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              Beauty and the Beast
            

          

        

      

      It all started two months ago. A normal day at school, if you can call going to my school normal. The buzzer signalled the end of the last lesson of the day. It was Wednesday. And after school on Wednesdays, the girls in my year practise their street-dancing in the gym. So Jonah Hani, McKay Tambo and I ran through the corridors, bumping into other kids and teachers, to try and get the best view through the gym door window.

      When we arrived, there were two kids from our year already in our space. They saw us coming, looked at the size of McKay and decided to go missing. As usual, McKay hogged the window.

      ‘Get your fat head out of the way, man!’ complained Jonah.

      ‘Give us room, man!’ I moaned.

      Although I was looking at the back of McKay’s head, I could tell he was grinning. ‘Rest your toes, bredren,’ McKay said. ‘Sweetness is staring at me. Venetia’s looking ripe, I’m telling you. Man! Her legs are seriously fit. Believe it!’

      Using our combined strength, Jonah and I managed to shove McKay aside and take a peep for ourselves. McKay wasn’t wrong. Venetia, dressed in a pink vest and white shorts, was rocking it. The other girls were all looking at her, trying to keep up with her movements, and man, Venetia could rock. Ms Lane, the street-dancing tutor, was nodding and tapping her feet. Too right she was nodding! Venetia could dance better than her!

      ‘Man! If I had ten minutes with Venetia,’ Jonah remarked.

      ‘If you had ten minutes with her you wouldn’t know what to do, bruv,’ laughed McKay.

      ‘Ten minutes?’ I said. ‘All I need is half of that and she’ll be my girl! Believe it!’

      McKay and Jonah collapsed, laughing, and fell to the floor holding their stomachs. ‘You, Bit?’ McKay said.

      I wasn’t the tallest guy in our year. In fact I was about the second shortest. Some girl called me Liccle Bit in Year 7 and it stuck.

      ‘With your Oompa-Loompa height and your slavery days’ haircut?’ McKay teased. ‘There’s more chance of Lionel Messi playing for Crongton Wanderers.’

      ‘OK,’ said Jonah, climbing to his feet. ‘If you think you’re a G, chat to Venetia when she finishes her dance session.’

      ‘Yeah,’ said McKay, pushing me out of the way so he could look through the window. ‘I dare you to ask her to link you up.’

      ‘Not with you two around,’ I said.

      ‘Man! I can feel the chicken wings flapping over my head,’ joked Jonah.

      ‘For a girl like Venetia you have to have the goods, bruv,’ reasoned McKay. ‘You have to have an iPhone, Dr Dre headphones, the latest Adidas trainers, a decent Mohican head-trim and be tall enough so her head can fit under your chin. Fit girls like to look up at a brother.’

      ‘And, Bit, you ain’t got none of that,’ said Jonah. ‘So just step off and forget about chatting to a piece of fitness like Venetia.’

      I began to walk away, knowing that even if I did have Dr Dre headphones and the rest of it, I still wouldn’t have the nerve to talk to Venetia. Jonah and McKay caught up with me and we bounced out of the school.

      We all lived on the South Crongton estate, a ten-minute step from the school. Jonah Hani lived on the second floor of my block and I was on the fifth. McKay Tambo lived with his dad and his older brother in the block opposite. God knows what they sank in his flat cos they were all pay-per-view wrestler size.

      ‘Believe me, man,’ McKay boasted. ‘In five years’ time I’m gonna be riding in a sick car and have two girls sitting on my lap that’ll make Venetia look like an elephant danced on her face.’

      ‘And where you gonna get money for your sick car?’ asked Jonah.

      ‘I’m gonna be a businessman!’ said McKay. ‘You think I’m joking? I’m gonna open up a world of hot wings restaurants with my special recipe. If that bruv from Ashburton ends can do it with the sauce then why not me? Trust me! My wings are gonna be hotter and tastier than any rubbish that Kentucky or Alabama sell. Believe it! I’ll have chicks serving, dressed in little aprons and nothing underneath. They’ll be wearing six-inch stilettos and sunglasses. And there’ll be music playing in all of my takeaways.’

      ‘But you have to go to uni to learn how to run a business,’ I said. ‘And your maths? Your maths is just… wrong! How you gonna count the money good? You’ll need a degree…’

      ‘And that takes three years,’ added Jonah.

      ‘Three years after you done your A levels,’ I said. ‘And going uni costs a mad bag of money these days.’

      ‘Man!’ McKay exclaimed. ‘You brothers know how to pop a man’s flow.’

      ‘And you won’t make any money anyway,’ laughed Jonah. ‘Cos you’ll get your munch on and sink all the profits. If you’re in the takeaway, customers ain’t seeing no wings. Believe it!’

      ‘Bomb you.’

      McKay chased Jonah all the way to our estate but by the time we got there, McKay was breathing and walking all funny.

      ‘Jonah, I’m gonna mess you up tomorrow,’ McKay threatened. ‘Your little round head is gonna say hello to my big fist. And after that I’m gonna drop you in the boys’ toilet!’

      ‘And you’re gonna say hello to my frisbee that I’m gonna put in your mouth so you can’t eat any more hot wings,’ retaliated Jonah.

      McKay, now breathing like a white guy in an Olympic 10,000-metre final, didn’t have the energy to chase any more so he wearily stepped his way to his block. Jonah and I headed to our own concrete slab. ‘So what homework you gonna do tonight?’ he asked.

      ‘Art,’ I answered. ‘Gonna sketch my gran. You know I love to get my portraits on rather than draw a sad apple or someting.’

      ‘What about maths?’

      ‘Never gonna be good at it so what’s the point?’

      I watched Jonah run along the second-floor balcony to his front door. I was hoping that his sixteen-year-old sister, Heather, would open the door. She had it going on but I’d never tell Jonah that.

      She didn’t appear.

      Deciding to remain on the concrete staircase instead of taking the lift, I trudged my way to the fourth floor. I heard loud voices and kept still. It was my sister, Elaine, and her ex, Manjaro.

      ‘What’s wrong with you!’ Manjaro yelled. I remembered that he had this mad vein in his neck that always bulged whenever he raised his voice. I always imagined it was a sleeping baby snake. ‘Take the money! Buy some garms for the baby, innit. Buy some nappies and toys or something.’

      ‘I ain’t taking your dirty money,’ Elaine shouted back. ‘Why can’t you leave me alone? Mum’s gonna be back soon. Don’t you get it? We’re over! Your account has expired! The machine has rejected your card and spat it out. I ain’t taking your crap any more so stop coming around and blocking my doormat!’

      ‘So I can’t be a dad to my son? Is that what you’re telling me, Elaine? Don’t you know me? You know I can’t let that happen. At least take the money.’

      ‘Forget your money! Leave me alone!’

      ‘You’re gonna wish you didn’t say that.’

      ‘You don’t even realise what you’ve done to me!’ yelled Elaine. ‘You just don’t get it. You’re so messed up you don’t even think you’ve done me wrong. Trust me! You need help. So why don’t you remove your sad self off my slab and leave me alone.’

      I heard my sister’s footsteps stomping up the concrete steps and then my front door being slammed. At that moment my mobile phone rang. I answered it as I started to climb the stairs again. It was Gran. ‘Where are you, Lemar?’

      ‘Just coming, Gran. I’ll be home in a sec.’

      I looked up. Manjaro was coming down the stairs. He looked at my cheap phone and smiled. ‘Let me have a look,’ he said.

      I didn’t want to look him in the eye. He had a don’t-mess-with-me build, a slim moustache like my granddad had had and a goatee beard. I think the stud in his left ear was a diamond and his hair was always well trimmed. His clothes weren’t name-brand though. He was wearing a plain blue T-shirt, an anorak, black jeans and cool Reeboks. Every time I saw him my heart Usain Bolted; McKay reckoned he had deleted two brothers. He was rumoured to be the grandson of some legendary G called Herbman Blue. Why did my sister have a baby with him?

      ‘Didn’t you hear me, Liccle Bit?’ he said. ‘Let me have a look at your phone. Stop fretting. Ain’t gonna do anything to you. Cool your foot.’

      I hated him calling me Liccle Bit. But what could I do? Manjaro was about ten years older than me and he was the king G of our estate. Reluctantly, I gave him my phone. He scanned it like those forensic feds in the white shell suits studying a murder scene – they’d been to South Crongton a few times. ‘You know,’ he said. ‘If you did a liccle something for me I might be able to set you up for an upgrade.’

      I said nothing. He looked at me and laughed. He ruffled my hair with his right hand. ‘Could do with a trim,’ he said. ‘If you do a liccle something for me I might trim your head myself. I look after the brothers who work for me, you know it.’

      He gave me my phone back, then he bounced down five steps. I breathed out a long sigh. He stopped and turned around. My heart sprinted again. ‘Tell your sister she should have taken the money. I know your fam is struggling. Your mum can’t make too much at her DIY store.’

      I tried damn hard not to show my vexness with him chatting about my mum – she tried her best. He offered me one final look and was gone.
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      I turned my key in my front door and entered my flat. Gran was cooking. Elaine was trying to feed Jerome with something out of a jar but my baby nephew wasn’t having it. Screaming down the flat he was. Mind you, if I had to sink what Jerome was served I would bawl murder too.

      ‘You were going to walk right past me,’ Gran said, spotting me in the hallway. ‘Come here, Lemar! Let me see you.’

      I went over to Gran, peeped into the pan and saw bolognese bubbling sweetly. The spaghetti was waiting to be boiled in another pot. Gran hugged me like I was a money tree – her forearms were thick like the two-litre Coke bottles Mum liked to buy. She gave me a long kiss on my forehead and embraced me again. ‘Don’t walk past like you don’t know me!’ she warned.

      I tried not to walk on the street with Gran because she could get embarrassing.

      After nodding a quick hi to Elaine I went to my bedroom to fetch my sketch pad. I returned to the kitchen, pencils in hand. ‘So, Gran, you ready?’

      ‘Can’t you see I’m cooking? When we’ve eaten I’ll sit down for you then. Now go off and do whatever other homework you have.’

      ‘And let me check it when you’ve finished,’ Elaine added.

      Jerome was still kicking up a fuss and refusing his food.

      We had three bedrooms in our flat. Gran had one, Elaine and Jerome had another and I had the smallest. Mum slept on the couch during the week but at weekends she swapped with Gran. Elaine and Jerome were waiting for a council place and a world of people from the council housing department and social services had been to visit them. But Jerome was now eleven months old and still no flat.

      Entering my room, I threw my rucksack on to my single bed and thought about doing my maths homework. Mum had set up a little desk-sized table in the corner of my room with a second-hand swivel chair she had carried home from work. I sat on that chair, opened my maths book and looked at all the questions to do with circles, radiuses and something called pi. I couldn’t make any sense out of it so I closed my book and got my snooze on.

      Dinner was served an hour later. It was just Gran and me at the table. Mum hadn’t arrived home from work yet and Elaine was trying to rock Jerome asleep.

      ‘Have you spoken to that girl you’re sweet on?’ Gran asked with a twinkle. She had these caramel eyes surrounded by untold tiny moles – I would have to draw them in when I got my sketch on.

      Before I had a chance to reply, we heard the key turning in the front door. Mum entered the flat looking all weary and preoccupied. She dumped a couple of shopping bags in the kitchen, kissed Gran on the cheek, ruffled my hair and took a can of beer from the fridge.

      ‘Hi, Mum,’ I said. ‘Good day at work?’

      ‘Not really. Damn customers are so feisty sometimes.’

      ‘What did they do to you today?’

      ‘Not now, Lemar,’ Mum replied. ‘I can’t sit down and eat. There’s a bag of dirty clothes in the front room and they’re not gonna wash themselves. Did you ring the washing machine people, Mum?’

      Staring at her food, Gran twirled some spaghetti bolognese on her fork and fed herself. She didn’t answer until she stuck it in her mouth. ‘You told me late last night, Yvonne,’ Gran explained. ‘I was half-sleeping! I’m sorry… I forgot.’

      ‘Mum! I need our washing machine to be working again. The drum is out of shape. Call them now. I have to go to the launderette.’

      ‘Do you want a hand, Mum?’ I offered.

      ‘Haven’t you got homework to do?’

      ‘Yes, but…’

      ‘But do your homework, Lemar!’

      An hour and a half later I was sketching Gran in the lounge. Every other second she was making it difficult for me by smiling and turning her head. I just about got the outline of her face and I had started on the eyes. It was hard to get her double chin right and she had two wavy lines that roller-coasted her forehead. I guessed Gran was in her late sixties but she never told me her age. Mum once told me not to ask. Elaine had finally managed to get Jerome asleep and she was watching some music video station on the TV.

      ‘You never answered my question,’ Gran said. ‘Did you talk to that girl who tickles your fancy?’

      My hard drive tried to think of a response while my face was warming up like someone had connected me to the kettle. My sister answered for me. ‘Venetia is the girl he likes,’ she revealed. ‘Lemar has got more chance of winning The X Factor than linking with her. All the brothers in her year and Year 11 want her. Even a couple of girls I know fancy her.’

      ‘It’s not Venetia,’ I protested. ‘What do you know? You don’t even go to my school any more.’

      ‘I’ve still got friends in the sixth form,’ Elaine argued.

      ‘That’s enough,’ said Gran.

      Just then we all heard the front door opening. Mum appeared with two trolleyfulls of washing. I ran to give her a hand and helped her hang the garms on a clothes horse in the bathroom. When I returned to the lounge Gran had got up to make herself a cup of coffee.

      ‘Gran!’

      ‘I soon come, Lemar. Don’t fret.’

      Picking up my sketch pad, Mum looked at my quarter-sketched portrait of Gran. ‘This is really good,’ she remarked. ‘Keep it up.’

      ‘He hasn’t done his maths yet though,’ Elaine put in.

      ‘I’ll do it later, Mum.’

      Mum was still nodding, appreciating my artwork. It was nice to see. Mum hardly ever stopped to take a look at my schoolwork. ‘Mum, can you take me to get a haircut on the weekend?’

      Placing her hands on her hips, Mum gave me one of her looks. Then the right hand came off and started pointing at me. ‘Lemar, you know the washing machine isn’t working. You know how much that gonna cost me if I need a new drum? Them cable people are ringing me up at work complaining that I haven’t paid their bill, the catalogue people are ringing off my phone every day asking for their money and you’re asking about a blasted haircut!’

      ‘He wants a Mohican, Mum,’ Elaine jumped in. ‘That’s the latest lick for kids of his age.’

      ‘The latest lick is gonna have to wait,’ said Mum. ‘Or if he wants he can have a lick in his friggin head!’

      Storming off to the kitchen, Mum warmed up her dinner in the microwave. Gran returned with her coffee and I worked on my portrait for the next twenty minutes before Gran got tired and wanted to lie down.

      I went to my bed that night feeling cheated. I didn’t tell Elaine to go out and have a baby, I thought. It’s not my fault that Gran is living with us and no one can blame me for the money Mum owes to the catalogue people; most of what she ordered was spent on buggies and stuff for Jerome. She can’t even give me ten pounds to get my hair trimmed. What’s ten pounds? And I’ll go to school tomorrow and the day after and Jonah and McKay will keep taking the living piss out of my head.
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