perfectly happy being a failure in Failsworth. But my Mam glowed and beamed, as though she was imparting the news that I’d just been awarded the Nobel Prize for literature.

‘It’s a chance, Raymond,’ she said. ‘It’s the chance you’ve always deserved. Come on,’ she said, ‘you get yourself dressed, I’m taking you out for Sunday dinner as a celebration.’

And that’s when my Mam did hug me. And it was like all her sorrows had been assuaged and the balm of delight that was upon her brought back something of her girlish bloom. So that when she planted a big kiss on the side of my face and said, ‘Aren’t you just thrilled, Raymond? Aren’t you thrilled?’ I said, ‘I am, Mam. Thrilled!’

And all that week, as the day for my departure drew nearer, my Mam continued to blossom and the house was filled with ever more delicious smells of gourmet cuisine created especially for me. Normally my Mam complained about me being a vegetarian and said I was dead awkward to cook for. But the week before I left was a week of vegetarian cornucopia and every dish was prepared and served with love and happiness and hope for the future. So I couldn’t say nothin’ and I couldn’t do nowt. Apart from pray that the place that is Grimsby could be visited by a freak but benevolent tidal wave, or an earthquake or a nuclear bomb, obliterating that town and its embryonic thirty-two screen picture palace. But as Grimsby didn’t receive so much as a mere mention on this morning’s news I must regretfully conclude that Gruesome Grimsby is still there, where Grimsby has always been (and that I’d better do something about getting there).

But I do remain, Morrissey,

Yours sincerely,

Raymond Marks


A bench,

The Railway Station

Concourse,

Halifax,

West Yorkshire

Dear Morrissey,

I asked the ticket clerk for a single to Grimsby.

He said, ‘That’ll be fifteen pounds ninety please.’

I said, ‘Fifteen pounds ninety!’

He just nodded.

I said, ‘But it’s only nine pound fifty if you go by coach and that’s from Manchester!’

He said, ‘Listen, do you want this ticket or don’t y’?’

I asked him if he’d got any cheaper tickets to Grimsby. I said I’d willingly travel in the guard’s van if that’d be any cheaper.

But he just said, ‘Hey, mate! How many times? I don’t care if you’re riding in the guard’s van, the toilets or even on the fucking roof, the cost is fifteen pounds ninety. Did you hear me? Fifteen pounds ninety!’

I just looked at him. And said, ‘I thought crime wasn’t supposed to pay.’

He said, ‘What are you? A fuckin’ comedian or what?’

‘Me?’ I said. ‘Fifteen pounds ninety just to get to Grimsby! You’re the one who’s telling the jokes.’

He lowered his voice then and said, ‘Hey! Do you want this fuckin’ ticket or don’t y’?’

I said, ‘It’s not a question of what I want!’ I said, ‘It’s bad enough that a person has to go to Grimsby in the first place, let alone having to pay through the nose for the privilege of it!’

He got all huffy then and dismissively threw the ticket up in the air. ‘So y’ don’t want it then?’

‘I don’t want it,’ I said, ‘but I’ve got to have it!’

He blew out a big sigh and picked up the ticket again and I bent down to get my wallet out of my bag. And that’s when I discovered that it wasn’t there. My wallet! It had gone! My wallet was missing! I checked my bag again then checked all my pockets then checked my bag once more. And then I remembered the Greasy-Gobbed Get of a truck driver in the service station. He’d been reading my lyric book, so he must have been in my bag.

‘The bastard!’ I said. ‘The bastard, he’s pinched all my money!’

The ticket clerk just looked at me, his eyebrows raised in a somewhat sceptical manner. ‘For the last time,’ he said, ‘do you want this ticket?’

‘The truck driver,’ I said, ‘the Incredible Bulk who gave me a lift, he’s robbed all my money!’

‘Right! You don’t want it,’ the ticket clerk said, and looking beyond me at the queue that was starting to build up he said, ‘OK, who’s next?’

‘Look,’ I said, ‘look, I do want the ticket. It’s just that all my money’s gone!’

He nodded then, the ticket clerk. And adopting a disingenuous smile, he said, ‘So what would you like me to do, son; present you the ticket with my compliments? Perhaps you’d like me to throw in a fiver as well? I mean, I’m already paying taxes as it is. Working my bollocks off and handing over half my fucking wages just so that loungers and scroungers and bone-idle scum like you can roam around the fuckin’ country to your heart’s content, never doing a tap from the cradle to the grave while poor bastards like me are working from morning till night just to end up with nowt but negative equity, three fuckin’ whingein’ teenagers who want seventy-pound training shoes every other fuckin’ week, a wife who’d turned into a dog before the ink on the marriage certificate had dried and a clapped-out fuckin’ Ford Escort that’s just failed it’s MO fuckin’ T!’

I just looked at him.

‘What about me?’ he said. ‘Don’t you think I’d like to go to fuckin’ Grimsby? Don’t y’ think I’d like to be an idle bastard student with a guitar, a hideous haircut and a stupid fuckin’ tee shirt on his chest?’

I thought that was particularly unpleasant, that. So I told him, I said, ‘Actually, I’m not a student!’

But he just looked at me and shook his head and then a person behind me in the queue announced that if I didn’t get a move on he’d rip the strings off my guitar and gladly garrotte me with them. He had a number-one haircut and a violent glint in his eye and I could tell that he was one of those persons who ate beer bottles for breakfast. So I just picked up all my gear and went and stood over by the Tie Rack and pondered my predicament. All I had left was a couple of pound coins and a 20p piece and that wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I thought about having a go at busking to see if I could raise the extra fare but the only songs I can play are my own and a few of yours, Morrissey. And looking at the station concourse I saw a panoply of shell suits, straights and Sunday morning refugees from the Saturday night before; all of which led me to conclude that this was not an audience that would be inclined to show its fiscal appreciation for ‘Girlfriend In A Coma’. And anyroad, the only place I’ve ever played my guitar up to now is strictly within the confines of my bedroom.

So I just started hustling around and asking if anyone could spare us a few bob. But it wasn’t a spectacular success; a feller in a suit said, ‘By all means, my young friend. Let’s discuss it further in the gents.’

I moved off quick, stood by the Sock Shop and asked a posh woman if she could spare us a couple of quid. She said I was a Welfare State parasite and whacked me over the head with a quality newspaper. I moved off again and stood under the clock. But my luck didn’t change. When I asked if they could spare me some money to help me get to Grimsby, people just ignored me; apart from a clever bastard who asked me if I accepted American Express! Then after a bit a girl with short hair and pimples came over and started screaming at me to get off her patch or she’d kick me in the balls. She had very thick Air Ware boots on so I called it a day and decided to spend my last few bob on getting something to eat. I went looking round the station concourse but the ambience was considerably carnivorous and I doubted that I’d find food of a vegetarian variety in the various shrines to nutritionally neutered fast-food culture. But then, as I was walking past a place called the Burger Banquet, I saw a picture of something described as a Spicy Bean Burger.

I said, ‘Is it vegetarian, the Spicy Bean Burger?’

She said, ‘Of course it’s vegetarian – that’s why it’s called the Spicy Bean Burger.’

‘Oh, right,’ I said. And I looked up at the pictorial display above the counter. But despite its allegedly vegetarian status, the Spicy Bean Burger looked about as appetising as pressed polystyrene. Concluding, though, that a beggar cannot be a chooser, I said, ‘All right, I’ll have the Spicy Bean Burger then.’

She said, ‘You can’t.’

I said, ‘Why not?’

She said, ‘Because it’s Sunday. And we don’t offer the Spicy Bean Burger on a Sunday. Or a Saturday for that matter. We only offer the Spicy Bean Burger on weekdays. It’s not available at weekends.’

I frowned at her. I said, ‘But that’s cracked, that is! You don’t just stop being a vegetarian at the weekend, y’ know.’

She just scowled at me. And she tutted very loudly and said, ‘You’re holding up the queue, you are.’

‘I’m sorry about that,’ I said, ‘I didn’t mean to hold up the queue,’ I said. ‘I was just making an enquiry apropos the Spicy Bean Burger and its apparent non-availability on a Saturday or Sunday.’

She sighed then and dropped her chip-scoop. And all slit-eyed and huffy she said, ‘We don’t offer the Spicy Bean Burger on a Saturday or a Sunday because the Spicy bleedin’ Bean Burger is not a concept that’s considered compatible with the appropriate ambience of the weekend leisure environment!’

We stared at each other.

‘Have y’ got that?’ she said. ‘Have y’ got it or do y’ want me to write it down for y’?’

I just shrugged. It was patently apparent that she was not the kind of person who’d read and taken heed of the Citizen’s Charter.

I said, ‘I’ll just have chips then. On a bun.’

She said, ‘You can’t.’

I said, ‘Why?’

She said, ‘Because the Burger Banquet Experience does not recognise the concept of chips.’

I pointed up at the pictorial display. I said, ‘Well, what are them up there?’

She said, ‘Frits! They’re the Frits.’

I looked up at the picture again. I said, ‘They look like chips!’

‘Well, they’re not!’ she said, leaning forward and glaring at me. ‘They’re Fried Frits, not chips.’

‘All right then,’ I said, ‘I’ll have the Fried Frits.’ She blew out a long sigh and reached for her chip-scoop. And I said, ‘Just a small portion please.’

She stopped and cocked her head to one side and stared at me with a warning glint in her eye. And pointing her chip-scoop at the hideously lurid pictorial display she said, ‘Can you see the word “small” anywhere up there?’

She glared at me again and I shook my head.

‘No, that’s right!’ she said. ‘And why do y’ think that is?’

I just shook my head again.

And with a hint of triumphant corporate pride in her tone she said, ‘Because “small” … small is not a concept that is acknowledged within the Burger Banquet Experience! We offer the Modest Frit, the Medium Frit, the Major Frit and the MajorMega Frit.’

Somewhat defeated now by the Burger Banquet’s pedantic semantics, I dutifully uttered the appropriate word and watched as she half-filled the chip-scoop and deposited my Modest Fried Frits into a waxed cardboard container. Then I ordered a Cautious Cappuccino and found myself a moulded plastic seat at a moulded plastic table where I sat eating my moulded plastic chips and looking around at all the other unfortunate souls who were undergoing a weekend leisure experience courtesy of the Burger Banquet.

Then a man in a knitted cardigan came up to the table where I was sat. And he said to his wife, ‘Go on, you get in there where you’ll be out the way.’

And she did as she was bid, his wife, and dutifully slid into the inside seat where she suspiciously picked at her portion of Fried Frits as her husband got to grips with his Double Topper Cheesey Whopper.

And then he suddenly looked up and asked me whose fault I thought it was.

‘Whose fault was what?’ I said.

He said, ‘Halifax.’

‘I don’t know that it’s anyone’s fault,’ I said. ‘It’s probably just one of them things like the San Andreas fault and nowt can be done about it.’

But he told me I was wrong there and started going on about how Halifax and the whole of Yorkshire used to be a real community but now it was on its knees and everyone was depressed on account of how the government had closed all the mills and the mines and how the colliers can’t collect coal no more. I didn’t say nowt but from what I’ve seen of them, I can’t imagine that people from Halifax went dancing in the streets even when the bastard mills and mines were still open. But it was pointless saying owt to him. Because he was one of those persons who never listens to nobody but himself. I looked at his wife who was just sat there, silently staring down at her frits. And she looked like a person who’d been taken hostage many many years earlier and had given up all chance of rescue now, or escape. And you could tell that she’d been crushed out of being by the weight of her opinionated and terminally boring husband who was no doubt something of a star on the local radio phone-ins where he’d probably talk for hours about all the graffiti these days and how there was never no graffiti when he was young and nobody never had to lock their doors because everybody was good and kind and swapping bowls of sugar in the olden days when they all wore clogs and shawls and there were no murderers or paedophiles or psychopathic serial killers because people were brought up to show respect and children knew right from wrong and they didn’t have shoes to wear or videos to watch or pizzas to eat because they ate dripping-on-bread and gristle soup and succulent feet of pigs and were all the better for it and obeyed the rules in the schools where hymns were sung and poems recited and everybody knew how to read and do algebra by the time they were seven and loved it when they got a good six hard strokes of the cane because they knew it was doing them good and helping them to grow up to be the kind of decent, virtuous, moral-minded, community-spirited, sugar-swapping, shawl-wearing, saintly Samaritans that everybody was a few years ago in that world which is so fondly and so accurately remembered by so much of the sincere citizenship that is so compelled to share its profound and compelling insights via the local radio network.

I just sat there, staring into my coffee and thinking about my Gran. Because my Gran was the only old person I ever knew who said that all the stuff about the olden days was just a load of bollocks and bunkum. My Gran used to say the old days was just sentimental slop dreamed up by people who’d got scared of the nowadays.

But my Gran always said she loved the nowadays and wished that she’d been a girl in the nowadays because she would have burnt all her bras and gone on marches with Germaine Greer and lived in London in her own apartment where she and her friends would eat nouvelle cuisine, experiment with recreational drugs and talk about Simone de Beauvoir and things that mattered.

And I’d always say to my Gran, ‘Well, perhaps you’ll still do all that, Gran.’

But she’d just pat me
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