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About the Author
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© Laurie Fletcher

Andrea Levy was born in England to Jamaican parents who came to Britain in 1948. After attending writing workshops when she was in her mid-thirties, Levy began to write the novels that she, as a young woman, had always wanted to read – entertaining novels that reflect the experiences of black Britons, which look at Britain and its changing population and at the intimacies that bind British history with that of the Caribbean.

She has written five novels, including SMALL ISLAND, which was the unique winner of both the Orange Prize for Fiction and the Whitbread Book of the Year, in addition to the Commonwealth Writer’s Prize and the Orange Prize ‘Best of the Best’.  Her most recent novel, THE LONG SONG, won the Walter Scott Prize and was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize.




Praise for Andrea Levy’s novels:

SIX STORIES AND AN ESSAY

‘Moving, funny, gloriously well-written’ The Times

THE LONG SONG

‘Told with irresistible cunning; it is captivating, mischievous and optimistic, generating new stories and plot lines throughout the tale’ Daily Telegraph

SMALL ISLAND

‘Every scene is rich in implication, entrancing and disturbing at the same time; the literary equivalent of a switch-back ride’ The Sunday Times

FRUIT OF THE LEMON

‘Levy has a gift for voices… a thoughtful comment on racism and the importance of knowing where you are from’ The Sunday Times

NEVER FAR FROM NOWHERE

‘In this lively, crisp, raw voice, young black Londoners have found their Roddy Doyle’ Independent on Sunday

EVERY LIGHT IN THE HOUSE BURNIN’

‘An extremely powerful novel’ TLS
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About the Book

A passionate and perceptive story full of the pain and the humour of growing up, from Andrea Levy, author of the Orange Prize winning SMALL ISLAND and the Man Booker shortlisted THE LONG SONG.

NEVER FAR FROM NOWHERE is the story of two sisters, Olive and Vivien, born in London to Jamaican parents and brought up on a council estate. They go to the same grammar school, but while Vivien’s life becomes a chaotic mix of friendships, youth clubs, skinhead violence, A-levels, discos and college, Olive, three years older and a skin shade darker, has a very different tale to tell . . .




For Maya and Hannah




Vivien

We had marks on the door-frame that led into the living room. Olive’s and mine. Scratched on the paintwork in pencil, because one day when it didn’t matter what height we were or when our height didn’t change weekly, then our mum was going to rub them off. But they stayed. Olive’s ended higher than mine. I had to stand on tiptoe to see them properly. But Olive was older than me, three years. Olive was older and taller and I had to stand on tiptoe to see her all my life.

Three years is a long time in sister years. Three years meant Olive in the juniors with me one of the baby new girls in the infants. Her at secondary school in a smart new uniform, me in the juniors with scuffed knees and marbles. Her with boyfriends and kissing on the doorstep, me with socks and. Sindy.

She was my big sister. I was her bloody little baby sister - annoying little sod sister - get out of my room sister - you get on my nerves sister.

We were sisters and we looked alike. We had the family resemblance passed down from our father’s side. A large nose and correspondingly large ears, but somehow not out of place. Somehow looking right on our oval-shaped faces; Olive’s more refined than mine, more symmetrical. But I had a light skin - a high colour. In a dim light I could be taken for Italian or Spanish. Olive was darker. Black. The Caribbean legacy.

Our parents were from Jamaica. My mother, a country girl brought up on a farm near Savannah-la-Mar in Westmoreland.

Her parents owned a shop and kept chickens and every Saturday would attend the Seventh Day Adventist church on the high street. Her great-grandmother was a slave, but in her freedom she married a fairer-skinned man. My grandmother married a man who descended from Scottish farmers. My mother had fair skin with strong African features.

My father’s mother was part Spanish, part Indian, part African. She married a man of north African descent who lived in a large house in St Andrew, where they had parties and lived a socialite life. The Caribbean legacy left me with fair skin and black wavy hair. And Olive with a black skin, a head of tight frizzy hair streaked with red, and green eyes.

 

Newton Charles, my dad, was christened with two surnames. Often people called him Charles Newton. He didn’t mind, he didn’t care what way round his names went, they were only names after all, he said. He worked for London Transport. He started when he first came to this country as a ticket collector on the buses. ‘No standing on top, hold on tight and tickets please,’ being some of the only things my dad learned to say without a broad Jamaican accent. After a few years he got what he called a ‘chance’, and trained to be a mechanic. He then spent the rest of his life repairing buses, making them roadworthy. ‘It’s a skilled job, Vivien, a training.’ Without him, ‘them buses stop halfway up hill, ’em wheels spinning and not going nowhere, puffing black smoke.’

Without him, the fleet of London buses would be in very poor condition. So he got up at four every morning and came home stinking of petrol with his navy overalls black with oil up to the chest.

‘The human dipstick,’ Olive called him. ‘Bet they dip him in to see how much oil’s in the bus.’

‘How you manage to get your clothes so black?’ Mum always said, when he brought the overalls home for washing.

‘It’s me job nah -’course I get black up.‘ Then he sat in his chair and read the paper while she washed the overalls.

Rose Charles, Mum, worked all the time. She had two  jobs. She helped prepare and serve the meals at the local school. Then when school was over she went to the hospital where she pushed a trolley round Out-patients and Antenatal, serving tea to anyone who wanted it. ‘Not charity, Vivien,’ she explained, ‘they pay good money for the tea; it’s business. We’re buying new wings for the hospital.’

She always came home exhausted and would fall into a chair, legs splayed, with her coat still on. Then after five minutes in this undignified position she’d get up and start her jobs at home.

 

Olive and me were born in London. Not within the sound of Bow bells, wherever they were, but in Islington, north London. Our parents came over on a ship in the fifties and found rooms in a house. The downstairs of what is now a very smart dwelling near Gibson Square. But what was then, and as we grew up, just a notch above a slum. Cooking, eating and living in one room, sleeping in two others. Until the council housed us in a flat on an estate. A new estate that held the promise of decent living but didn’t fulfil it.

We liked the estate at first. It was new and clean and the air around it felt fresh like days at the seaside, even though it was firmly in Finsbury Park. When we moved in there was hardly anyone else living there. On the first day we wandered round it - the fairy-tale kingdom of white concrete, radiant in the sun. Quiet with the sounds of birds and our footsteps echoing off the walls and corridors. It was like coming into the light after years underground. After years spent in a damp basement, where we could see the bottoms of people’s legs as they went about their business on our busy road. Knees, ankles and feet in shoes all seen through railings - bars. But from our third-floor flat we could look down on people’s heads and sometimes, when they were in the not too far distance, we could see them all.

All the blocks of flats sat at odd angles to one another, like a row of bad teeth. In between them were areas where grass promised to grow and places with swings for the children  and benches for grannies to sit. Everything had been thought of, every need catered for.

Inside the flat was small, but full of things we’d always wanted. A separate bathroom and toilet. A kitchen you could sit in with a table and four chairs - for a proper family, like in the adverts. My mum and dad enjoyed their new home. Olive and me sat and watched them as they walked round discussing what was to go where and who should have what. Before, everything was just everyone’s - squashed together, it was hard to get territorial. But with our own bedrooms and special places to eat and wash - then there could be privacy, and yours and mine and his and hers. Our dad made notes as mum called out that we needed two more wardrobes or a nice shelving unit with a light to show off ornaments to their best. Me and Olive watched them play house like we used to in our bedroom when we were young. My dad licked the tip of the tiny pencil before he began to write, and repeated the words as he wrote them. I didn’t butt in with requests; neither did Olive - we didn’t have to. Our parents covered everything we wanted and more besides. It was more fun watching than joining in. And everybody knew, but nobody said, that we didn’t have the money to buy anything.

One morning Dad woke up with a cough. A great cough that seemed to have a life of its own beyond his chest. Like a demon living way down in him that roared every so often.

Emphysema, the doctor said. Brake linings, my dad said, and shook his head and coughed some more. ‘Them brake linings finally get me chest.’ They pensioned him off on sick-leave and he sat in a chair and wheezed and coughed. Then one day he ventured out for a paper and got caught in the rain. The cough became a fever and he died. Pneumonia.

Olive and me had to hold Mum up at the funeral. One either side as she leant heavily on us, trying not to let the tears run down her face. Holding them in by sucking at her top lip until it became red and sore. And I was surprised at how she missed him. All through his life she complained to us, ‘Yer dad won’t do this, yer dad can’t do that, yer dad’s no  good for anything.’ But she missed him.

 

When I was young I used to look at my parents as they sat exhausted in chairs, watching On the Buses, straight-faced but saying how funny it was, and I used to think how lucky this country was to have them. How grateful people should be that they came here and did such responsible jobs. And how if they went back - if they went back to Jamaica - well, who knows what would happen to the buses, to the children or the new hospital wings. My parents helped this country, I thought. I thought it as I lay in bed at night. I thought it at school. I thought it walking down the street or playing in the flats. But even when I was young, when I was still having my cheek pulled by passers-by and people winked at me on the tube, even then I knew that English people hated us.




Olive

I had a dream and I woke up sweating. The sheets were soggy. I should have changed them, but they were the only ones left. I don’t know why I was sweating - it wasn’t that it was frightening.

For some reason I was standing painting a picture. A canvas was propped up on the table in front of the window. And I was really excited by what I was painting. I can’t remember what it was - just something out of the window. Something yellow and bright. I was nearly finished and it looked good. Really, nearly finished. Then I took the paintbrush to add the final touches here and there. As the brush hit the canvas it lifted paint off. Every time I touched the canvas with the brush, more little bits would come off until it was beginning to look unfinished again. I couldn’t believe it and kept dabbing, and it just made it worse and worse.

Not frightening - frustrating. It was frustration that made me sweat. I’d been having a lot of bad dreams. Frustrating dreams. Like trying to get somewhere but I can’t get my clothes on - everything’s too tight or falling to bits. Or the bus breaks down. Or I end up in the wrong country. Mad things. Stupid things.

Vivien’s the lucky one - always has been. She never had it as hard as me, although she says different. ‘The black sheep of the family.’ My mum said that once as a joke. ‘Olive is the black sheep of the family.’ She thought laughing and putting her arm round my shoulder made it all right. But everyone laughed. And the silly thing is, I smiled. Stupid really. I just  didn’t want anyone to think I didn’t get the joke - that I had no sense of humour.

 

My mother didn’t believe in black people. Or should I say, she tried to believe that she was not black. Although she knew that she and my dad were not the only people who came over here from Jamaica in the fifties, she liked to think that because they were fair-skinned they were the only decent people who came. The only ones with ‘a bit of class’. And she believed that the English would recognize this. That in a long line of ‘coloured people from the Caribbean’, an English gentleman in his bowler hat with rolled-up umbrella would run his pointed finger up the line and say, ‘Yes, her, Rose Charles, and of course her late husband Newton Charles - they are what we in this country are looking for. They are the truly acceptable face of other people from the Commonwealth. Welcome to our country, which is now yours too. I hope you and your offspring enjoy your stay.’ (Then he’d turn to everyone else: ‘And the rest of you can stay if you don’t make a noise and don’t breed.’)

She used to talk to me about what she thought of the black people here, looking me straight in the face, telling me how they were like this and like that - nothing good of course. But she sat looking in my black face telling me. And I thought if anyone looking at us sitting at the table talking had to describe the scene, they’d say, ‘There are two black women talking.’ But my mother thought we weren’t black.

‘I’m black,’ I used to say, when I was old enough to butt in.

‘Don’t be silly, Olive, you’re not coloured.’

‘No, Mum, I’m black.’

‘No Olive, you’re not black, and that’s enough of this stupidness.’

‘Well I’m not white, I have to be something.’

‘You’re not white and you’re not black - you’re you,’ she would say, leaning her face right into mine, and that was the end of it.

I tried to explain that now I was a grown-up I liked being  black. I wanted to be black. Being black was not a bad thing, being black was something to be proud of. That I am black, and so is my daughter.

‘You mustn’t say that, Olive - she’ll grow up confused.’

And I said - I said at last: ‘No, I grew up confused - she’s growing up black.’

And I tell Amy that she is black. But she has a very pale skin. Her dad was a white man. English, and she’s inherited his colouring. Lots of people don’t believe she belongs to me - but she does, every last little crack and hair of her. When she came out she looked silver-blue and slimy like a huge slug. Then she went pink and I thought she’d darken up, but she didn’t. But I tell her she’s black. It’s a political statement, not just a fact.

But my mother would never understand that. She doesn’t want to. She got the world sorted out, aged nineteen, somewhere on a ship between the Caribbean and here. She sorted it out and that’s the way it’s going to be. Like an unwritten religion: just follow the laws and you’ll never have to think about anything again.

But I like to think about everything. I like to work everything out. I’m sure Mum and Vivien think I go on about colour too much. They probably think I’ve got a chip on my shoulder. Chip - make mine a big one! I mean, bloody hell. But they don’t know - they haven’t lived my life, they haven’t gone through what I’ve gone through.
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