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This is my life story: You can think what you like: whether or not things happened in my life. As I tell you, it’s entirely up to you: I can’t tell you what to think, all I can tell you is my life story: we all have a story to tell this is mine. What I do know is that from an early age, I felt love. A love like no other. In fact, a sensation so strong for the first nine months of my life, but a feeling that I would never have again. Yes I was loved, loved by others but that was different. I felt that other love throughout my life. A sense that never left me.
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Jimmy
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I remember the first time it happened properly to me, a feeling and a time I will not forget. What happened to me  might have started at an earlier age but I can’t tell you for sure as I just could not remember and, this was a period in my life when so many changes were happening. At one stage I did think what was happening to me was a normal occurrence. I noticed girls, hairs started to grow from all manner of places on my body that no one ever told me about and my voice always seemed to be different from the previous day; and, well, this was a time in my life when a certain something came into my life for real. I really didn’t know what it was until much later in my life. Or, that said, I never really did know what I had. I was around eleven years old. I know that for sure because we went to watch the television in the window of the local electrical shop. 

That’s me and my best friend Jimmy Hoggard. We are both standing outside the shop in the village. The owner, a big burly man who always made you feel uncomfortable with his penetrating eyes, had set up a big television set in the window display knowing that the men would gather outside his shop to watch the F A Cup Final. 

So we had just ducked and pushed our way under and through the legs of all the men watching the screen but with no sound or commentary. It’s 1981 and Tottenham and Manchester City have scored a goal each at the referee’s final whistle, forcing a replay on the upcoming Wednesday evening. Much to the disappointment of the small crowd that we were now at the front of. Groans of annoyance were coming out in the men's conversations all around us as we all were heading towards our homes and usual Saturday antics. 

Me and Jimmy, being smaller than all of the men around us, stayed back those last few seconds so we were behind the crowd as we all walked down the road. Looking back. I saw the owner of the television shop push the open sign out of its holder and pulling the large bolt back open. In one swoop he had opened the door for business, meaning he hadn’t wanted the men on his premises whilst the football was on. He uttered something under his breath, clapped his hands together in a brushing-away motion, as he stared at me walking away down the road. I remembered, I was transfixed on him for moments, our glares forged together for what seemed like an eternity but was in fact the briefest moment of time. It was only a cold shiver that ran down my spine that caused me to judder and break the stare, fixing my attention on the direction I was travelling.  

“Where we going to watch it?” Jimmy asked, bringing me back to the topic before the stare of the replay. The shop owner had gone back inside his shop. As Jimmy spoke, he kicked a tin can discarded by one of the football watchers, which clanged its way in front of us as he strutted in fake resemblance to the footballers we had seen on the television. “You, going to watch your black and white?” he asked as he turned, jumping off the kerb side, still kicking the can in one linked motion.  

“Naaa.” I replied “My Dad ain’t bothered with football.” It was true. My family television had a black and white, twenty-inch, Pye. My Dad had bought it home one day a few years ago to keep him company as my Mum would always be out to bingo at the club with the factory girls. In truth I can’t remember a time when I actually saw her sitting with him in the same room. She was never bothered by anything apart from her work, keeping the house clean, putting food on the table and her Bingo every evening. Meeting the girls from the factory was her only joy; to play the lucky game of bingo and have a few glasses of cider. That was her life and I really never saw a great deal of her but still had the strong feeling in my life, the knowledge that I felt loved. I don’t know how as I hardly ever saw her, but I always knew that one constant feeling in my life. Love. A feeling that never went away.

I knew Jimmy didn’t have a television in his house, because Jimmy’s dad, Raymond, had thrown everything out of the house when Jimmy’s mum, Penelope, died. That was Raymond’s way of coping, I later found out. Threw out of all of his wife’s belongings, to stop reminding himself how much he loved her. Now the front room was bare with only two old ripped armchairs that had been a gift from his mother, and they had both seen more days then really anyone would care to mention. Grey, stained and nondescript chairs that Jimmy and his dad would sit on in the evening before Jimmy would go to bed. Both would sit in complete silence in a house that had become grey and lifeless, the only emotional state that Raymond could cope with. It was the feeling of his heart and he felt it was right for his son to feel the same way. Why would he want to feel any other way than full of emptiness?

It was a huge loss when Raymond lost Penelope to cancer. Going into hospital and never coming out was something that I could never get my head around as the place that was supposed to make you better made her really poorly and at my young age, I could not understand that.  

Me and Jimmy had been friends for what seemed like forever. I could not remember a day when he was not in my life. First playing with wooden building blocks in nursery school, then from then on we were in the same classes for every lesson ever since. I don’t remember a day going by when we didn’t see each other in some form or another. I lived at twenty four Bush Road Jimmy at number eighteen, three doors away.  

I remember my mother going around the day after  Penelope’s death, only to find a firmly bolted front door, all the windows closed with the curtains shut. Jimmy had been eating with us since then, my mother caring for him as if he was her own child, which was great for me as I had my best friend to play with although Jimmy was just too emotional to be of any use at first. He cried so much; after all he had just lost his mother.

I had to wait a few days until we could play football on the big, slightly slanted, green field behind our houses which I remember being cold and rainy, so, when he cried, it hid the tears from the other children.

My mother went to Raymond’s house the next day with a plateful of homemade food. No answer. Still the curtains were closed to the outside world. Then the next day she knocked on the door to no avail. Waiting there with a hot plate of food on a tray. Then the next day. It was not until the fifth day that the door was finally opened by a gaunt Raymond standing barefoot, dressed only in stained yellow pants, a shirt that had no buttons and with his hair tangled to the point of needing cutting. He uttered the words, “Just leave me,” before trying to close the door on my mum. 

She managed to place her foot into the groove of the door, squashing her dainty foot in the process. “We are all worried about you !”she said with the tenderness in her voice of true warmth. “Jimmy needs his dad,” she continued. She eased her foot more into the hallway, prising the door away from the much weakened Raymond. It was a good job he was weak because my mum hurt her foot in the process but it was on this day that my mother was able at least to give Raymond the food that she had so lovingly cooked for him and for him to accept it. 

Jimmy would come around every night, his father unaware of where he was and quite frankly not bothered. This happened until the day my mum bought Raymond around for a meal. He had lost a lot of weight and his face was thin and pale but it was Jimmy's dad and we all cared for him, even my dad. It was a long time before I truly realised and actually understood the full extent of what Raymond was going through. It was the hardest time for Jimmy not only losing his mum but having a dad who was not there to help at all. That was a double blow for young Jimmy. I believe he never really recovered.
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Television and Beer
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Walking into the living room from school one dreary afternoon and seeing a new television on the table in the corner of the room was a day that I also remember with great excitement. Watching the sheer joy on the face of my Dad when it worked, I would never forget. That was a couple of years before he found that a full bottle of beer was a better friend to him than anything else in his life. I was younger and we would sit close together, so close I could smell the aroma of the man. We would sit, snuggled together, watching the news and all the informative local programs, watching intensely as a man in his suit and tie, sitting behind a desk, told me and my dad what was going on in the world. I loved that time with my Dad oblivious to the fact that the empty bottles of beer slowly built up around him. I sat with him watching the children’s show until I heard Mum in the kitchen setting the pans on the stove, meaning that she had come in from work.

If setting the evening meal for the three of us was a thrill, eating together was a highlight for me. In silence, always, until my Mother would push her chair away, collect our dirty plates and cutlery, walk to the sink and wash the remains of the evening meal away. I would bring mine and Dad’s dirty glasses to her. I always got a smile from her looking down at me, a gentle smile that only a mother can give to her offspring. The smell of the factory was still on her as she finished cleaning the kitchen side and she made her way up the stairs as always in preparation for her engagement with the bingo club with the girls, ready to win big. 

This was a ritual that had been happening for the last year. I would walk up, go into Mum’s bedroom and wait for her, on her side of the bed, in front of her dressing table for when she came out of the bathroom. As I sat waiting I heard the television set volume get louder from the room underneath me. Again that was something that happened every night; as more bottles were emptied the louder the television would get. That was the compromise I had to live with in my life. I would not watch the television when my Dad was like this This was when I preferred the solitude of my own bedroom while Mum went out. 

My Mum walked into the bedroom with a legendary towel wrapped around her body and a towel wrapped around her head as a turban, covering her long dark hair. Sitting next to me to apply her makeup, her reflection staring back at her in the pine dressing mirror. Her smell had changed; clean and fresh, sometimes a sweet smell of lavender lingering from a newly purchased soap. A smell completely different from the woman who had come in from the factory still carrying the smell of her hard day’s work. I watched intently as she smeared the contents of her makeup bag individually onto her face in perfect strokes. I enjoyed the time I spent with my Mum. By the time she came home again, I would be fast asleep so to me this time was as precious as any I could get.

Putting her grey dyed underwear on then sliding her already laddered tights onto her legs, and finally pulling her dress over her head, she was ready. A customary glance in the full mirror on the way out of her bedroom; a kiss me on the cheek for me and she would say “Goodnight.”

I always knew I was loved. I always felt a feeling whenever I was around my Mum especially. I remember the first thing my Mum would tell people when I came to be the topic of conversation was that “My first cry was that of a Man.”  But was that the love I was always feeling? I didn’t know. It was a love I would feel when I was on my own, when I walked to school and as soon as I saw my teacher, Mrs Price, I felt a heart pounding with love. Pure, innocent and extremely real. I kept feeling the glow but never knew what it was.  

“Go straight to bed now, do you hear?” She would say that every night. And for a long time I did as she requested, but not now. Tonight  I stayed up later, reading a new comic I had been given at school. The new adventures of Spiderman and I really enjoyed it. And by the time Mum came back after bingo I would be fast asleep. 
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The Broken Bone
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“That Television was...amazing,” I proclaimed, grabbing Jimmy's arm, pulling him back onto the pavement as he kicked the tin can back into the road. “Shall we come back here?” It was worth a trip up to the main part of the village for both of us to watch the game.  

Jimmy looked over at me with a look of distraction on his face. “Spose?” he shrugged as he spoke the word. “My dad ain't going to be bothered. Never is.” He sighed. 

“That's it then. Come to mine from school; eat dinner then we can come straight here”

It never crossed my mind that the shop would be closed but I was eleven; why would I think in such a grown-up way? Jimmy agreed then returned to kicking the tin which with a couple of bounces scraped to a halt in the middle of the road. 

As we walked, a few of the wives, laden with what appeared to be heavy shopping bags, met with their husbands who had been standing outside watching the television behind me and Jimmy. Nearly all of the men took the carrier bags off their wives as they started to make their way to their homes but two men who had not been greeted by anybody stopped just a few feet away from us, both smoking cigarettes. We walked past them. Jimmy, having now retrieved the tin was still kicking it. 

Both men wore white shirts with little embroidered motifs on the breast pocket. They had both finished work and were heading for the bus to take them to the next town. The larger of the two men wore a paisley tie. He was the older one of the two. The other still had spots around his chin making him look considerably younger.

Looking directly at us as we passed, both of them sucked in the last lungful’s of cigarette smoke before throwing the butts onto the floor. Momentum took them forward. They uttered more words which I could not understand as they walked behind us. I didn’t know if they were talking to us or about us. I just stayed focused on walking in a straight line. Something seemed wrong with them, a menacing feeling in the atmosphere I thought, until Jimmy kicked the tin against the curb. It flipped up then hit the road, bouncing into the middle nearest the white lines. I grabbed Jimmy with both hands just like one of the goalkeepers we had just been watching on the television, to prevent my friend from falling onto the road. I saw the impending likelihood of him hitting the floor. He was not as dainty on his feet as me, and at times like these it showed. 

The two white-shirted men, right behind us now, were still talking to each other intently. I did not see as I made my move what was coming but I felt the sudden brushing of weight against my back as the larger of the two men in one swoop fell onto the kerbside, falling onto his forearm. 

In a failed attempt to save himself, he pushed his hand out in front of his body, an instinct that came naturally. Immediately all who were around heard the crack, as his bone snapped in two, causing a segment of his bone to rip through his skin and push through the cotton of his now blood-red shirt sleeve. As he hit the floor, his body twisted into a contorted heap as he tried to grab at his now ferociously bleeding wound. By the speed of the blood squirting out he must have torn an artery. 

I stared at the sight of the blood now spreading on the floor, as well as all on his shirt. Unable to move I froze, rigid to the spot. 

With his white shirt now soaked in blood and the shard of his bone poking through the cotton material the scene had become one of panic. Crying out in intense pain, he rocked back and forward unable to control his actions. His friend who was now on his knees by his side with one arm around the bigger man’s shoulders, trying to console him, but trying not to get blood on his own shirt, if truth be told. 

Jimmy grabbed at his mouth from which a scream was never coming out due to the shock of the situation. He too was standing motionless just watching as the man lay on the road. I was motionless too but a woman with a pushchair on the other side of the road, rushed across to the scene at great speed to take charge.
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