

[image: ]





Urban Grimshaw and the Shed Crew





Bernard Hare





[image: logo]





www.hodder.co.uk





Copyright © 2005 Bernard Hare



First published in Great Britain in 2005 by Hodder and Stoughton

A division of Hodder Headline



The right of Bernard Hare to be identified as the Author

of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the

Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.



Copyright © in the poems is held by Sparky, Skeeter, Kara, Spacey Tracy,

Thieving Little Simpkins, Teezer, Manx Kippers, Mucky Moira and Bernard Hare



Copyright © in the illustration on page 257 is held by Pinky



All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be

reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form

or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor

be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed

on the subsequent purchaser.



A CIP catalogue record for this title is available

from the British Library



Epub ISBN 9781444709186

Book ISBN 9780340837351



Hodder and Stoughton Ltd

A division of Hodder Headline

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH



www.hodder.co.uk



CONTENTS

Urban Grimshaw and the Shed Crew

Imprint Page

Author’s Note

Glossary

PART ONE

Are you sitting comfortably?

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

PART TWO

One day, lad, all this’ll be thine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

PART THREE

Well, Urban, we started out in a sewer

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

EPILOGUE

I’ve got a Poisen!

Urban is now twenty-one




AUTHOR’S NOTE









I couldn’t decide whether to dedicate this book to the kids of the Shed Crew (now all adults), to their kids, to my agent, or to Angela Pearce, an eighteen-year-old who was brutally murdered on our estate by a group of young people not unlike the Shed Crew. In the end, I decided to dedicate it to them all.

   To the Shed Crew, because they have enriched my life in so many ways. They have forgiven me my foibles as I have forgiven them theirs – and that makes them family. It’s like I’ve got a dozen kids. Those who were able to have contributed little poems and ditties, which they wrote at the time, and which I kept tucked away in an old shoebox. To protect identities I’ve changed all the names and some locations, but this a true story. These kids are real. They exist. They opened my eyes and they sobered me up, for which I am grateful.

   To their kids – and at the last count there were fourteen – because I hope they get a better deal than their mums and dads, who we failed in so many ways. We can’t really call ourselves a civilised society when children must lead lives of Dickensian squalor. Social exclusion is an interesting concept to those who don’t suffer it, but a nightmare to those who do. Despite it, the Shed Crew have mostly turned into good parents because they didn’t want their kids to go through what they did. Hopefully, their kids will look back and laugh at the grim times suffered by their parents as they sail into a twenty-first century full of freedom and opportunity – although I wouldn’t bet on it.

   To my agent, Maggie, because she has fostered this book from beginning to end and believed in it even when I lost confidence. I’ve also had considerable help from Fergal Keane, editors Carole and Francesca, and the staff at Hodder and Stoughton. I can’t mention everyone by name, but it’s true to say that this book has been very much a team effort. My thanks to everyone who contributed their skills.

   And I dedicate this book to the memory of Angela Pearce, because she shouldn’t have died the way she did. It was wrong and there are no excuses. Her death made us take a long, hard look at ourselves. Her life was cut tragically short and she deserves to be remembered.

   Having said all that, I hope the reader will enjoy meeting Urban Grimshaw and the Shed Crew just as much as I did. Please fasten your seatbelts.



Bernard Hare

November, 2004





GLOSSARY









	Babylon	The Establishment and its agents.


	Bolties	Bolt-croppers.


	Bomb	The practice of wrapping noxious-tasting drugs in Rizla paper and swallowing.


	Brown	Heroin.


	Charver	Mate, pal, friend.


	Chip	To leave, especially the scene of a crime.


	Cushty	Sorted.


	Dig	To inject drugs.


	Dirty Digger	Intravenous drug user.


	Dog-shelf	Floor.


	Foil-face	Person who smokes heroin from tinfoil, a practice often called chasing the dragon.


	Gouch	Dreamlike state induced by heroin use.


	Grafting	Earning money for drugs by whatever means, mostly shoplifting, card fraud, blagging, street robbery, car crime, or prostitution.


	Half-chat	Half-caste; person of mixed-race.


	Jimmy’s	St James’s University Hospital, Leeds.


	Joey	Person who does all the Joey work: going to the shops, making cups of tea, cooking, washing up, etc. Also, a Joey can be your own personal indentured slave or fag, either because they like the role, they are afraid of you, or they are too stupid to realise that you are taking them for a fool.


	Kelly	Money.


	Koompartoo	A fresh start.


	Mispering	To go missing, to become a missing person.


	Muppet	Fool, dupe, victim, target.


	Mush	Outsider.


	Nash	To run away.


	Nosh	Blowjob, gobble, oral sex.


	On top	The Babylon or its agents are upon us!


	Pancrack	Dole office, DHSS.


	Phet	Amphetamine, speed, whiz.


	Rec	Recreation ground, communal land.


	Scuffers	Police.


	Slate	To put someone down verbally, to insult, deride or abuse.


	Snailly	Nail varnish.


	Tax	Stealing, demanding money with menaces.


	Twocker	Joyrider or car thief, as in Taking Without Owner’s Consent, written as TWOC on charge sheets.






PART ONE

A DAY IN THE LIFE OF THE SHED CREW

All one’s inventions are true, you can be sure of that. Poetry is as exact a science as geometry.

   Gustave Flaubert

   Letter to Louise Colet, 15 January 1853
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Are you sitting comfortably?

Then I’ll begin . . .





ONE

URBAN

We’re the Shed Crew Posse of Lucifer Towers

and there’s no one can beat our criminal powers.

There’s Sparky, the twocker, and there’s Urban, the thief,

and if anyone starts, Tyson sinks in the teeth.

There’s Sam, who has friends, because he’s a fluke,

the pathetic globule of parrot’s puke.

There’s Frank, the nonce, the sex offender,

but he can’t help it because he’s a bender.

There’s an ugly fucking buah, called Trudi, the slag,

and we all hate her because she’s a bag.

There’s Greta, the junkie, the alcoholic –

only thing she’s addicted to more is dick.

There’s Skeeter and Kara and Pinky, who’ll thump you,

and Simpkins and Molly and Pixie, who’ll hump you,

and last but not least, there’s Chop of the flat –

excuse his appearance, he’s overly fat –

but, nevertheless, he’s a kicking kinda guy,

and he’ll always be a friend in our thieving fucking eyes.



Sparky

Chillin’ on B-Wing,

HM Young Offenders’ Institution, Doncatraz



Opposite the silver-grey façade of the Royal Armouries museum in Leeds, two large sewerage overflow pipes spill their filth and nastiness into the Aire and Calder Navigation. On that particular day, the left-hand pipe spewed a steady stream of sludge into the canal. The right-hand pipe was dry. Urban Grimshaw sat on the edge of the right-hand pipe, his feet dangling almost into the water. His brown Staff terrier, Tyson, lay quietly beside him, its head between its paws. Urban Grimshaw blew into a Kwik Save carrier-bag until it was fully inflated, then inhaled from the bag until it was empty again. He repeated this exercise several times, then stood up, extended his arms and declaimed forth unto the waters. He was twelve years old and four foot six, had jet-black hair, a slim build and a pallid, washed-out complexion. He wore blue tracksuit bottoms and a baggy orange T-shirt. The dark pipe framed him in a protective ring as he extended his arms. The glue-bag aside, I was reminded of Leonardo’s Vitruvian Man drawing, where Everyman is measured out inside a circle.

   ‘Urban!’ I shouted. ‘Urban! It’s me!’ But he couldn’t hear me above the water.

   Upstream by the railway station, the canal and the river join together and gently make their way through Leeds city centre as one. At the Royal Armouries, the two waterways divide once more into their separate courses. The water level drops a couple of metres, there are lock gates for canal traffic and a violent weir that accumulates flotsam and jetsam from the river. Had Urban Grimshaw slipped from his perch, the torrent would have carried him away downstream without a quarrel. I needed to get closer to him, so I carefully crossed the lock gates on to the man-made island between the lock and the weir.

   ‘Urban! It’s me!’

   Tyson stood up and tilted his head, hearing me above the roar of the water. I didn’t dare call to him. Tyson was loyal beyond reason, but as thick as ten short planks. If I called, he would probably jump into the river believing that to be the quickest line of approach. No doubt Urban would dive in to rescue him and both would be lost.

   ‘Urban!’

   He was only twenty metres away from me now, but there was still no response. He’d obviously been sniffing all afternoon. He was in the other dimension, Zombie Voodoo Land, talking in tongues to the water spirits. I could just about hear him above the roar of the water, yabbering on in his own personal sniffing language. ‘Inshtak taki-naki, taki-naki!’ he proclaimed. ‘Nishtuk macrambo!’ which translates loosely as, ‘Go back, canal! Go back! It is not yet your time!’

   My only hope was to get into the pipes, but the far riverbank didn’t look promising. It was covered with thick brambles and thornbushes and fell steeply into the water. The slightest slip might prove fatal. Even if Urban had gone by that route, Tyson could never have made it. There had to be another way into the sewerage system, some easier means of access for workmen and children alike. The building site above the outfall pipes was the most likely point of entry, so I walked the long way round to it via Crown Point Bridge.

   The site was a hive of industry: diggers and dumpers moving in all directions, men in yellow hats climbing up and down ladders, or walking on scaffolding calling to each other, generators and cement-mixers throbbing away in the background and a gigantic yellow crane swinging unimaginable loads across the sky. I strolled in as if I owned the place, donned a yellow hard-hat, which I found by a digger, and no one gave me a second glance. Trying to look like a legitimate surveyor, I rooted round the site searching for a means of access into the pipes. Towards the riverbank, I discovered an open manhole and clambered down it into the stinking sewer.

   Urban Grimshaw was silhouetted in the light at the end of the tunnel. For a moment, I was in awe of him. There was something uniquely bizarre about the child, which I couldn’t put my finger on.

   Tyson paddled up towards me through the slime and filth. I tickled his ears by way of a greeting while Urban’s voice echoed eerily along the tunnel. ‘I am the Great God Bokono, the Bringer of Fishcakes. Alert the alien scum-buckets to my presence, Macrambo Nectarian.’

   Tyson and I splashed our way through fetid, stagnant pools of water towards him. Gently does it, I thought. One wrong move and he’s gone. About twenty metres away from him, I slipped on a piece of excrement and landed flat on my back. Only the hard-hat saved my skull. Even then, I was stunned and winded. Tyson was fussing and barking and licking my face. His breath reeked like rat’s puke.

   Urban spun round. ‘Who goes there? Meddlesome crepidarians.’

   Soaking and shit-stained, I got to my feet. ‘It’s me, Urban. Chop.’

   ‘Yellow-headed zamblasting fusticator!’ he cried. ‘Stignat vorton!’ Then, without further warning, he threw his glue-bag towards me and dived head first into the river.

   Fine, I thought. Lovely. Couldn’t be better. This looks good. ‘Yes, Your Honour, I was in the sewer at the time and the boy was intoxicated.’

   I ran along the pipe to the water’s edge. Urban Grimshaw was being carried off downstream by the current. He was bobbing along, waving at me. At least, he seemed to be waving, rather than appealing for help. I had no time to think. I removed my coat, the yellow hat, kicked off my shoes and followed him into the murky waters.

   It was like jumping into freezing black treacle. The cold numbed me to the bone and for a moment I thought I would pass out from the shock. I sank to the bottom like a brick. The mud sucked tenaciously at my feet and I performed a bizarre, slow-motion underwater dance. As I tore one foot loose, the other sank deeper into the slurry on the bottom. Just when I thought it was time to stop dancing, the river itself tore me loose from the quagmire and tossed me along like a discarded aluminium beer barrel.

   Urban was already a hundred metres away. Gasping for breath, I swam after him until he washed up between a barge and the dockside. I came up beside him, almost exhausted. For my benefit rather than his, we held on to the tyres hanging down from the barge and fought for breath. The shock had brought him back from Zombie Voodoo Land.

   ‘You okay?’ I asked, spitting filth and degradation from my mouth.

   He coughed, spluttered and shook his head, but I got the impression that this meant ‘Yes.’

   ‘I came to say sorry,’ I said.

   He nodded. ‘Me too. Sorry, Chop. I just needed a bit of a snifter.’

   ‘It’s all right. I take the occasional bracer myself.’



Urban and I had first met three months earlier in May ’96. I knocked about with his mum, Greta, for a while. She was single, with six kids aged from six to sixteen, all but the eldest in care. She was living in a hostel and was down on her luck. She claimed that the kids had been unjustly snatched away from her by Social Services and she wasn’t very happy about it. She told me a complete cock-and-bull story, but I wasn’t as wise as I thought at the time and I agreed to help her. To hear her talk, you’d have thought that Social Services had kidnapped her kids and were using them as sex toys. She referred to all social workers as ‘nonces’.

   Greta was the only person I’d ever met who hated social workers more than I did. I’d trained and worked as a social worker in my younger days, but a minor criminal record had made it difficult for me to continue in that line of work. I still felt bitter about being excluded from the job I loved because of a couple of drunk-and-disorderly offences and an obstructing-the-police. I was a miner’s son, brought up in the drink culture – getting drunk and carrying on with the police was part of my heritage. I hadn’t realised it would cost me so dear. So I wasn’t about to turn down a chance to get some small revenge on the politically correct powers-that-be that had ruined my life. Now this seems like wrong-thinking – today I would take more responsibility for my actions – but then it all made perfect sense, probably because my slight drink problem had developed into a slight drug problem.

   Greta and I agreed that the two middle boys, Urban, twelve, and Frank, fourteen, would be the easiest to reclaim and we set to work. She took me to meet Urban under staff supervision at the Bulwell House children’s home. There, I first became aware of him as another conscious being. He didn’t say much but his busy eyes darted all around the room. You see a lot in someone’s eyes, even without conversation. I felt like I knew him, like I’d seen him before – indeed, I had, a hundred times when I was a social worker. I liked him straight off, even though he presented himself as sulky and sullen. His attitude seemed justified, given his circumstances: he was in some kind of trouble and was being punished, which meant that he was under constant one-to-one supervision, wasn’t allowed out and had to wear his pyjamas all day. When the member of staff asked to speak to Greta in private, Urban and I were left alone. The moment they were out of the room, Urban spoke his first words to me: ‘You seem like a good bloke,’ he said, ‘so I’ll give you some advice. Don’t trust my mum. She’ll destroy your life.’

   There was a lot going on in those three simple sentences and I found it remarkable that a twelve-year-old was capable of constructing them. Had I heeded his advice, I might have walked away there and then. I didn’t, perhaps because he reminded me of someone. Around 1980, I was working in a rough assessment centre in London. A thirteen-year-old kid from Middlesbrough came in one morning and he had a right broad Yorkshire accent, just like me. As the only two northerners in a world of southern namby-pambies, we naturally made a bond. I’d kept in touch with him ever since and watched him progress through the system. From care to detention centre to Borstal to prison; from petty criminal to hardened criminal to career criminal then dangerously deranged criminal, finally resulting in a long-term stretch for hacking off a taxi driver’s hand after an argument over a few pounds. I thought maybe if I could help get this one home to his mum, I could stop him going down the same road. Greta had problems, but there was no real harm in her and just about anything was better than care.

   Unfortunately, the plan didn’t work out as originally devised. I tried to help Greta, but she was nuts. I arranged meetings with solicitors, doctors and social workers, but half the time she didn’t turn up and I was left looking a fool. I’d track her down in the pub and end up getting smashed myself. Then we’d turn up half pissed at Social Services and it just didn’t look good.

   I let her stay at my flat for a while and we arranged home visits for Urban and Frank. Frank thanked me by stealing money from my wallet. I had left it on the side in my bedroom and the money disappeared while I was cooking. We had our meal and I was going to take them up to Temple Newsam for the afternoon, our local stately home and gardens. It’s well worth a visit if you’re in the area. In the end we didn’t go, because while I was getting ready I noticed the money was missing. Immediately the finger was pointed at Frank.

   ‘Give him it back, you stupid-looking tosser,’ Greta told Frank. ‘It’s obvious you’ve nicked it.’

   ‘Why is it obvious I’ve nicked it?’ Frank protested. ‘Urbie might have took it.’

   ‘Because Urbie wouldn’t take it, that’s why. He likes him more than he likes me and you. He’s already asked me to leave off him cos he’s all right. So that means you must’ve taken it, doesn’t it, precious?’

   ‘Well, I bet you took it, then, you silly fat slut.’

   ‘I’ll rip your fucking head off if you keep on, you bastard.’

   And so on and so forth, as was their delightful way of conversing with one another.

   The police soon became regular visitors to my flat. Urban and Frank hated the kids’ homes and were habitual runaways. They seldom stayed more than a night at a time and only went back when the police got hold of them, then ran away again almost immediately. I had no idea where they stayed when they were on the run. The police, however, thought they were at my house and came banging on the door so regularly that my alarm clock was superfluous.

   I was running a dodgy man-and-van service and took Urban to work with me on a number of occasions. He was out of school, so I thought it better he was with me than roaming the streets. I found him a willing and enthusiastic worker and good company on the longer journeys. We spent entire days together in my rickety old van and we became quite fond of each other. Frank, on the other hand, worked reluctantly and complained about the wages so I only took him a couple of times. I often asked Urban where he stayed when he ran away: I was worried he might be being exploited or abused. ‘The only person who exploits me is you,’ he said, so I upped his wages by 20p an hour. He was vague about his activities, but eventually I found out that he was staying in East End Park – ‘Eastie’ to the natives – with ‘the Shed Crew’. I assumed they were older teenagers who shared a house. Whenever I asked too many questions, though, Urban always found a way to get off the subject. ‘Look at those hills. Aren’t they beautiful?’

   Greta, meanwhile, knocked someone out in my lifts and I was getting dirty looks from the neighbours. But the day I took a load of computer tables to Liverpool was the last straw. On the way back I dropped Urban off in East End Park and returned home to find Greta naked in my living room with a bloke I’d never seen before. Any normal person would have killed them both, but I couldn’t help thinking about Urban. Next morning, I went out and found Greta a house, also in East End Park; I paid the three-hundred-pound deposit out of my own pocket just to get rid of her. Houses were plentiful in the area because no one in their right mind wanted to live there. I moved her in and decided I’d done about as much as I could for her. In truth, I was sick of the whole crazy family. I had opened the Gates of Anarchy and was regretting it more by the day.

   Then, one morning, Urban came knocking at my door as if nothing had happened. ‘Any jobs today, Chop? I’m hungry.’ I couldn’t tell the poor kid all those things about his mother so I just said I wanted my old life back and I didn’t want to see any of them ever again. He went ballistic on me, kicking the door and spitting, ‘You’re just the same as everyone else! A fucking piss-head, same as everyone else! I thought you were different, you piss-head bastard! Don’t worry, you won’t ever see me again, you fucking piss-head!’

   By lunchtime, I had worked out what the fuss had been about. I’m not at my best first thing in the morning and can be insensitive. Ten fags and five cups of coffee later, my head had stopped spinning and I’d had a chance to think. Urban rated me. He rated me so highly that he was disappointed when I hadn’t lived up to his expectations. In everything he said and did he was crying out for help, and he’d thought I was capable of answering the call. I’d let him down and he was angry. I got to thinking that no one had ever liked me that much before and what a cowardly, stinking piece of shit I was for sending him away. Maybe he even loved me, in which case I’d betrayed his love. I couldn’t get any lower than that. It would probably cost me my business, my home, my reputation and my sanity, but I would help him if it killed me. I would get involved. I would do something. I didn’t know what, but I’d start by going down to his regular haunt by the canal and apologising to him.



When we’d caught our breath, we clambered up on to the barge. Urban, lighter and nimbler, boarded first, then offered me his hand. I pulled myself up and we stood on the deck. We pointed at each other and laughed like schoolboys. When Urban laughed, you couldn’t help but laugh with him.

   ‘State of you,’ he said.

   ‘You can talk,’ I said. ‘You look like a drowned rat.’

   Poor kid. His teeth were chattering and he had bright green nail varnish all over his face. Urban’s routine was to shoplift several bottles of nail varnish, sniff them, sober up, shoplift more nail varnish, sniff them again, sober up again, ad infinitum. On a good day he might steal forty or fifty bottles. Each time he refilled his bag, a certain amount of spillage would be deposited around the mouthpiece, which would then be transferred to his lips, nose and cheeks until he looked like some monstrous, multicoloured gargoyle.

   He shivered. Water dripped steadily from him on to the deck. ‘Where’s Tyson?’

   We could hear a distant howl coming from the sewerage pipes. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’ll go get him.’

   A woman in a red coat with a child called over to us from the opposite bank, ‘You all right? Need any help?’

   ‘No, love, thanks. We’re all right,’ I told her. ‘Just having a swim. Thanks all the same.’ She waved and walked off towards the Armouries with the child.

   Dripping and freezing, Urban and I made our way back to the building site. It was early afternoon and the sun was shining, but that only makes things worse when you’ve stepped fully clothed into a river. It was difficult to look nonchalant as we re-entered the site. Within a matter of yards an ageing construction worker challenged us: ‘Is it raining shit now? You can’t come in here.’

   Urban rushed over and took the man’s hand. ‘My dog’s trapped in the sewers, Mister, like on telly. Can you help us?’ After a minutely timed pause, he added, ‘Pleeeeeease.’

   The guy was powerless, just as I always was. He took us across to the manhole and we heard Tyson’s anguished wail from below. Urban rescued his dog and passed my coat and shoes up to me. I sat down on a pile of bricks and wrestled with my shoelaces. I’d already rejected the option of undoing them with my teeth. Cholera can be quite nasty, I’ve heard. Urban climbed up out of the hole and ruffled Tyson’s back. The dog snapped playfully at his heels and the two ran excitedly around the site together, friends reunited.

   The old man accompanied us to the gate to make sure we didn’t nick anything. ‘That your boy?’ he asked. ‘Shouldn’t let him play in the sewers – there’s germs. He might catch something. Why’s his face green?’

   What could I tell him? No, he’s not my boy. He’s the product of twenty years of Tory government. He’s Mrs Thatcher’s boy. I don’t let him play in the sewers, he more or less lives down there. If he goes out on the streets, the police pick him up and take him to a children’s home. He doesn’t like children’s homes because he gets nonced, beaten and bullied there. Germs are the least of his problems. A number of quaint, old-fashioned viruses have already infected him: Ignorance, Destitution, Addiction and Want, to name but four. His face is green because he’s been sniffing nail varnish all day and communing with the High Lord Zombulglast. You may not be aware of it but there’s a spaceship parked underneath the canal where the helicopter-people live. It’s huge, like a zeppelin, and it’s got big snarling teeth at the front, like an Alsatian. They’re having a war with the mole-people, in case you didn’t know. Urban doesn’t know which side to be on. He says the mole-people are quite nice. It’s a worrying situation. The fighting could spill over.

   ‘Yes, he’s mine,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll do everything I can to keep him out of the sewers in future. Thanks for your help. You’re a good man.’

   The three of us stood outside the building site – a man, a boy and a dog – not knowing quite what to do with ourselves. We were a ghastly sight. Urban was covered with nail varnish, I was covered with shit and we were both soaked to the skin. Tyson’s jaws were covered with something black and gooey and he stank worse than we did. ‘Well, Urban,’ I said, ‘where do we go from here?’

   There was no way out for me now. A bond had formed between Urban and me and it no longer had anything to do with his mother. Maybe he saw me as the father he’d never had. Maybe I saw him as the son I’d never had. People surrounded us, but we were both alone in a great big horrible world. I knew then that I was into something I couldn’t get out of. At least, not without tearing Urban to pieces in the process. I had little option but to go with the flow and see what happened.

   ‘Best get cleaned up,’ Urban said. ‘We’ll go to yours.’

   ‘We’ll catch pneumonia before we get there,’ I said. My flat was a bus ride away and I certainly wasn’t getting on a bus. ‘We’ll have to go to your mum’s.’ His mum was only up the road in East End Park.

   Urban took my hand. ‘Mum’ll kill me. Can’t we go to yours?’ Then, after a minutely timed pause, ‘Pleeeeeease.’

   I decided that if I was going to stick my nose into his affairs, I would have to be responsible about it. He was the child and I was the adult. I would have to make the decisions I thought were right, despite his pleas.

   ‘No. You’ve got clean clothes at your mum’s. We’ll go there.’

   ‘Can I stay at your house tonight, then?’

   ‘If your mum says it’s okay. Come on.’

   Urban looked down at the pavement and mumbled something under his breath. I thought he said, ‘Mum couldn’t care less.’





TWO

ASHTRAYLAND

And did those feet in ancient time

Walk upon England’s shit tips green?

And was the holy Lamb of God

In England’s carbon monoxide seen?


And did the Countenance Divine

Shine forth upon our genetically modified hills?

And was Jerusalem cloned here

Among these dark Satanic Mills?


Bring me my Dig of burning gold:

Bring me my Viagra of desire:

Bring me my Foil: O clouds unfold!

Bring me my Milligrams of fire.


I shall not cease from Mental Flight,

Nor shall my Pork Sword sleep in my hand

Till we have trashed Jerusalem

In England’s green and fucked-up Land.


(Based on a poem by someone else because I’m thick)

Skeeter

Fuck you


Urban and I walked along East Street, past the corrugated-metal façade of Howarth Timber. ‘What’s that say?’ Urban said, pointing to a sign. He couldn’t read or write, but his thirst for knowledge was insatiable. He loved having people read to him, like a blind man loves his guide dog.

   ‘ “DIY Store and Timber Yard. Open six days a week.” ’

   ‘What’s that?’ he said, pointing to a billboard.

   It was an advertisement for White Arrow Parcels. It showed a map of the British Isles with little lorries running all over it like lice. ‘You know what that is, don’t you?’

   ‘A map,’ he said.

   ‘Yes, a map, but a map of what?’

   ‘Don’t know,’ he said. ‘Otherwise I wouldn’t be asking.’

   ‘But you’ve seen the maps in the van, haven’t you?’

   ‘Yeah, but, well, they don’t mean anything, if you don’t know what you’re looking at.’

   A horrible tightening began in my throat and travelled down to my stomach. I had to stop tears welling in my eyes. Geography was my favourite subject. I could draw you a rough map of just about anywhere in the world, tell you the capital city of every country, their mountain ranges, rivers, and a little about their history, economy, climate, vegetation and culture. Urban didn’t recognise his own country when he saw it.

   Like Urban, I had been brought up in inner-city Leeds, but in the sixties and seventies. I had a happy childhood and I got a good education. Even my brother, who had no academic interest whatsoever, got a tolerable education and a good apprenticeship in the printing industry. What had changed? Was it simply that education had been more important to us back then? Just as enlightenment is seen as the only way to break the endless cycle of death and rebirth, so we saw education as the only way to break the endless cycle of poverty and exploitation. If you tried to bunk school, a neighbour would most likely grab you by the ear and drag you down there, almost in passing, on her way to work. The whole community took an interest in the education of its children – and we were a community. My mum and dad liked a drink, so my brother and I were often left to our own devices, but it was a simple matter to nip down to the pub in the event of an emergency, or if we needed money for pop and crisps. Our nan was at the top of the street and an auntie lived just down the road. Support was never far away.

   But things had changed dramatically since those halcyon days. Our communities had been decimated. Most Eastie people blamed Thatcher and traced the problems back to the miners’ strike of 1984. My own family had been torn apart in the strike, my father humiliated and turned into a living ghost, my faith in the nation destroyed. Add to this the destruction of virtually all the heavy industry in the city between the sixties and eighties and you had a recipe for disaster. As more and more people became unemployed, disenchanted and angry, survival took precedence over abstract concepts like community and education. Ultimately it became every man for himself, which left children like Urban standing on street corners with nobody giving a damn about them.

   I could have remained aloof from it all. I was earning good money in London when the strike kicked off. I worked through it and sent money home to my dad, who wasn’t getting any strike pay or benefits. I also joined a miners’ support group to raise money for the National Union of Mineworkers. We invited strikers to give us talks and went into pubs shaking buckets at people. In some London pubs you could fill the bucket, in others you had to wipe the spit from your face with a towel, and there was no way of telling which was which until you got inside. It wasn’t the strike that got to me (there had been other strikes in ’72 and ’74) – I could never quite come to terms with being spat at by my fellow countrymen. As the miners marched back to work, defeated but defiant, I was winding up my affairs in the big smoke. For me, London had lost its charm.

   I had kicked out at a system I saw as manipulative and corrupt, thereby causing my own social exclusion and my slow descent into the underclass. Back home, I bought an Escort van and set up as a mechanic. In the motor trade, it’s compulsory to do something crooked every day and I soon added further offences to my collection. It’s also compulsory to get drunk every night after work and I was soon back in the heart of the drink culture that had raised me. A lawsuit for accidentally setting a customer’s car on fire and a drink-driving ban finally put paid to my ill-fated venture into the world of wheels.

   I was on my arse and had little choice but to go back into some form of social work. The leader-in-charge couldn’t believe her luck when I applied for a low paid job as a community development worker in a local community centre. She was suspicious about why someone with my qualifications and experience would want to work in such a backwater, but eventually she took a chance. I worked there happily for several years, until it closed in 1990 in a round of spending cuts and I was back on my arse.

   So I was used to the life of shit that we were leading, but Urban’s ignorance shocked even me. Yet his intelligence and good nature were evident, despite his handicaps. Consciousness is built with words and language, which Urban possessed in abundance even if he couldn’t write them down. I decided that henceforth I would be loyal to Urban Grimshaw and Urban Grimshaw alone. If the country ever wanted my loyalty back, they would have to make Urban Grimshaw king. Meanwhile, I would start another country, a kingdom of the mind, with its own laws, religion and culture.

   I wasn’t even sure that Urban knew the name of the country in which he lived.

   ‘Leeds,’ he said. ‘We live in Leeds.’

   ‘No, that’s our town,’ I told him. ‘Lots of towns together make a country. What’s the name of our country, our nation?’

   He furrowed his brow. Thought long and hard. ‘Ashtrayland, is it?’

   Ashtrayland. How very apt. That would be the name of our country within a country, our nation within a nation. Ashtrayland Forever. In God We Trust. I resolved to start writing the constitution at the first possible opportunity.

   Meanwhile, we walked on. Outside Batty’s Brushworks we came upon a circular street hoarding, like those you see in Paris, covered with a multi-coloured riot of posters. One showed a young girl with rockets taking off from her hair.

   ‘What’s that say?’ Urban requested.

   ‘ “Uplifting Funky House, Every Friday at the Majestyk, Leeds.” ’ He looked puzzled. ‘It’s like a nightclub, rave type of thing,’ I explained.

   Another poster was fluorescent-pink and covered with spirals. ‘What’s that say?’

   ‘ “Futurewormhole@thefruitcupboard, ten till late.” ’

   ‘What’s that mean?’

   ‘I don’t like to think about it.’

   ‘But what’s it mean?’

   ‘I don’t know,’ I insisted. ‘I don’t know everything. Get off my case.’

   ‘Make something up, then.’

   ‘Okay. It means get smashed enough and one day you’ll disappear up your own arsehole and then there’ll be nothing to worry about. How does that grab you?’

   ‘By the bollocks,’ he said. ‘By the fucking bollocks.’


One of the things I liked about Urban Grimshaw was his manner of speaking. At twelve years old, he talked like a little old man. It was possible to have an adult conversation with him. His sense of humour was subtle and profound. He was wise beyond his years. He had an air of Socrates about him, always asking questions and thereby exposing your stupidity when you didn’t know the answer. A touch of Dalí too. He said the most bizarre and ridiculous things, especially when he was sniffing, which made you soon come to a full understanding of the true principles of surrealism. There was just something very peculiar about him. He wasn’t your normal twelve-year-old. He had known such hardship, suffered so much and matured so early that he was like a grown-up in a child’s body. He was twelve, going on thirty-seven. Oddly enough, I was thirty-seven at the time, going on twelve. Maybe that was why we got on so well.

   When I examine my motives, I can see that I wasn’t entirely answering Urban’s needs. I was also answering my own. At the time I told myself that I had taken him on because I needed an assistant. In some parts of Leeds, you couldn’t leave a van unattended for two seconds without something being stolen off the back. I needed a second pair of eyes as well as a second pair of hands. Even then the question must be asked, why choose a twelve-year-old for the job?

   Probably because my own emotional development had been arrested at that age. I was one of only three kids from our junior school who passed the eleven-plus exam. My proud parents decided it was probably worth the extra money for uniforms and equipment and packed me off to grammar school. From day one, I knew that my life had changed dramatically for the worse. In junior school, it hadn’t taken much to excel: it was a small school in a poor area. Then I was dropped among the brainiest kids from all over the city. From being a big fish in a small pond, the opposite was suddenly the case. I was relegated to mediocrity through no fault of my own. Worse, when I got home all my old mates were on my case because I was a stuck-up little shit who went to grammar school. They’d all failed the eleven-plus and were happily making new lives for themselves at the local comprehensive. I was suddenly an outsider in my own community.

   Thank God for Judo. Just when things looked like they couldn’t get any worse, I made a new friend. Like me, Judo was a little scruffier than the other kids, a little more watchful and a little more disrespectful towards the teachers. Like me, he didn’t quite fit in. Both alone in a strange new world, we agreed to team up. Our motto: United we stand, divided we fall. We became the best of friends, friends like you can only be when you’re twelve years old, when you were previously alone and when all the world was against you. We were inseparable. The teachers called us ‘the terrible twins’. We were at that lurid age when strange hairs were sprouting on our bodies, and girls, previously seen as weaker, stupider versions of boys, invaded our dreams like phantoms in the night. We took our first birds to the flicks, went on our first camping expeditions, committed our first criminal offences, stood in the Boys’ Pen at Elland Road, and generally took the piss out of the world together. Then, one morning he didn’t turn up for school. My form master called me up to his desk and informed me unceremoniously that Judo had been run over and killed the night before. He knew how close we were and he was terribly sorry to have to be the one to break it to me. After that day, my dad says, I was never the same again. The normally long, slow change from happy-go-lucky child to moody, brooding adolescent happened for me overnight. I went into a shell and missed out on a good deal of my youth because of it.


Walking on, we cut through Saxton Gardens, an array of five East-German-style flat blocks staggering raggedly up the Old Bank Hill. I had an auntie who lived there when I was Urban’s age. The flats were nice back then and stayed nice into the eighties. They were a combination of dark red brick, with cream-painted windows and railings. Multi-coloured, metal-faced balconies completed the picture. Now the cream paint had turned off-yellow and was peeling away from the windows and railings. The balconies were brown with rust. Many of the flats were boarded up. Litter dotted the whole estate.

   Beside the off-licence at the top of the estate we passed through a narrow ginnel and climbed past trees, long grass and blackberry bushes up the Old Bank Hill towards Mount St Mary’s church. This patch of land was a hidden oasis, a modern ruin. Bits of brick wall, never quite demolished, stuck out amid the greenery. It was a magical, forgotten place, a secret garden full of birdsong and wonder. As if by magic, Urban and Tyson disappeared into the bushes.

   I found them at the stone circle half-way up the hill. This was a sleepy, shaded hollow, which had been tarmacked and landscaped. Bottles, cans, wrappers and broken glass were scattered liberally around the area. A Yorkshire-stone wall encircled a bed of trampled shrubs, broken saplings and thornbushes with pink flowers. Urban and Tyson were standing in the middle of it. Urban smiled cockily, as if he owned the place. Tyson raised a leg and left his scent.

   You got a good view from the stone circle. A broken, rotted bench looked out across the city. I plopped down on it to give my weary legs a rest and gazed out on the dark satanic mills along the river, now converted into offices, the fuck-you glass tower of the Royal Armouries, the Victorian order of the Corn Exchange dome and the parish church spire, the kinky new yuppie townhouses by the canal where the nonces lived, the municipal pride of the town-hall and civic-hall clocks, the gleaming white phallus of the university, and the modern office-block monstrosities. This was the image, the soundbite, the idea that Leeds City Council tried to convey to the world: a busy, modern, thriving hub of commerce and industry. To the east, you saw the truth: endless slab-like tower blocks where people eked out an existence dependent upon drugs, television and their Giro to get them through the week. Between the tower blocks, there were legions of back-to-back terraced houses, with the occasional church spire or chimney sticking up to break the monotony. A bleak, ugly termite mound on the landscape.

   Urban produced three bright-red Metro temporary bus stops from the bushes and threw them into a pile in the middle of the circle. The resultant piece he called Bokono At Work. I congratulated him on his eye. A masterly creation. Fit for our own Tate Modern, if we’d had one. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Let’s make some tracks.’

   Climbing the decrepit old staircase at the top of the hill, we were confronted by the imposing Gothic façade of Mount St Mary’s church, monumental in aspect. It was built in Victorian times when they liked to put the fear of God into you. Now the mighty stone was blackened and eaten away by acid rain, the doorways were boarded up, and the magnificent leaded windows were peppered with a thousand jagged holes from stones, bricks and airgun pellets. A sign on the vaulted front door said, ‘Keep Out, Private, Danger’ – a warning, a threat and a promise. Urban lobbed a couple of extra stones through a window, adding his own signature to the composition.

   At the apex of the gable, high above, the figure of Christ looked down on us from a cross. Everywhere else in Leeds, there was a background chorus of traffic noise. Here, in this neglected little alcove, the silence was absolute. I was saddened that such a noble building had been allowed to fall into ruin. Behind the church was Mount St Mary’s Roman Catholic School. If no one cared about the church, what message were they sending out to the kids? Had we lost faith as well as hope? And, if so, where did that leave charity?

   We passed through a narrow ginnel overhung with cherry trees and emerged into Richmond Hill Close, a street of bright new brick-built federation houses with gardens and garages. It wasn’t a posh street – you could tell that from the cars, mainly Escorts, Astras, Nissans and suchlike – but it was tidy, decent, clean and respectable. How it should be. How it used to be.

   We crossed Upper Accommodation Road and climbed over a low brick wall into the grounds of the hostel. This was where the homeless, manless families lived. Technically, we men weren’t allowed to visit because we’re all potential rapists and nonces. Nevertheless, I’d been inside a time or two when Urban’s mother lived there. I used to climb in through a back window, sneak upstairs to her room and chase the dragon all night with her. The hostel looked okay from the outside, but inside was a different story. The walls, doors and skirting-boards were painted in depressing colours. The furniture was cheap, plastic crap, torn and dishevelled. The beds had plastic mattress-covers, because all the kids were disturbed and wet the bed. Just for good measure, the majority of the women in there were smackheads, who shoplifted or prostituted themselves to pay for their gear. On the positive side, if you got in and remained undetected, you were guaranteed a toot and a shag.

   We passed twenty metres of broken-down fencing, which gave kids from the hostel easy access to the busy railway line, crossed over the bridge and entered Eastie proper. East End Park has clearly defined borders: York Road, a six-lane urban motorway to the north; Ivy Street bypass to the east; the park itself to the south; and the railway cutting to the west. If you didn’t live in this small area, you weren’t an Eastie Boy or Girl. Within this quarter-mile-square area, there were several off-licences, two working-men’s clubs, a pub, a primary school, a doctor’s, a dentist’s, a bookie’s, row upon row of two-up-two-down terraces and, for those with aspirations, the odd street of through-terraces with small gardens front or back. Estimated population: four or five thousand, mainly white, unemployed inhabitants.

   The top of East Park Drive was the best place to get a true feel for East End Park. The geometry was astounding. The arrow-straight road ran off into the distance towards its vanishing point. Row upon row of red-brick gable-ends receded into the breach, getting smaller and smaller, and fainter and fainter, as they went. Telegraph poles stuck out of the pavement at random locations, their wires zigzagging crazily along. The Tarmac was a glistening river of glass from countless broken bottles and innumerable broken windscreens from untold stolen cars. There were blackened, melted patches dotted along the road, where twock cars had been burnt to a cinder. ‘B.D. & J.B. Off-licence and Grocers’ was immediately to my right. It had wire-mesh netting over the windows, and four small bollards defended the door against prospective ram-raid attempts. All round the entrance little spots of chewing-gum were trodden into the pavement. Next door, John’s Fish and Chip Shop was closed. When they were frying, the smell of warm fish and chips drifted all the way down the Drive. Even though it was closed, there was still the vague whiff of vinegar and salty newspaper in the air. From above came the incessant chirrup of birdsong. Pigeons, sparrows, gulls and crows roosted on the gutters and the telegraph wires, arguing over territory and calling to their mates.

   Soon we were at Greta’s. Glensdale Terrace was much the same as any other street in East End Park. It started at the bottom near the railway wall, crossed East Park Drive half-way along its course, made its way up a slight incline and was suddenly curtailed by East Park View at the top. I knew it well, because I had lived there from birth until I was sixteen. Mum didn’t like it, but we stayed there while my nan was alive. When she died, we moved to the other side of the estate where the houses were slightly bigger and better. Mum had cancer-of-the-everything and only lived another couple of years. Dad was still kicking and lived up the top end in the Berthas. I would have to be careful. The jungle tom-toms could still reach him and I didn’t want him knowing too much of my business. He was the only man alive who could tear me off a strip with impunity.

   My dad is one of the old school, with old-fashioned ways. A good socialist, he would have taken to Urban but would have disapproved of Greta. He would have seen her as a drunk, a druggie, a bad mother, and an all-round scarlet woman of the worst kind. Greta wasn’t the sort of person you could take home to tea. Dad worried about what the neighbours said, and they wouldn’t have said anything good about Greta. He was a product of the ‘old’ drink culture, Coronation Street-style, where everyone met up in the pub and drinking indoors was a no-no. The traditional drink culture had since developed into a drink and drug culture, where imbibing indoors was not only cheaper but a
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