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Queen’s Park, London NW6

1975

James

I moved here when I was fourteen. Up till then I had lived a quiet and untroubled life in the deepest, darkest countryside of East Anglia.  Nobody bothered me up there.  I got up, rode my bicycle the two miles to school. I kept quiet in class and learned my lessons.  My best friend, Jimmy Johnson, lived next door to me.  Well, it wasn’t quite next-door, more like a hundred yards down the lane.  I had known Jimmy for a lifetime.  We went to nursery together and then to primary school.  He was good in school.  We didn’t share our friendship with other boys in the village school.  He would wait for me and I would wait for him.  In the winter, we skidded on the ice and skated on the frozen Broads.  In the summer, we splashed through watery lanes, lifting our feet from the pedals to avoid a soaking. 

Jimmy Johnson was smaller than me.  He wore bottle-end glasses that always seemed to have been hastily repaired with some tape or other. His thick long hair was full, and he delighted in sweeping it back like he’d seen some long forgotten movie star in some ancient film. He thought it looked cool; I did too. 

My parents were moderately successful civil servants in Norwich. Their offices were about fifty yards away from each other. My dad worked for the Inland Revenue and my mum was gainfully employed at the local social security offices. They often left for work together in the Morris Marina before I set out to meet Jimmy to go to school.  We would return long before they did, when we would take it in turns to visit each other’s houses to sit and do our homework.  Jimmy’s parents owned a smallholding.  They kept a few sheep, a cranky old goat and several pigs.  They seemed to me to be ex-hippies and had it in their heads to become self-sufficient, so they grew lots of fresh vegetables under a long greenhouse at the rear of their kitchen garden.  His parents were nice.  When we got in from school, we would be presented with a range of his mother’s home baking. The lady could make delicious cakes. 

We had to make do with a packet of Digestive biscuits and a cup of tea when we came back to our house.  We had a strict rule.  We wouldn’t let ourselves get distracted until we had completed our homework.  I was good at the sciences and Jimmy was good at the arts; shared knowledge and all that.  We were both good at mathematics. I liked algebra and he liked geometry. We tolerated boring number work... 

We didn’t bother about the opposite sex. Girls were just there. We paid them no attention.  We weren’t interested in making any sort of relationship with them.  We kept to ourselves and did well in school, not that we thought about it.  I just knew I wanted more than the routine office work of my parents. Jimmy had this notion of going off and joining the army, much to the displeasure of his parents.  He had two older sisters, on whom his parents doted.  They let Jimmy get on with his life.  Anyway, being of such liberal spirits, they would see it as positively evil to attempt to dissuade him of his dreams. 

We skated on the Broads in the winter and fished in the streams and rivers during the long, warm days.  Occasionally, during the summer, we would ride the ten miles over to the Blue Pool and swim in the old quarry.  We just knew it was very deep and that we shouldn’t go out too far.  Once during the long holiday, we decided to make a day of it and cycle over to the Blue Pool, taking a few of Jimmy’s mother’s freshly baked tea cakes.  We chatted aimlessly as we rode through the country lanes.  But, to our horror, four teenage girls had beaten us to our favourite spot.  And, worse of all, they were swimming topless. 

Now, this didn’t bother Jimmy.  His sisters often wandered around the house scantily dressed.  But I was an only child. I’d never seen a female in this state before.  We lay on the crest of the hill looking down into the Blue Pool, which didn’t seem all that blue today despite the hot sun.  Jimmy went to get up, 

“I’ll scare them off.” 

I reached up and pulled him back down, “No; wait a minute.” 

He snorted....”Let me know when you’ve had an eyeful.” 

I marvelled at these flat chested females and then, got bored.  I nodded at him.  He smiled, jumped up with a loud roar and tore off down the hill to the pool waving his arms and shouting all kinds of obscenities.  I stood up with my arms folded and watched as four screaming girls hurriedly swam back to the shore, climbed out, grabbed their clothes and ran off into the trees still screaming. 

I reached a breathless Jimmy Johnson. He smiled at me, 

“I doubt we’ll be seeing them again...” 

It was from this rural paradise that I was so rudely plucked in February 1975.  Jimmy stopped speaking to me as soon as he found out I was to leave him to his own devices.  It was as though I had planned and engineered this move, just to annoy him.  He didn’t even say goodbye to me on my last day, which coincided with the half-term holiday.  I learnt a salutary lesson from this experience.  I thought he’d just get over it, but I didn’t realise how much we had depended on each other.  I never heard from him again until I learnt that he had been killed in the Falkland Islands repelling the Argentine invaders. 

My parents had both been promoted and posted to Central London.  My father was to head up some obscure taxation office in Kensington, and my mother was sent to sort out a failing establishment that had been overrun with unemployed workers in Euston.  And as for me, I soon learnt that trying to change schools in the middle of the academic year was positively difficult. There didn’t appear to be a place in any of the so-called good schools, but they would happily put me on their waiting lists. 

So, we swapped out our idyllic five-bedroom house for an Edwardian terrace in a road that ran between Kensal Rise and Queen’s Park in the London Borough of Brent.  My parents had gone up to the Education Department in Wembley and demanded that their one and only child be placed in a suitable educational establishment.  It took the petty bureaucrats nearly two weeks to place me in a rather large and unruly secondary school just five minutes away from our new home.  I didn’t like the look of that. 

While my parents disappeared every morning to this new weird and wonderful underground train system that whisked commuters from the outer suburbs into the city, I sat around in my room rearranging my things.  The one good thing about this new house was that there had been a loft conversation that consisted of two bedrooms and a bathroom. I moved up there.  The skylights gave me a spectacular view of the surrounding area.  I had decided that one room would be my bedroom and the other would be my study.  That, at least, was some compensation for leaving the home of my birth.  I just knew that my parents had taken on a rather large mortgage that would eat up any salary increase that came with their promotions. 

Whilst I waited to be placed in a school, I rarely ventured out except to the shop once in a while.  There was a good range of little shops on Kensal Rise, just opposite the over-ground railway station.  The line appeared to run across London from the west to the city.  The locals affectionately knew it as the Mickey Mouse line, owing to the complete absence of anything that remotely resembled a timetable.  I learnt that such exotic places as Hampstead Heath and Parliament Hill could be accessed via this line if one went east and Kew Gardens over to the west. 

Instead, I sat in my tower and looked at my books, not wishing to idle away the time.  We didn’t even have a telephone connected.  Some wag in the Post Office told my father that it might take three months to set up a service.  He was not amused.  I wasn’t bothered, as I had no one to call anyway. 

One afternoon, about ten days after we had moved, I went up to Kensal Rise to go to the shop.  It was about four in the afternoon.  I had to wade through hordes of uniformed pupils who had just been let out of school.  The interesting thing to me was that most of these pupils were black.  In my school up in East Anglia, the nearest we had to a non-white pupil was the local doctor’s daughter, and she was mixed race with her mother being from India and her father from Scotland.  She didn’t count... 

I stood under the awning of the green grocer’s shop and watched as this multitude of humanity went noisily across the road to wait for buses that would return them to Harlesden and beyond, which I later learnt was predominantly occupied by West Indian Londoners.  It took about thirty minutes for this mass of pupils to fade onto the buses. 

I had never seen so many people of colour in my life.  Multi-cultural initiatives had passed Norwich by.  The boys all had these weird and wonderful haircuts.  Some had tall Afros.  Some had intricate patterns cut into their hair.  Most of the older girls had their hair in the latest fashionable designs gleaned from the television.  I later learnt that these styles often meant either pressing their hair with a hot comb or relaxing it with chemicals.  The younger girls had their hair in plaits, kept closely to their heads.  I wondered how long it would take to create these works of art.  I have to say I found this mix of youngsters refreshing. 

One afternoon, after I had watched the girls and boys of Aylestone Secondary School get on the buses, I wandered down the road towards Ladbroke Grove and I came upon the local library.  My heart leapt.  I walked in and was surrounded by familiar books.  It was the first time I had actually felt at home in my new surroundings.  I resolved to return the next day and commence my studies.  I mentioned this to my mother that night, but I don’t think she heard me as she was regaling my father about how useless the staff was in her new office. 

I shrugged my shoulders and went up to my room to listen to the radio.  I had been given an old valve radio by one of my uncles, and I discovered that if I twiddled with the bands I could pick up stations from the whole of Europe.  My favourite was the English Language service from Moscow.  I smiled at the constant pronouncements about the increase in iron production from some remote part of the country, or the magnificent achievements of farmers in producing a bumper harvest this year.  It made me laugh, but I would often fall asleep listening to these broadcasts and then awaken in the middle of the night to white noise when the station went off the air. Jimmy and I were never interested in sport, pop music or current affairs. These, we surmised, were for other people.  

Next door to us in our new house lived a family of West Indians.  The man of the house was a jovial fellow by the name of Clifford.  He had two sons and a daughter.  Cliff was a welder in a local works, and there was little he couldn’t do with metal.  The wife, whose name I never did find out, seemed to spend all her spare time in some church or other, dragging her children with her, all dressed in their Sunday best.  Cliff preferred not to grace these houses of God with his presence.  What I did hear, when the parents were not there, was this unusual music with a heavy bass and beat.  I later learned that this was Reggae music, so beloved of those who originated from the Caribbean.  Between the hours of four and six, when the youngsters returned from school, I could hear the steady beat of the music.  It never bothered me. 

Towards the end of my exile, I was in the library one day when a rather prim and proper lady, whom I had observed on a number of occasions, approached me.  I was wrestling with some Algebraic problem when her lavender scent overwhelmed me.  I looked up. 

She said, “Young man. Should you not be in school?” 

I smiled, “Yes, Ma’am. I should be, but I’ve just moved into the area, and I’m waiting for the council to offer me a place.” 

She peered over her half moon glasses, “Where do you live?” She asked. 

“Keslake Road, Ma’am; just up towards the Rise.” 

“I know perfectly well where it is, young man.  Are you a member here?” 

I shook my head. 

She pointed a finger at me, “Come with me to the desk.  We will enrol you, and then you can take books home, if you like.” 

I followed her to the desk.  One of the black female clerks looked at me and I blushed... 

“Fill out this form, and we’ll soon get you started.” 

I completed it and passed it back over.  She glanced at it and said, “Have you got proof of address?” 

I shook my head forlornly. 

“Never mind, bring it when you can. We’ll trust you, won’t we, Dawn?” 

The clerk smiled at me...I blushed again... 

I returned home that evening with three books that I had used in my previous school. I didn’t bother to tell my parents... 

The letter came one Thursday. I saw the envelope as it plopped onto the floor. It was marked The London Borough of Brent. My heart sank; my freedom was about to be curtailed.  I knew that I could certainly undertake my studies by myself with the very helpful Miss Lavender from the local library.  I desperately wanted to open the letter that was addressed to the parents or guardians of James Morgan, but I didn’t.  I propped the letter next to one marked The Post Office on the hall table and went and sulked for the rest of the day in my room, listening to reports of bad weather in Siberia. 

I was called down at eight o’clock.  My parents were standing in the kitchen, clutching the customary glass of wine.  The bottle was supposed to last the week, but it rarely did... 

My father cleared his throat, “James, they’ve allocated you a place at this school called Aylestone, which is just around the corner.” 

My heart sank, “But Dad, I’m doing well on my own. I’ve already cracked most of the physics’ syllabus.” 

“Nonsense. You’ll go to school like everyone else.” 

I sighed, knowing full well that it would be useless to argue with my father.  He added, “Your mother will take you up to the school on Monday.  There’s a uniform list enclosed with a supplier somewhere in Willesden.  We will go up there on Saturday.” 

And that was the end of the discussion. 
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Queen’s Park, 

London 1975

James

My parents seemed to have forgotten about the appointment at school on the Monday morning. They went off to work as usual, just after seven.  I contemplated whether to bother attending or not, but I knew this rather rebellious decision would come back to haunt me at a later date. 

Instead, I reluctantly donned the white shirt, tie, grey trousers and blazer of Aylestone Secondary School.  I wandered up to the school gates just before eight thirty.  The first thing I noticed was that the black pupils far outnumbered the white ones.  However, as I walked in, no one paid me the slightest attention.  I looked for a sign that indicated the reception.  I couldn’t see one. Eventually, I located an entrance and went up the chipped concrete steps. 

I approached a counter. A stern voice reprimanded me, 

“You are not allowed in until the bell goes...” 

I looked to see some woman bearing down on me from a staircase. 

She flicked her hand towards the door, “Out, now...” 

I shrugged my shoulders and retraced my steps just as the bell began to sound, and the doors were pushed open.  I was met with a throng of pupils chatting and laughing.  I was swept to one side.  I pinned myself up against the wall and decided to let this horde pass by. 

After about three or four minutes, I was left on my own. The hallways were empty.  A semi familiar voice sounded in my ear, 

“What are you doing?  Shouldn’t you be in class?” 

I sighed at the woman who had so rudely tried to throw me out of the building a few minutes earlier. 

I looked at her, “Sorry miss, I don’t know where to go.” 

She approached me quickly, like a wild animal bearing down on its prey. 

“What do you mean you don’t know where to go?”  She waved her hand at me again, “Go on, off you go. I do not want to see you in here again.” 

I retreated to the main door and went out onto a completely empty playground.  I shrugged my shoulders again and went home...I buried myself in my study for the rest of the day, debating whether to high tail it back to my old school in East Anglia. 

That evening, my mother asked me about my new school, but before I could answer, she began chatting to my father.  I went back up to my room and resolved to try again the next day... 

The following day I sat in front of a harassed head of year.  He said, 

“James Morgan? We were expecting you yesterday.” 

I mumbled something by way of a response, but he took no notice as he continued,  “Your previous school hasn’t sent us a report yet, so I’ll stick you in with 9 F until we get your paperwork. You won’t have any trouble with that class. They are not the brightest of the bunch.” 

I looked at him, “Sir, I’m supposed to be doing my exams a year early” 

He snorted and passed over a slip of paper, “This is your timetable.  You’ll find a room number allocated to each class.”  He looked at his watch, “If you’re quick, you’ll get to your class period before the bell goes.  Your form teacher will sort you out.” 

I was dismissed.  A kindly looking cleaner helped me find my way.  I was just about to knock on the door to the classroom when the bell sounded again. This time, I stepped back to allow the pupils to exit.  I walked into the room. 

“Wait outside, please. Your lesson hasn’t started yet.” 

I shook my head at the middle-aged female teacher, “Sorry miss. I’ve been told to report to you.” 

She looked up at the woman, whose hair was neatly wrapped behind a brightly coloured headscarf.  I’d never had a black teacher before. 

“Who are you?” 

“James Morgan, miss.” 

She half smiled, “Ahh, the missing new boy.  You were supposed to be here yesterday.” 

I looked down, but before I could respond she said, “Never mind, you are here now.” She smiled again, “Where are you from, James?” 

“East Anglia, miss.” 

“Oh, a country boy, then?” 

I shook my head.  She laughed, “I’m just teasing you.” She held out her hand, “I’m Miss Williams.  I’m your form teacher, and I’ll also be teaching you geography.” 

I shook her hand.  She said, “Your class has gone off to social studies, but I wouldn’t worry about that. I don’t know what it means...” 

I half smiled; I didn’t know either.  She said, “Look, I’ll just settle down my class, and then we’ll have a chat.  I’ll take you to your next lesson, and then I’ll get one of the students to escort you for the rest of the day.” 

Some very young pupils came in and sat down in an orderly fashion.  They were quiet.  I thought that no one messed with Miss Williams.  I looked around at the class.  There were three white girls and two white boys. The rest were all Afro-Caribbean.  Again, no one paid me any attention. 

I spoke with the teacher for about ten minutes as the class got on with some obscure task.  She let me talk.  I told her I was scheduled to take my examinations a year earlier. She furrowed her brow, “Who put you in this class?” 

I shook my head.  She leaned into me, “Look, James, we’ll soon place you in the correct group.  Just keep your head down and try not to get mixed up with any groups.  As you’ve probably noticed, the black pupils considerably outnumber the white ones.  Everyone rubs along nicely, just don’t get involved in any petty rivalries.” 

I wondered what I got myself into... 

She kept me for the rest of the fifty-minute lesson and then took me to find my form that was about to embark upon a double mathematics lesson.  She whispered to the teacher as the rest of the class stared at me.  I stood there at the front feeling like a lemon, wondering if I should just go home... 

Miss Williams winked at me as she left.  The teacher, a youngish fellow in his late twenties by the name of Mr Brooks, handed me a past algebra paper from a few years earlier from some examination board that I hadn’t come across.  He spoke quietly, “Find a seat and see what you can do with that.” 

He looked up and spoke to the class, “9F, this is James Morgan.  He’s just joined us today.  Make him welcome and ensure he gets to the right lessons.” 

Most of the pupils stared sullenly at me. One of the black girls smiled at me. 

I searched for a vacant seat and found one at the rear of the class.  I went and sat down behind a group of black boys and got on with my examination paper.  Again, the lesson was orderly.  Mr Brooks had the pupils’ attention. I buried my head in the exam paper.  There was nothing there that I hadn’t seen before. 

The double period flew by, and I just about finished the two-hour paper when the bell sounded again. The black girl who had smiled at me came up, “James, I’m Denise. I’ll make sure you get to where you are supposed to be.” 

I stood up, glad to have a guide for the rest of the day. I packed my things and walked up to Mr Brooks.  He asked, “How far did you get, James?” 

“Sir, I finished it...” 

He grabbed the paper off me and immediately sat down and went through it.  Denise stood behind me.  I could feel her eyes boring into the back of my neck. 

He looked at me, “That’s a two and a half hour paper.  Have you seen it before?” 

I shook my head, “Not this one, sir.  We were doing a different examination board.” 

He smiled at me, “Denise, can you take James to his next lesson, please?” 

I felt a hand on my arm. Mr Brooks continued, “And try not to eat him before lunch, young lady...” 

She sniggered. 

She fired questions as we walked for what seemed like miles.  I did my best not to tell her anything.

The next lesson was a double English. I hadn’t read the text before, so at least this was something new.  I sat at the back next to Denise and kept my mouth shut, determined to read the book that evening. 

The day passed quickly.  I sat in the cafeteria at lunchtime and picked at some food from the counter.  The afternoon was devoted to games.  The boys went off to play football whilst the girls proceeded to the netball courts.  My old school played rugby, but Jimmy and I had managed to acquire half back positions that meant we could stay out of trouble.  Indeed, we saw it as a complete triumph not to touch the ball or get involved in a tackle for the whole game.  I had no kit, so I lingered behind and got a severe telling off by some thick and very overweight physical education teacher named Mr Barnes.  He gave me a detention for not having the appropriate clothing or a letter from my parents... I kept my mouth shut, having no intention of attending any form of detention...

He told me to go and sit in the library.  I had no idea where that was, so I just went home.  There were no gate monitors of any description.

The following morning, as I went through the school gates, my erstwhile guide, Denise, approached me.  She took my arm,

“You are in trouble, James.  You should have had a detention last night, but you skipped it.”

I looked at her, “That idiot Barnes gave me a detention for not having my kit.  How was I supposed to know that yesterday was a kit day?”

She chuckled, “The head of year, Mr Gavin, is after you.”

I shrugged my shoulders, “So what?  All they can do is give me another detention.  They don’t still beat you here, do they?”

She smiled, “Well, they can, but they generally don’t.  You’ll just get double the punishment and contact your parents.”

I thought, good luck with that; I’ve been trying to contact them for weeks...

Half an hour later, I was standing in front of the head of year, Mr Gavin, who turned out to be the teacher I had spoken to yesterday.  Denise was hovering outside the door, trying desperately to listen to the one-sided conversation.

He looked up from his papers, “You are James Morgan?”

I nodded, “The very same, sir.”

He stood up noisily, pushing back his chair that scraped loudly on the tiled floor;  “Don't get clever with me, young man.”  He had raised his voice somewhat.

I looked at him quizzically, “Sir?”

He took a deep breath and sat down, “I have a report from Mr Barnes that he gave you a detention for not having the correct PE clothing yesterday.”

I asked, “Who is Mr Barnes, sir?”

He put his head in his hands, “Your PE teacher.  You met him yesterday.  He gave you a detention; don’t you remember?”

“Sir, I went with my form to a games’ lesson only to be told that I didn’t have the appropriate clothing.  He gave me a note and told me to go to the library.”

“And did you?”

“Of course, sir,” I lied...

“Then why did you not report for detention at the end of the day?”

I paused, deciding whether to be clever or not.  I thought, what the heck, let’s just see how far this can go.

“Well, sir.  I did deem the punishment somewhat excessive since it was my first day and I had no knowledge of the timetable requirements.  Perhaps a verbal reprimand would have been more appropriate, given the circumstances.”

He looked at me wide-eyed, “You deemed it excessive?”

“Why, of course, sir.  The teacher gave me no opportunity to explain my situation, which I would have done happily.  Instead, he just dolled out the detention.”  I shrugged my shoulders and then added, “I’ve brought my PE kit today, sir, if that helps?”

I heard him mutter as he put his head in his hands, “God help me.”

I stood there looking at him.  Denise appeared in the door window.  I smiled at her...

After a few minutes, Mr Gavin looked up and shouted, “Denise!  Get in here pronto...”

The door opened quickly.  She stood there quickly.  I noticed that she had administered a little more make-up today.  I felt her leg brush against mine.  Mr Gavin continued.

“Denise, take Mr Morgan here to see Miss Moran on the top floor.  I’ve no wish to spend any more time with him.”

I smiled; new people and new adventures...

He then said, “The failure to attend a detention is punishable by three more consecutive detentions.  Make sure you attend those.  Now get out of my sight.”

I paused for a second despite Denise pulling at my arm, “Sir, I’m not sure if that is completely fair.”

Denise pulled me again.

He didn’t bother to look up, “Make it four detentions.”

I replied, “That simply compounds the unfairness...”

A voice from behind the hands muttered, “Five...”

Denise succeeded in extracting me before I would be sent for summary execution.  I chuckled to myself as we walked down the corridor.  Denise spoke quickly,

“James; you’ve got to learn to keep quiet.”

“In the face of injustice?  I don’t think so.  That fat idiot, Barnes, had no right to treat me this way.”

“Basher; they call him Basher.”

I raised my eyes, “Well, there’s a surprise.  Basher Barnes...I couldn’t think of a more appropriate name.”

She sniggered and then leaned into me as we mounted a staircase, “What are you doing after school, James?”

“Oh; I’ve got a very busy social life, Denise, why do you ask?”

“A group of us girls go to the little coffee bar in Willesden on a Wednesday evening after school.  Would you like to come?”

I didn’t answer her as we approached an office door.  Denise stood back as though she didn’t wish to get involved.  She nodded at the door, “That’s Miss Moran’s office.  I’ll leave you here and catch up with you at lunchtime.”

I knocked on the door.  A rather gruff voice shouted,

“Come in!”

I smiled at the rapidly departing Denise and pushed open the door.

Before I could enter, the voice called out, “Denise Edwards; in here now.”

Denise stopped in her tracks. I stepped into the office to be greeted by the old bat that had summarily tossed me out of school first thing on Monday morning.  I swallowed, hoping that she wouldn’t remember me.

She ignored me, “Denise Edwards, get yourself to the nearest ladies and remove that make-up before you return to class.  Do you understand?”

Denise almost curtsied before she left in a hurry.

I stood there, not knowing what was about to happen.  I reckoned they couldn’t meet out any more punishments for imaginary offences.

She looked down at the mathematics paper I had completed the day before.  She slowly examined my answers.  I looked at the clock, wondering what delights of the curriculum I was missing.

She spoke, not looking up, “You are not going anywhere, James, so stop looking at the clock.”  

I marvelled at her psychic powers of perception.

She closed the papers, “Where did you go on Monday after I asked you to leave?”

I sighed; the game was up, “I went home, Miss.”

“You were supposed to wait until the bell sounded.”

I shrugged my shoulders as she went on, “We tried to contact your parents, but we couldn’t get through.”

I muttered, “Yes, I can see that’s a problem.”

She looked at me, “Wasn’t one of your parents supposed to accompany you on Monday morning?”

I stared at her, not wishing to tell her that they had simply forgotten.

She sat back in her chair; it was one of those captain’s chairs, “Take a seat, James, and let’s have a little chat.”

That was the last thing I wanted.

“When Mr Brooks brought me your mathematics paper, I immediately telephoned your previous school.  They’ve faxed over some of your reports.  I’ve been reading them, and it seems you are an exceptional student, Mr Morgan.”

I didn’t know whether to take this as a compliment or an insult.

She went on, “You see, this paper you sat yesterday would have given you a Grade 1 in a GCE examination.”  I already knew that.

“It’s a different board, Miss.”

“I know that.  How old are you, James?”

“Fourteen, Miss.”

“Your previous school tells me you were supposed to sit your GCEs a year early.”

“That’s what I told the head of Year 9, miss.”

“Mr Gavin, James.  He’s the head of Year 9.  You know, the one who dished you out all those detentions.”

“Well, Miss, I did think they were a little excessive and unfair.”

She smiled, “Don’t worry, you’ll soon get used to our ways.”  She paused and flicked through my mathematics paper.  “This is pretty good, you know.”

“Miss, I was taught well in my previous school.”

“Hmm, yes.  It seems they gave you and another pupil quite a bit of latitude.”

Is that what they called it?

“Not to worry...  Now, I’ve spoken to the head, and he’s agreed to let you move up to Year 10.”

I breathed a sigh of relief.

“On one condition.”

I waited for it.

“You must be assessed across all the subjects and prove you are capable.  So, you will report here for the rest of the week, and I’ll set you examination papers in your chosen subjects.”  She picked up a sheet of plain paper, “What are they?”

I rattled them off; they were burned into my brain, “Mathematics, physics, chemistry, biology, English language and English Literature...”

She held up her hand, “Whoa...slow down.”

I breathed in, mentally ticking off the subjects on my fingers, “French, history, geography and general studies.”

She ticked them off, “That’s ten.”

“I should have done German as well, but the teacher got pregnant, and they couldn’t find a replacement...”

I thought I detected a hint of a smile on her face.  She picked up a telephone and relayed my list to some unknown secretary who might have been on Mars for all I knew.

“Can you acquire all of last year’s papers for these subjects and also find a room for James Morgan to work in for the rest of the week, please?”  She paused and then added, “Keep chasing his previous school for all his documents.”

She slid over an examination paper, “That’s last year’s biology paper.  See what you can do with that until lunchtime, and then I’ll get Denise to accompany you to the cafeteria.  Mrs Samuels, one of the secretaries, will take you to a study room.  Base yourself in there for the rest of the week.”

I glanced at the paper, and then she added, “The detention room is on the ground floor.  Make sure you are there promptly at four pm.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a class to teach.  When you are dealing with teachers, James, try to be a little more sensitive.  They are not all as clever as you...”

She paused at the door, “Oh, by the way, Madame Buzon, our head of modern foreign languages, speaks fluent German as well.  She wants to see you later today...”

With that, she left.

I should have kept my mouth shut...
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At the end of the day, I had finished three of the old GCE papers; biology, physics and chemistry.  It was gone four-thirty by the time I had finished.  I dropped the completed papers back at the general office to the kindly secretary who had run around for me during the day.  I was tired, but I was supposed to attend one of my detentions.  Rather than push my luck, I decided to make my presence felt in the punishment room.  

I did think it was somewhat crazy to have a whole room designated as such but, as I was confronted by about twenty pupils of varying ages, sizes and colours, I could see why the school thought it might be a good idea.

I walked up to the bored looking male teacher, who was busy marking books in a rather cursory manner on a desk at the front of the room.  He didn’t bother looking up,

“You are late.”

I sighed, “I’ve been doing an examination paper for Miss Moran.”

He shrugged his shoulders, “Do you think I care?”

“No, I don’t suppose you do.”

He finally looked at me, “Name?”

“James Morgan.”

He ran a grubby finger down his list and smiled, “Ah, yes; the new boy with the smart mouth.  Well, I’ll tick this one off the five, but then I’ll have to add another for being late.”

This time, I shook my head, determined to keep quiet.  I didn’t really mind as I had plenty of work to do, especially with the English Literature and the unfamiliar texts.  I might as well do it here as opposed to back in my study or with Miss Lavender at the library.

He stared at me, “Nothing smart to add, Morgan?”

I smiled back at him, “Absolutely nothing.”

“Sir...”

I said, “Pardon?”

“In this school it’s customary to respond to teachers with either sir, miss or the teacher’s name.”

I shook my head again, debating whether to argue the point, as he hadn’t bothered to introduce himself.

He flicked his hands away, “Go and find a seat and sit down...”

I looked up to see the whole group of pupils staring at me, glad of the momentary distraction.  Some of the older pupils had smirks on their faces.  I walked to the rear of the room.  A tall, black girl patted a vacant seat next to her and smiled.  She whispered,

“Sit down here, James.”

I froze for a second, not knowing where she had obtained my name.  I sat down next to her, desperately trying not to blush.  I caught a quick glance at her.  I have to say she was rather good-looking but, as my erstwhile mate, Jimmy Johnson would say, way out of my league...”

She had smooth skin that glistened in the light.  She had an immaculate Afro with not a hair out of place, and she had just the smallest hint of eyeliner, certainly not as much to get noticed by any of the teachers.  Her school tie was set at just the right angle.  I looked down at her as I sat down.  Her long legs were covered in thick, black tights.  She crossed them, catching my stare.  I looked at her hands.  Her nails were neat and trim with not a hint of colour but a clear coat.  I had seen my mother apply this from time to time.

I reached into my bag and extracted one of the English texts and desperately tried to concentrate on the nuances of one of the Romantic poets.

The group settled down.  I could hear the clock ticking on the wall behind the supervising teacher.  The air was stuffy.

She leaned into me, “I’m Marsha.  I’m in the class you are joining on Monday.”

I peered over at her, “How do you know my name?”

She smiled, “The whole school knows about you.  It’s not often we get a new pupil, especially one with your abilities.”

I looked down, “I don't have any special abilities, Marsha, I can assure you.”

She smirked again, “No, but you ran rings around Mr Gavin yesterday.”

I snorted, “No I didn’t, the old bugger gave me five detentions.”

“Was it worth it?” she asked.

I smiled, “Of course...”

A voice boomed out from the front of the room, “Shut up at the back...”

We shut up.  I got into the poet, but I wasn’t entirely sure what he was saying about his sister...Perhaps I’d clarify that with my teacher...

At five o’clock, the room began to get fidgety.  I felt Marsha’s leg pressing against mine, “It’s time to go,” she whispered.

The teacher clapped his hands and the pupils all packed up their belongings and formed a line in front of the teacher’s desk.  Marsha led me to the queue.  I stood behind this vision of beauty, marvelling at the intricacies of her Afro hair.  I wondered how long it took to have that done.

I leaned into her, “What’s the old fool’s name?” I whispered, nodding at the teacher.

She glanced back at me, “Mr Fay.  Watch out for him.  He’s a little too liberal with his hands, especially with the younger girls.”

I watched as this teacher, who smelt of cigarettes, hand each pupil a slip with the offence listed.  The paper required a parental signature to be returned the very next day.

Mr Fay leered at Marsha as he passed her the form; she stared at him coldly.

I breezed up to him.  He signed the slip and passed it to me with a smug smile,

“Here you are, Morgan, get it signed by your parents and return it to the general office in the morning.”

I took the paper off him and smiled back, “Why, thank you, Mr Fay.  I’ll be sure to tell my mother all about it.”

He stood up; roughly scraping his chair on the floor, “Get out, now, before I remind you who is boss around here...”

I felt Marsha pulling me towards the door.

Marsha hurried me along to a cloakroom, where no one ever would dare to leave any personal possessions.  She pulled me down to a bench, laughing.

I sat down next to her and opened my note.  It said one of six detentions completed.  My offences were listed as follows; failure to bring in my PE kit, failure to attend a detention and insubordination to a teacher.  I raised my eyes, “Well, at least he managed to spell insubordination correctly.”

She laughed, “Yes. He’s not the brightest button in the box.”

She opened her note and swore quietly, “Oh, damn.  I’ll get in deep trouble for this at home.”

I looked at her, “What do you mean?  You are not actually going to show your parents this paper, are you?”

She looked down, “I don't have a choice.  They have my mum and dad’s signature on record, and one of the nosey bats in the general office checks the returned slips.”

I reached over and took the paper.  It read, Marsha Thomas.  One detention for wearing her skirt too short after being repeatedly requested not to do so.  Miss Moran signed it.

“Wow; that’s a hanging offence.”

She playfully punched my shoulder, “It’s not funny, James, you haven’t met my mother.”

I sighed, “Look, just bring me a copy of one of your parent’s signatures, and I’ll forge it.  I’m an old hand at this.  Done it loads of times.  Jimmy and I got away with murder in my old school.  I signed his reports, and he signed mine.”

She reached into the inside pocket of her blazer and took out a signed letter from her mother, “Will this do?”  It was a trip permission slip that never got handed in because the visit got cancelled.

I took it and after a few practice efforts I took the detention slip and made a pretty good copy of the signature.  I handed it back to her, 

“Will that do?”

She squealed with delight, “Perfect.”

She began packing her bag.  I spoke quietly.

“You don't need to, you know.”

She stopped and looked at me, “Don’t need to do what?”

“Wear your skirt short.”

She flushed up and began, “My friend...”  Her mouth clamped shut.

I replied, “Always do what you think is best and not what some fellow tells you.”

She was flustered.  She stood up, “Come on, let’s get out of here before old Fay or one of his cronies comes by.”

I followed her to the main door.  As I passed the general office, a voice called out,

“James Morgan; I have a letter for your parents.”

I stopped and retraced my steps.  Marsha waited for me.

A mousey looking secretary handed me a manila envelope.  She said, “We don’t have contact details for your parents.  Get them to fill out this form and return it tomorrow.”

I nodded at her and took the envelope.  I shrugged my shoulders and thought I’d just drop it with the other redirected mail that winged its way from East Anglia.

Marsha stood by the door, “Come on, let’s get out of here.  I’ve got a ton of homework to finish, and I’m supposed to get back before my sister and parents get home.”

We walked slowly across the expansive playground.

“How many sisters have you got?” I asked.

“Three; I’m the youngest.  I think my dad gave up after four girls.”

“It’s just me at home.”

She stopped and looked at me, “You mean you don’t have any brothers or sisters?”

“Nope; I’m a single child.”

She murmured, “Lucky you.  I’m always getting grief from my sisters.  I’ve had to share a room with one of them for years.”

I smiled at her, not knowing if a sibling in the house would be a blessing or a pain in the backside.

I felt her slow down as we walked on to Tiverton Road, “Oh, sugar,” she muttered as three rather large black boys approached.  

The middle one was a good-looking lad about sixteen years of age.  His hair was immaculately presented with little thin stripes down on side.  He had a small gold stud in his left ear.  He was wearing the uniform of our school, but I hadn’t noticed him before.

He called out, “Marsha!  I’ve been waiting for you.”

Marsha glanced at me and shook her head imperceptibly, “I had a detention, Leon, and Mr Fay kept us longer.”

I found myself surrounded by these boys.  I wasn’t sure what to do.

Leon leaned into me, “Who is this white boy?”

Marsha got between us, “Classmate, Leon.  I was just showing him the ropes.”

I backed away, not wishing to get mixed up in anything untoward.  Leon took Marsha’s arm, “Come on; you don’t need any of his sort.  I’ll get the bus with you.”

He pulled her away.  

His two minders stood close by as though they were about to lay into me.  Leon whistled, and the two lads chased after him like good little puppies.  Marsha looked back at me, as she was hurried away.  She had that forlorn look on her face.
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The next day was Thursday.  I still had several more examination papers to complete for Miss Moran.  As I walked in the gate just before eight-thirty, Denise Edwards rushed up to me.

“James!  James!  I need to talk with you.”

I stopped and smiled at her, “What is it, Denise?  More detentions?”

She grabbed my arm and pulled me into a corner.

“I’m serious, James, you need to stay away from Marsha Thomas.”

I looked at her, “Why?”

She pointed over at a group of teenagers gathered around a bench.  Among them were Leon and his two minders laughing and joking, who appeared to be the centre of attention.

“That’s why, James.  Keep away from that lot.  They are from the Stonebridge Park Estate.  They are not particularly keen on the ethnic minorities like you in this school.”

“What’s that got to do with Marsha?”

“He’s her boyfriend.  She’s been with him ever since primary school.  He gets a little overprotective of her.”

I shrugged my shoulders, “I only met the girl yesterday, Denise.”

“I know; that’s why I’m warning you to keep away.”

I looked over at the group of unruly boys, thinking that Denise’s advice might well be worth noting.

“Okay, okay; point taken.”

“Good.  I missed you last evening in the coffee bar.”  She batted her eyes at me.

“Sorry, Denise, I was unavoidably detained...”
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I don’t remember much about my early childhood, well, not at least until I went to primary school.  I just remember I was the apple of my mother’s eye until I reached the age of five, when I was dismissed to nursery via the child minder down the road.  My parents were from the Windrush Generation that brought thousands of West Indian immigrants to Britain to fill up the vacancies created immediately post the Second World War as the country struggled to rebuild itself after years of devastation and shortages.

My mum, Theresa, and my dad, Addison, were born and married in Jamaica.  They were both in their early twenties when they arrived by aeroplane one cold and wet autumn day at Gatwick Airport.  My dad had the promise of a job as a car mechanic.  My mother was prepared to do anything to keep body and soul together.  They took a bedsit flat in Kilburn whilst my dad began work at a large car dealership in Neasden.  He got on well and was soon promoted.  My mum took a job as a domestic at St Mary’s Hospital on the Harrow Road.  They saved hard and soon had the deposit for a house.  It did take a little persuasion for the building society to grant them a mortgage.  It was from Kilburn, and a kindly Irish landlady, that they moved to Neasden in the early fifties into a small, three bedroomed-terraced house in Kendal Road, just opposite Gladstone Park.

The house had two large bedrooms and one small box room.  I can remember having to use the toilet at the end of the backyard on cold winter nights before my dad had saved enough money for a downstairs extension that extended the narrow kitchen together with a modern bathroom.  Until then, we washed in a sink.  The old tin bath only came out once per week on a Saturday night in preparation for church going on Sunday morning.

We learnt how to give ourselves a thorough wash standing in a large baby bath.  We would just heat up some water from the gas geyser in the kitchen and carry it up carefully to our bedrooms.  My parents were fastidious about personal hygiene.  The addition of the bathroom made a huge improvement to our lives.  I remember my dad telling my mum he wouldn’t knock down the outhouse because it would always come in handy.

We had two rooms and a kitchen downstairs, but we were not allowed in the front parlour.  That was only for special guests.  The pastor used to visit from time to time.  He would sit on one of the easy chairs and sip freshly made tea whilst my mother fussed over him.  He had wandering hands...especially in a house with four daughters and a besotted mother.

Church; oh yes, I almost forgot about that.  Ten o’clock on Sunday morning, my mother would dress us all in our finery and drag us off to some service or other with the handy Pastor.  We used to pile into my Dad’s Volvo, and he would take us up to Cricklewood.  He would let us out, but he would never stay.  He returned home for an extra hour or two in bed within the peace and tranquillity of his four walls.  The wretched service would never take less than two hours and dad would always be waiting for us outside to whisk us home where my mother slaved away in the kitchen making us a roast dinner of some sort.  At three o’clock, we children would trudge back up to the church for what was euphemistically called a children’s service.

This lasted another hour, but at least my older sisters were given the responsibility of taking care of the younger ones.  Besides, the eldest one, Esther, had a male admirer who was a little older than she.  By the time we returned for our tea, I always used to notice that my mother was in a nightgown, looking flushed... My dad would be sat watching television with his shirt unbuttoned.  He had a quiet visage of contentment.

Next door to us lived a family of fellow Jamaicans, but they didn’t go to church.  My dad was friendly with the man of the house, who never seemed to have a regular job.  The wife always left early in the morning to go off to some cleaning job or other in the city.  Next door had two boys.  The youngest, Leon, was in the class above me at school.  He was polite and friendly, and I was allowed to play with him on warm summer’s evenings.  My mother would always leave us some cold milk and biscuits during the summer school holiday.  Esther was delegated the onerous task of minding her three younger siblings, much to her disapproval.  By this time, she was finishing the end of her secondary education and was always practising on the typewriter that my dad had scrounged off his work’s office when it was time for them to upgrade.  She had designs on becoming a secretary somewhere in the city.  She had a regular boyfriend; the same one whom she used to meet at church.  He had already left school and was an apprentice carpenter.  He used to call for her at the house to accompany Esther to some youth club or other down Ladbroke Grove.  My father had taken him aside one day and warned him to behave himself.  He behaved for the most part...

My second-eldest sister, Janice, wanted to be a nurse and was already working hard at school to gain the qualifications to be accepted on the course.  She saw the chance to go off to train as an escape from the house.

The third sister, Gloria, was the bane of my life.  I was forced to share the box room with her.  She had the top bunk, and I was condemned to lower.  She was a terrible sleeper and would toss and turn all night, making the rickety contraption shake and move.  I only found out later what she was actually doing...

Gloria was two years older than me and deeply resented that she had to share a room with her ‘baby sister.’  She was also very vain and would spend hours making sure she was immaculately presented before she would even set foot out of the house.  She was also indulged and spoiled by both my parents, and was given so much more leeway than I was when it came to her personal appearance.  She even went to a different secondary school than me, having been accepted into a Church of England all girls’ school in Ladbroke Grove, which had been a grammar school.  Consequently, she thought she was above the rest of us with her unique green school uniform that cost my parents a small fortune from some shop on the High Road.

We all went to the same small primary school in Dollis Hill, but then went our separate ways at secondary level.  My parents had applied for the same school as Gloria, but I somehow failed the interview.  So I ended up at Aylestone in Queen’s Park.

Just before Leon was due to move to secondary school, the local council rehoused his family on the Stonebridge Park Estate in Wembley.  He couldn’t get in to any of the local schools, so he opted to remain at Aylestone and make the bus commute every morning.  I hadn’t realised that next door was a tenanted property.  It was quite a run-down house, but I just accepted the family for what they were.  My dad used to go next door from time to time to play dominoes with a few of their friends on a Saturday night.  My mum used to get cross with my dad coming home very late smelling of strong drink and cigarettes, although I never saw him smoke one in his life.  However, all seemed to be well by the time we returned from the children’s service on Sunday afternoon and mum was in her night wear...

We were despatched up to Aylestone towards the end of the summer term when I was in the top year in my primary school for what was deemed to be induction sessions.  We were told to wear our school uniforms to help the teachers distinguish from where we came.  There was only one other girl and one boy from my school.  The rest had obtained a place in what were considered much better schools by our neighbours.  I had hardly walked through the front gate when Leon pounced upon me.

He had changed so much since I had last seen him.  He was much taller and seemed to have around him a close group of friends from his estate.  He made me feel welcome and more confident.  I didn’t know it at the time, but Leon was rapidly acquiring himself a bit of a reputation in the school.  For a start, he was made captain of his year football team, which was having some success against other local schools.  I subsequently found out that he was considered something of a hard man and that other pupils were advised not to mess with him.

However, I was just glad to be taken under his wing.  There wasn’t a chance I would be bullied with him around.

In September, I was placed in the top sets for all my subjects.  I got my head down and worked hard, determined to prove to my parents that I was just as good as Gloria and her privileged education.  I seemed to have had a growth spurt over the long summer holidays, and I was taller than most of the girls in my year group.  Although I was bigger than them, I was completely flat chested compared to some of the stockier ladies in the year group.  As a result of my physical prowess, I found myself excelling at netball and was quickly installed as goal shooter.  I used to enjoy the game, especially when we played other local schools.  I do remember thrashing Gloria’s school one dark November afternoon and made a point of rubbing it in when I got home, although I doubted Gloria cared one jot, as she was never interested in any kind of physical activity that could possibly spoil her make-up.

By the end of the Christmas term in my first year, I was known as Leon’s girl, although I’d never actually allowed him to hold my hand, let alone kiss me as we walked to Kensal Rise to get the bus to return home.  I think he just liked being with me.  Besides, I knew nothing about the birds and the bees; I was barely eleven.  Leon just took our relationship for granted.  By the end of the first year, I had done well in my exams and my parents were very pleased.  My dad used to take me down to Saturday morning netball matches for the school, and then I was picked up by a local club to play in one of their junior teams.  My dad used to run me up to Wembley on freezing cold winter nights for training.  The club consisted entirely of black girls.  I do remember there was once a very tall white girl in one of the older teams, but she soon left and joined another club.

I used to enjoy sitting in the Volvo with my dad on the way home as Reggae pumped out of the car stereo.  My mum generally wouldn’t allow ‘Satan’s’ music in the house.  The police pulled us over one night for a routine traffic stop.  It had been drilled into us from a very early age not to mess with the local police.  If they asked for our details, we were to give them without hesitation.  I was sat with my seat belt on in my netball outfit.  I always preferred to return home so that I could soak in the bath without anyone bothering me.  My father wound down the window as an officer approached.  I tugged down my short skirt as far as it would go, wishing I had put on my tracksuit, but I was hot and sweaty.

The policeman spoke first, “Do you know why I’ve stopped you?”

My dad shook his head.

“Well, you were going a little quick down by the underpass.”

My father raised his eyebrows, knowing full well that he hadn’t been speeding.

“Have you got your licence and insurance, please?”

My dad winked at me as he leaned over to the glove box and took out a paper wallet that contained all his details.  He handed them over to the officer, who shone a torch in my face and then let it drift down to my bare legs.  I shifted uncomfortably on the seat.

My dad spoke up, “That’s my daughter, Marsha, officer.”

The policeman licked his lips, “Just remain here with your engine off whilst I run your details.”

My dad placed his hands on the steering wheel, waited until the officer was out of earshot, and spoke quietly.

”Don’t worry, Marsha, they are just fishing.  We’ll soon be on our way.”

The policeman returned, “Would you mind opening the boot, sir?”

The ‘sir’ was exaggerated.

My father hopped out and flipped open the boot lid.  The officer shone his torch around the boot.  “Whose are those?” he asked, pointing to some spanners and a rather large blue toolbox.

My dad replied, “They are mine.  I’m a supervisor at Godfrey Davis on Neasden Lane.”

The policeman then walked along the side of the Volvo, shining his torch throughout the car.

He nodded at my dad, “Okay, you can go.  Just keep your speed down in future.”

My dad hopped back into the car and we drove off.

My heart was thumping in my chest, “What was all that about, dad?” I asked.

He shook his head, “Don’t worry about it, Marsha.  If we had been white, we wouldn't have been stopped.  Just do what they ask you, and then they’ll get bored and send you on your way.”

“That’s not fair, dad.”

He snorted, “You’ve got a lot to learn, my girl; life is not fair.  You are black.  You have to try harder all the time.”

He paused for a minute, and then he said, “One of the second year apprentices at work got a beating the other day when he was stopped by the police.  He gave them a bit of lip and they clouted him.  It’s just best to keep quiet.”

Just before we pulled in front of our house, he said, “Better not tell your mum about the traffic stop.  You know how she worries so much.”

I nodded.

It took me a long time to get off to sleep that evening.  Just before one in the morning, I was awakened by the bunk bed moving rhythmically...
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