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took, Guyana and England swum through his mind like a 
pair of twin fish. He had told me part of his story, about 
Mother and Pa, Desiree, Joycelyn. But he hadn’t told me 
about Clyde, or Desdemona, his maternal grandparents. 
Not that he knew much anyway, it was all fanciful really, 
and helped him to walk his walk between two worlds.

Looking round him now, in wet city streets, Eliot shook 
his head forcefully. He began to turn towards the car park 
behind the Marlowe Theatre when a soft voice, almost at 
his elbow, made him jump.

‘Big Issue, Sir?’
Her pale face was surrounded by the hood of a red 

raincoat, and she looked stupidly, absurdly young. Her 
voice, when she spoke again, was as thin as the rain. 

‘Big Issue, Sir?’
He looked down at the damp pages of the magazines 

curling over the carrier bag she held close to her. On the 
whole he wasn’t one for this sort of thing, and couldn’t 
understand why these people just didn’t get themselves a 
proper job, but all of a sudden she stumbled, and he auto-
matically reached out an arm to steady her.

‘Careful there, you all right?’
She was as light as the raincoat and before he knew it, 

her body slid through the offered arm and she fell side-
ways onto the wet street, carrier bags and magazines fol-
lowing.

‘Good Lord! Hey Miss…!’ He looked around wildly. 
There was no-one about. He dropped his briefcase and 
bent over her, shaking her small frame. ‘Miss… Miss…!’

Her eyes fluttered open, startled, then looked fright-
ened as they lit on him. She struggled to get up, waving 
away his offered arm. ‘I’m okay. I’m okay…’

‘You don’t sound okay!’ he looked around him again. 
The pub across the road had lights on, and he could see 
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one or two heads against the leaded light windows.
‘Come, let me buy you a drink.’
Heaven knows what he thought he was doing; he sus-

pected what she needed was a good square meal, not that 
he was going to run to that but he was still a Christian 
wasn’t he? Wasn’t he?

She didn’t argue, and stood rubbing her face with her 
wet hands as he picked up her carrier bag and followed 
him across the narrow street into the pub.

They walked into warm air, with the smell of hops, a 
fire and a quiet hum from the bar. He found himself think-
ing he should have asked her what she wanted; he didn’t 
know what these young people drank nowadays, was it 
that alcopop stuff or beer from the bottle? But then this 
wasn’t a social affair was it? It was medicinal, just the sort 
of thing for a shock. Sugar water was what he would have 
been given, what Desdemona stirred up for him when he 
was this girl’s age, whatever her age was: she seemed no 
more than fifteen, but what did he know? They all looked 
like children to him, children running wild; children 
dressed half-naked in the cold, all their bellies and back-
sides hanging out and tattoos and the mouth on them, the 
mouth! Jesus, the obscenities he had borne witness to over 
the years! The loitering, the disrespect! One good slap, 
one good slap, that’s all some of them needed, in Eliot’s 
time any grown-up person could chastise you and no po-
lice would come and arrest you, and your parents would 
thank them because bad behaviour only brought disre-
spect. But then the whole world was different, wasn’t it, 
and there was such a thing as society, even back in that 
under-developed country. Madness, madness.

‘There’s a table over there,’ her small voice reached into 
his silent ravings. He’d almost forgotten her. Man, like he 
was getting to be a mad man in his old age.

She was shivering, and they moved towards the fire-



99

place, to a narrow table built on sewing machine legs. 
 Eliot read the Singer on the base, and remembered his 
mother sewing away in the gallery, making shirts for him 
and his father, at least until the day he got the scholarship 
and only a ready-made shirt from the Georgetown-based 
Kent Shirt Factory would do. 

What did you talk to young people about anyway? It had 
been a long time since he’d been one, and he doubted 
whether his kind existed anymore, the kind that for whom 
riding a bicycle and smoking your first cigarette had been 
the heights.

Not for the first time Eliot felt himself a special kind of 
victim. Immigrant was a big word in this country. You had 
to be deaf and blind not to know about West Indian migra-
tion, about the mother country wanting bus drivers, about 
No Irish, No Dogs, No Blacks, about the New Cross fire, 
the Brixton riots, Handsworth. But not all emigrants were 
Windrush. The world had turned a billion times since that 
kind of migration, a whole world of lost souls, on a tsu-
nami of dictators ranging from Amin to Saddam Hussein. 
And Eliot was another kind of immigrant, the type that 
blended in, had no issues of race or poverty or religion, 
only the fact that they were born a thousand miles away 
in a satellite of the mother country.

And this little waif he had picked up, what was her 
story? He saw them selling their Big Issues outside Tesco’s, 
at the entrance to the underpass. He could understand 
the Eastern Europeans having that kind of trouble, but 
the English youngsters? With all the welfare and dole and 
housing benefit and tax credits? There was no such thing 
in his childhood, no such thing. The only homeless people 
then were beggars or madmen, and for the latter there was 
always the Berbice Mad House. Eliot had watched a pro-
gramme on homelessness once and couldn’t make head 


