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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 unique novel full of humour, wit and passion from Andrea Levy, critically acclaimed author of the Orange Prize winning SMALL ISLAND and the Man Booker shortlisted THE LONG SONG.

Faith Jackson fixes herself up with a great job in TV and the perfect flatshare. But neither is that perfect – and nor are her relations with her overbearing, though always loving, family. Furious and perplexed when her parents announce their intention to retire back home to Jamaica, Faith makes her own journey there, where she is immediately welcomed by her Aunt Coral, keeper of a rich cargo of family history. Through the weave of her aunt’s storytelling a cast of characters unfolds stretching back to Cuba and Panama, Harlem and Scotland, a story that passes through London and sweeps through continents.




In memory of Mary Pat Leece

‘Nor can I forget’
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Lemon tree very pretty
 And the lemon flower is sweet
 But the fruit of the poor lemon
 Is impossible to eat

 

Will Holt
 Lemon Tree
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‘Your mum and dad came on a banana boat,’ that was what the bully boys at my primary school used to say. The boys with unruly hair, short trousers and dimpled knees that went bright red in the cold. ‘Faith is a darkie and her mum and dad came on a banana boat.’ They’d walk round behind me in the playground, pushing and pulling at each other’s home-made knitted grey-with-a-green-stripe V-neck jumpers, until I began to cry or my friends told them, ‘Oh no they never. Leave her alone – just shut your gobs or we’ll tell Miss.’

So it was a bit of a shock when Mum told me, ‘We came on a banana boat to England, your dad and me. The Jamaica Producers’ banana boat.’ The little white boys were right. I thought of the song we sang in music and movement. ‘Hey mister tallyman, tally me banana.’ The song that made the boys nudge each other, point at me and giggle behind their hands when the teacher wasn’t looking.

‘Where did you sit on this boat?’ I asked my mum.

And she laughed. ‘It was a proper boat with cabins and everything. Even had a dance every evening and we took it in turns to sit at the captain’s table. What, you think we sit among the bananas?’

I didn’t tell her then but, yes, that was exactly what I thought. My mum and dad curled up on the floor of a ship, wrapped in a blanket perhaps, trying to find a comfortable spot amongst the spiky prongs of unripe bananas.

I remembered the illustrations of slave ships from my history lessons. There was the shape of a boat with the black pattern of tiny people laid in rows as convenient and spacesaving as possible. It looked like an innocuous pattern. A print that could be repeated and transferred to cloth to make a flowing skirt. Slaves in a slave ship. We had to write essays telling the facts – how the slaves were captured then transported from Africa to the New World. We drew diagrams of how the triangular trade in slaves worked, like we drew diagrams of sheep farming in Australia. I hated those lessons. Although there were no small boys laughing and pointing, I felt them. ‘Your mum and dad came on a slave ship,’ they would say. ‘They are slaves.’

My mum and dad never talked about their lives before my brother Carl and I were born. They didn’t sit us in front of the fire and tell long tales of life in Jamaica – of palm trees and yams and playing by rivers. There was no ‘oral tradition’ in our family. Most of my childhood questions to them were answered with, ‘That was a long time ago,’ or ‘What you want to know about that for?’ And if Mum ever let something slip – ‘You know your dad lived in a big house,’ – then I was told with a wagging finger not to go blabbing it about to my friends, not to repeat it to anyone.

As I got older Mum began to throw me little scraps of her past – ‘I met your dad at a bus stop,’ – which I would piece together like a game of Consequences I used to play as  a child – fold the paper and pass it on – until I had a story that seemed to make sense.
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My mum and dad met one very hot afternoon in the parish of St Mary in Jamaica. Mum was then Mildred, the youngest of three sisters from the Campbell family. The family lived on a farm in St Mary. ‘Not like farms you know,’ Mum told me, ‘it was just some land but we grew all sorts.’ They grew oranges, bananas, paw paw, sour sop and coconuts. There was even an ackee tree but they kept that fruit for themselves. The other fruits were sold in a tiny shop that was run by my grandmother. My grandmother was ‘tall’. My grandfather was ‘a clever man and very hard-working like your dad’. There were other relatives around but they were, ‘Yes, well, I can’t remember them all just now.’

Mum kept a goat and the goat ate everything. You could make Mum’s chest quiver with laughter for several minutes if you just said the name Columbine – which was the name of her goat and unfortunately my middle name. ‘But I loved that goat, why shouldn’t I call you after me goat, Faith?’

My grandfather, as well as working on the farm, also mended shoes. ‘Every time I hear a tap, tap, tapping, I think of me dad mending his shoes.’ My grandmother made dresses which she sold in the shop. ‘Lovely dresses with lace and frilly skirts. Not like the drab things children wear now.’

Mum had to look after chickens on the farm while her sisters, evidently, lazed around all day looking in the mirror.

Her teacher at school was from Scotland. ‘A lovely woman – she used to go red in the sun – we thought she would explode like a melon. We called her red ant.’ At school Mum learnt about England, ‘the Mother Country’. Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly Circus, Buckingham Palace. She learnt the names of all the cities – London, Manchester, Birmingham – and had to know by heart what each of the cities produced. Sheffield for steel, Newcastle for ships, Nottingham for lace. Her teacher taught her all about snow, how it was white and cold and that if you licked something that was frozen your tongue would get stuck to it and the fire brigade – in their red engines with the clanging bells – would have to come and prise you off.

Mum’s school burnt down one night and everyone came to watch the fire. Mum stood in her nightdress clinging to her school friends as the flames gobbled up the building. ‘I never seen anything like it before – there was nothing left – the fire just go out ’cause there nothing left to burn. From that day I scared of fire.’ She had to go to a makeshift school after that where all the classes were in one room together and she could hear what everyone else was supposed to be learning.

Mum wanted to be a nurse. ‘Well, all the girls wanted to be a nurse,’ she said. ‘There wasn’t much else but being a nurse. Although me sister wanted to be a teacher.’ She went to Kingston to train at a hospital. ‘They were strict, it was worse than being at school and we were grown women by then.’

It was around this time she started to dream about going to England. She wanted to get away from ‘everyone knowing me business – telling me what to do’. She wanted to see all those places she’d learnt about, Trafalgar Square and Buckingham Palace. She wanted to work for the National Health Service. But she could not afford the full fare to England and at that time, she could not get an assisted passage on a ship unless she was married.

Then one hot day – ‘I was perspiring and I could hardly  breathe in it was so hot. You children don’t know that sort of heat,’ – she was waiting for a bus with her friend Violet, when she met Wade.

Wade, my dad, was the oldest son of the Jackson family. He had a younger brother called Donald and the two brothers grew up in St Andrew. ‘I don’t remember much about when I was a child,’ Dad told me. ‘We played and that. We must have played, you know.’ He must have gone to school. ‘Yes, of course I went to school, I just can’t remember much that happened – was a long time ago, Faith.’ And after school he started to learn bookkeeping. ‘It was a bit boring but . . . you know.’ His parents had their own business importing haberdashery. Wade’s father was ‘ohh . . . a very strict man’. His mother was ‘oh . . . you know’. Wade got a job working for Tate & Lyle in the accounts department but then he gave up the job to work for his father. But his father was ‘a very strict man’, and Wade was not happy. Then one day as he was walking down a road in St Mary he met Mildred at a bus stop, standing with a girl he knew.

As the story goes, Wade nodded at Violet and then smiled at Mildred. The first thing Mildred noticed about Wade was that he was not shorter than her. ‘Every man I meet look me straight in the chest except your dad.’ The first thing he noticed about her was ‘she was tall’. They talked at the bus stop for a long time about ‘this and that . . . not very much . . . I don’t remember now’. But by the end of the conversation Wade had arranged to see Mildred again.

Mildred was very impressed with Wade. His brother Donald had been in the RAF and was living in England. She also liked the fact that ‘he had a spark about him, your dad, a twinkle in his eye’. Wade thought Mildred was ‘well, she’s your mother, of course I thought she was pretty, Faith!’

They began courting and after only a few months decided to get married and go to England. They had to save up money for the passage. Wade’s father promised to give him some  money and Wade did everything his father requested for several weeks but in the end his father only gave him a few pounds. ‘He was very upset, your dad. He never really forgave his parents. But you see they didn’t want him to go.’ So Mildred had to borrow money from her parents, ‘and they didn’t really have it to give’.

Both the bride and groom wore white to the wedding. And, my mum and dad agreed, ‘it rained all day’.

Then Mr and Mrs Wade and Mildred Jackson set sail for England on the Jamaica Producers’ banana boat. The bananas, evidently, were kept in the hold of the ship. Mildred and Wade watched them being brought on board. ‘The tallyman,’ Mum told me, ‘slice off the top of the stems of the bunches as they take them in. Then him count the little stubs he just sliced off and pay the farmer. Quite interesting.’

The ship sailed for two weeks. And every night they went to the ballroom and danced to a live band. Dad was not a good dancer. ‘I could do it, mind, but . . . you know.’ So Mum was often partnered by an Englishman who explained many British customs to her as they waltzed and quick-stepped. ‘He taught me a lot, that man.’ Dad smoked on deck while the Englishman, Mr Thomas, explained that it was polite to arrive at dinner parties five minutes late, that men should remove their hats when inside a building and that milk should always be put into tea last.

The ship finally docked at West India Dock on Guy Fawkes’ night. As the ship pulled into its berth, Mildred and Wade heard the pop and whistle of crackers and saw fireworks lighting up the sky. Mum explained, ‘At first we didn’t know what it was for. In Jamaica you only get fireworks at Christmas. Your dad thought it might have been a welcome for us, having come so far and England needing us. But I didn’t think he could be right. And he wasn’t.’

On the instruction of Mr Thomas – ‘He was a gentleman,  that man,’ – they got a taxi to Ladbroke Grove where they met Dad’s brother Donald. ‘I remember that taxi ride. England looked so grey and all the time we riding along my nose was running and there was steam coming out my mouth from the cold.’ Donald had said that the newly-weds could live with him until they got themselves fixed up. He lived in one room in a large dark house. In all the other rooms lived white women with blonde hair, who were, as Mum put it, ‘ladies of the night’.

‘I never thought English people lived like that,’ Mum told me. ‘One room and we had to share the kitchen and bathroom down the hall with all these women. And they were nice enough but in Jamaica I never saw many people with blonde head and to this day I always think women with blonde hair are . . . you know.’ Dad’s first impression of England was that it was ‘oh . . . very cold’.

Wade fixed up a curtain in the room and Donald lived on one side of it while he and Mildred lived on the other. ‘I ask you, I never thought I’d end up living like that in England.’ Mildred did not like living in this one room with two men. ‘They thought I was there to serve them.’ Donald was a bachelor and persuaded Wade to go out with him nearly every night to the West End; Trafalgar Square and Piccadilly Circus.

‘It was not every night, Mildred.’

‘It was every night, Wade, and you just leave me in the stinking room and expect me to clean everything up for you.’

Wade found a job with his brother, working for a builder. He started off ‘just carrying things – you know’. But after a short while he began to paint and hang wallpaper. Mildred found a job in a hospital although not as a nurse but as an orderly: ‘Skivvy at home, skivvy at work. What a disappointment.’

After about six months of living like that, ‘I wanted to go home,’ Mum said, ‘I never thought England would be like that but we didn’t have the money.’

Then Donald left. He went back to Jamaica where his father  had promised him a better job with more pay. The curtain came down and, ‘your dad was quite nice without his brother. It was his brother that turned his head.’ Mildred began to train as a nurse. ‘Oh, it was lovely.’ Meanwhile Wade continued to learn painting and decorating, going to college one evening a week to get a qualification ‘with certificates and everything, Faith’.

Mildred then got pregnant with my brother Carl and when he was born – ‘Oh, he was a lovely little thing with little dimples. Everyone said, what a lovely little boy, and he made all these little noises and when he smiled everyone said how he was going to break girls’ hearts when he grew up. Me little, little baby Carl,’ – the room became too small. Wade worked long hours – ‘I had to provide for me family, Faith,’ – from six in the morning until after nine at night. And Mildred was left in the room with Carl, who had to be watched all the time because of the paraffin heater, the stairs and all the blonde women. Then the day Mildred found out she was pregnant with me – ‘Oh, I was so sick,’ – they also found out that they had to leave the house because the landlord wanted to sell it.

The council put Mildred and Carl in a halfway house with other homeless families, while Wade found himself digs in a hostel for men, where he shared a room with nine others and took his belongings away with him every day. Then I was born. ‘That labour nearly killed me – you were a big child.’ They lived like that for six months with Wade only seeing Mildred and his children at weekends. ‘Those days are best forgotten, Faith. Best forgotten.’

Then the council found us all a flat in Stoke Newington. ‘It sounded a posh place, Stoke Newington,’ Mum told me. ‘But I was shocked when I see it. I never thought English people lived like that.’ The flat was on a small estate and inside the tiny flat every wall was painted dark brown. But Dad started work on it as soon as we moved in. He stripped off the brown walls and painted them pink and blue and hung hand-tinted photographs  of me and Carl on the wall. ‘He never sat down, your dad,’ and soon it was ‘lovely inside’.

We lived in the flat for ten years. When Carl and me came home from school – ‘You see you come home together – you hear me, nah’ – we had to tell our next-door neighbour we were at home then let ourselves into the flat and watch television until one of our parents came back. ‘Latchkey kids! Cha! Let them mind their business. You were not latchkey kids.’ Then Mum became a district nurse and got a new dark blue uniform and learnt to drive. ‘I pass that test first time. Your dad took two goes.’ And Dad started to work for himself, taking on jobs for people who knew him as a conscientious worker. Soon he bought a van with the company name on the side in blue letters: ‘Wade’s – Painting and Decorating of the Highest Quality’.

Then Mum and Dad bought the house in Crouch End with money they had saved in a post office account. ‘No more handouts for us. We make our own way now.’ And when Mildred and Wade closed the door of their house for the first time, they both hung their heads and shut their eyes in prayer. ‘We finally arrive home,’ they said.
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