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    Praise for Paul Burke

  


  Funny, thoughtful and original STEPHEN FRY


  A warm, funny, blisteringly good read TONY PARSONS


  Warm, tender, funny and engaging from start to finish. Its full of sharply written dialogue, filled with characters you can take to your heart, and driven by a
  classic will-they/wont-they narrative Scotsman


  Fast-moving, witty and highly digestible TIM LOTT


  A thoughtful read . . . Burkes characters and their unfolding story have depth and charm Hello!
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  Twenty Years Later



  About the author
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  Lets start with the last word: Zymanczyk. The last word in Polishness. Just look at it. Isnt it the most Polish word youve ever seen? That old joke about
  Polish names being formed by hurling Scrabble letters into the air and just letting them land would appear to be true in this case.


  Zymanczyk was also the last word  the last name  in the London phone book. Zymanczyk, J., 67 Askew Crescent, London W12. Almost from the day he was able to read and recognise that
  peculiar selection of consonants as his own family name, Andy Zymanczyk (pronounced Zer-man-chick) would gaze proudly at its inverted pole position right at the end of the book. The
  final attraction. Top of the bill. Until, unfortunately, the Zysblat family moved in down the road and usurped that position for ever.


  Andy was the only child of Jerzy and Ewa Zymanczyk, parents who were old enough to be his grandparents, parents with three distinguishing characteristics: they were very old, very strict and
  very, very Polish.


  The force of Catholicism to which Andy was domestically subject was the most potent known to man. In his class at St Bedes, those with English parents got off fairly lightly. As long as
  mass was attended on Sundays and on Holy Days of Obligation, not much more was expected. Those with Irish parents usually had it a bit harder: a tendency towards Republican sentiments, a holy-water
  font by the front door and Dave Allen banned from the TV screen. Those with Polish parents had many more crosses to bear. Dave Allen, for instance, was not banned from the Zymanczyks TV
  screen because there was no TV screen from which to ban him. Andys father refused to let the insidious cathode-ray tube bring the ideas of the devil across his threshold.
  Andys only glimpses of Slade and Gary Glitter on Top of the Pops had been stolen by standing on tiptoe on the lavatory seat and gazing excitedly down through next doors
  sitting-room window.


  The Zymanczyks, like countless other Poles, were strong adherents to the Marian creed, which meant that they worshipped both God and Our Lady with equal zeal, so double quantities of religious
  belief were required. Pictures and statues of the Madonna adorned almost every room in the house and the sitting room boasted a particularly fine example  a huge gilt-framed portrait of Our
  Lady of Czestochowa, which hung above the fireplace and was the focal point of the room. This was the Zymanczyks equivalent of a television set starring Our Lady as a sort of Immaculate Test
  Card that was never switched off.


  Andys father was intensely patriotic and chest-puffingly proud of being Polish, which always struck his son as rather odd. You can be pleased to be Polish, of course, but your nationality
  was something for which, Andy always felt, you could take neither credit nor blame. A mere accident of birth. Surely saying Im Polish and proud of it, was a bit like declaring
  Its Thursday and Im proud of it. But proud of his roots Jerzy most certainly was, and since this was combined with a stern pride in his Catholicism, life in the
  Zymanczyk household was never going to be a barrel of laughs.


  Andy longed to spend his Saturday mornings with the other Shepherds Bush boys, at Saturday-morning pictures or playing football in Wendell Park. Instead, he was packed off to the Polish Social
  and Cultural Institute in Hammersmith for Polish School where he was taught, among other things, to say, Chzqszcz brzmi w trzcinie, which means, A bug is buzzing in
  the reeds, and occupies a place in the Guinness Book of Records as the most difficult phrase in the world for a native English speaker to pronounce. With that sort of grounding, it
  was little wonder that Andy could repeat, Red lorry, yellow lorry, ad infinitum with no difficulty at all.


  Polish School had many other delights. Andy soon became a dab hand at making pisanki  ornate table decorations, intricately fashioned from eggshells and brightly coloured wax.
  This compensated for his never having seen what Valerie Singleton could do with two loo-roll holders, an empty cornflakes box and a yard of sticky-backed plastic. At the age of fourteen, although
  forbidden to watch Blue Peter, Andy had nonetheless appeared on it in full national costume as part of a Polish folk-dancing troupe, cavorting with a pig-ugly partner. When he got home, he
  prayed that no one in his class had seen it, and if they had that they had failed to recognise him. Mercifully, on this occasion, his prayers were answered.


  Andys birthday was 5 January but he received his presents on 21 May, his name day, the feast of St Andrew Bobola, the seventeenth-century Polish martyr after whom hed
  been christened. This tragic figure, murdered by the Russians for refusing to renounce his Catholicism, had also lent his name to the old Victorian church round the corner. It had been taken over
  by the local Polish community in 1962  and guess who was the first baby baptised there?


  The church of St Andrew Bobola was the centre of the Zymanczyks lives and the lives of other strong, devout people with unpronounceable names. Every mass was conducted in Polish and
  there, at least, Andy could draw comfort from the fact that he was not the only child in West London to be living under a benign Polish dictatorship. He was, however, the only child in his house,
  with just his ageing parents for company. Never was this more painfully apparent than on Christmas Eve when the window of Czyrkos, the fishmonger, on Askew Road was crammed with pike, the
  Polish alternative to turkey, all awaiting collection. Names would be pinned to each one, Drzewuki, Scislowicz, Mruk, Pyrtek, Niziolek, Karpinski, Szczudlo, but Zymanczyk was always attached to the
  smallest, the one that only needed to be big enough to feed three.


  That night, after beer soup with eggs, the little poached pike would be served up with baby carrots and hot Polish chicory as part of the traditional Christmas feast, which the Zymanczyks would
  solemnly consume before walking round the corner to midnight mass. As was customary, an extra place at the table was always laid for the unexpected visitor. A guest in the house, said
  the old Polish proverb, God in the home. Over the years, Andy hoped that God would turn up in the form of Lesley-Anne Down, Lynsey de Paul or even his beautiful blonde cousin Alison
  Gomoulka. But, every year, he was disappointed.


  As he grew older, he would reflect on the irony of his situation, with a mixture of amusement and dismay. His parents, and thousands like them, had fled from Poland to Shepherds Bush and Ealing,
  Willesden and Balham to escape the brutal repression of a Communist dictatorship. Yet here they were imposing a benevolent but nonetheless unyielding form of tyranny on their own families.


  Still, things were looking up. It was Thursday 15 June 1978, Andy was sixteen and his parents were pleased with him. Hed completed nine O levels. His grade A in Polish meant that Polish
  school on Saturdays could now be a thing of the past. For the first time in his life, he was to be allowed a part-time job to earn a little extra cash. Very gradually, the reins were being loosened
  and with them the constraints of Catholicism. Was it Andys imagination or was his fathers fanatical fervour on the wane? Well, it might have been, except for one thing: the sudden
  death of Pope John Paul I after just thirty-three days in office. He was succeeded by Pope John Paul II, formerly known as Cardinal Karol Wojtyla.


  Oh, God, groaned Andy, when he first heard the news on the Grundig Yacht Boy, which, unlike the TV, was not seen as a corrupting, Satanic influence. I dont believe
  it. Hes the new head of the Roman Catholic Church. Hes the most prominent religious leader on earth. And hes bloody Polish.


  Andy got on to his bike, pedalled out on to Goldhawk Road, round Shepherds Bush Green, up Holland Park Avenue and left into Ladbroke Grove. Little did he know that, approaching Ladbroke Grove
  from the other direction, heading for exactly the same place for exactly the same reason, was his schoolmate Dave Kelly. Dave would get there first. Dave usually did.
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  Dave Kelly had been born into the wrong family. In fact, his whole family had been born into the wrong family. His sister Kathy would have preferred to have been the daughter
  of an eminent country doctor and his ample-bosomed wife. Heaven for Kathy would have been her own bedroom overlooking green fields in a cosy, book-lined cottage where, every Sunday around four
  oclock, the old oak refectory table would be creaking under the weight of freshly made cakes. His sister Nuala would have favoured something more modern: dark brown carpets, soft, cream
  sofas and a twenty-six-inch colour TV. She would have loved a handsome, generous father who drove a Mercedes and a mother who could still wear hot pants.


  As for Dave, he yearned, despite his Irish-Catholic provenance, to be part of a warm, all-embracing Jewish family in a rambling Manhattan apartment on the west side of Central Park. A place
  where music, films and personal neuroses could be discussed every Friday night over chicken soup and latkes.


  Instead, the Kellys had to be content with 76 Kilravock Street, one of a thousand tiny council houses crammed inbetween Kilburn and the Grand Union Canal. Nowadays, their house would be
  described as bijou, and the owners would knock through walls, insert a chic spiral staircase and augment the kitchen-diner with a Scandinavian-glass conservatory. But in 1978, its
  owners were Westminster Council and such details were not high on their list of priorities. Bijou? The house was just plain poky. Two short strides from the front door and you were half-way up the
  stairs. Two more would take you into any of the three bijou bedrooms, which led off a landing the size of a beer mat. The tiny front room could barely accommodate the green Dralon three-piece
  suite, which was still being paid off at four pounds a week, the sideboard (two pounds a week) and the rented Rediffusion TV. However, many front rooms on the Queens Park estate had even less space
  than the Kellys since they also contained a large Alsatian, usually called Prince, growling malevolently under the sideboard. The bathroom was downstairs but with three outside walls, a flat
  roof and no central heating, it was generally out of bounds from September until March. The walls of each room were woodchipped and magnoliad every five years by the council and were so thin
  that, on the rare occasions when the TV wasnt switched on, you could hear next-doors budgie pecking its seed.


  You could hear most things in Kilravock Street and be privy to your neighbours innermost secrets whether you wanted to or not. Only the other night Dave had heard a startling revelation
  from number sixty-eight  something along the lines of She aint your bleedin kid anyway, Ken.


  However, as council estates go, this one was almost picturesque, with its neat rows of terraced cottages set along wide tree-lined avenues. The previous year, Kilravock Street had even won a
  prize for the best decorations during the Queens Silver Jubilee celebrations. Without those adornments, it was drab but not forbidding, rough but not dangerous  and more difficult to
  escape from than almost anywhere else on earth.


  If your home is a squalid tower block on a desolate, crime-ridden estate, escape can be far more simple. With surroundings so horrific, you are impelled to get yourself out or risk being found
  dead on a concrete stairwell with a hypodermic needle in your arm. Similarly, if your parents are prosperous, middle-class and understand the importance of education, they or their friends from the
  golf club, the Rotary Club or the lodge can often provide you with the leg up you need to hop effortlessly into the career of your choice. Dave, though, was stuck somewhere between the two and had
  little chance of altering his circumstances. But then, why would he want to? His family was not dysfunctional. His life had never been blighted by violence, alcoholism or drug abuse. It might have
  been better if it had  at least that would have given him the impetus to escape, though any desire to flee from Kilravock Street was not evident this morning.


  It was Thursday 15 June 1978. Dave was sixteen years old and had finished the last of his eight O levels. An eleven-week summer holiday stretched out ahead of him and it was warm enough for him
  to stretch out in a tub full of suds in that downstairs bathroom. One person occupied centre stage in his mind. All right, so she was twice his age but she had pushed Debbie Harry and Kate Bush
  down to numbers two and three respectively. The object of his desire was Olivia Newton-John, and what had made her so sexy was the fact that it was all so unexpected. She was like the pretty but
  innocent girl next door whom you had always known but never noticed. Now thanks to that tantalising clip from Grease on Top of the Pops last week in which she had performed
  Youre The One That I Want in a black leather jacket, skin-tight satin pants and an unseemly amount of makeup, the record had gone to number one, so the clip would be shown
  again that night. Lying in the bath, Dave thought of a way to ensure that he saw it again and again and again.


  Like Archimedes, he cried Eureka and leaped out of the bath. At least he would have done if hed ever heard of Archimedes or had the faintest idea what Eureka meant.
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  It was the animal blood that had done it.


  The blood of a dead cow had finally convinced Dave that it was time to look for another part-time job. Hed had a Saturday job at the Irish Meat Market in Kensal Rise for the past year but
  it had proved less than rewarding employment. Although bright, cheery and numerically nimble, he was seldom allowed to serve customers. Instead, he was consigned to the back of the shop, where Tom
  Riordan had taught him how to chop and chine. This wasnt something for which Dave had shown any aptitude. He was not a natural butcher. Those big knives had to be sharp enough to cleave
  their way through great sides of beef and Dave, terminally clumsy, was always cutting himself.


  Getting salt in a fresh wound is bad enough, but animal blood is pure unmitigated agony. Some sort of chemical reaction occurs when the blood of an animal meets that of a human and its
  enough to send even the bravest butcher screaming to the nearest cold tap. As Dave ran his hand yet again under cold water, he decided to quit while he still had the full complement of fingers.


  The magnificent Gaumont cinema in Westbourne Grove would be a far more palatable place to work. Maureen Breslin, devout Catholic and Irish, was the assistant manageress. Now almost fifty,
  Maureen lived alone at the other end of Kilravock Street and was a friend of Daves mother. Maureen had been married for twenty-five years but hadnt seen her husband for twenty-three
  of them. Jim Breslin had run off with a younger woman but Maureen, whose strength of faith absolutely forbade divorce, was still legally married to him. Daves mother maintained that Maureen
  still held a candle for the old rogue and sincerely believed that one day he would return to her. However, since Maureen also believed in a bearded mans ability to walk on
  water and rise from the dead, this was no surprise.


  For the moment Maureens blind faith in these two men didnt concern Dave. In the bath, he had remembered his mother mentioning that the cinema might need part-time staff over the
  summer holidays, which was why he was now pedalling along Ladbroke Grove.


  The Gaumont had always occupied a special place in his heart. Along with practically every other child on the Queens Park estate, he had gone to Saturday-morning pictures there. It was where the
  furtive fumblings of his first date had taken place when Christine OConnor had clung to him in the back row during the scary bits in Jaws. The cinema had seen better days and was
  under constant threat of closure. In an effort to make it a little more profitable, it had recently been tripled  instead of one huge thousand seat cinema, it now comprised
  three smaller ones. Screen One was upstairs in what had been the circle; with 600 seats, it was the biggest and always showed the latest release. Screens Two and Three were downstairs, each
  containing 200 seats. Screen Two usually showed the big release from the previous week and Screen Three the more esoteric films. Soft-porn offerings, with titles like Erotic
  Inferno and Keeping It Up Downstairs, ensured that every potential patron in London W11 was catered for, and that the beautiful art-deco cinema remained an important part of their
  lives too. It stood on the corner of Chepstow Road, which meant that, geographically, it was Over There.


  Over There was a place nervously pointed at from Kilravock Street with a trembling finger and a look of dread in the eye. Over There was where the kerbsides were littered with discarded
  mattresses, gearboxes and, quite often, people. Inhabitants from Over There, when not menacingly roaming the streets, were imprisoned in crumbling tenements or nineteenth-floor concrete cells, the
  lifts to which were almost permanently out of order.


  Over There was Notting Hill, and the Gaumont was slap-bang (very appropriate words) in the middle of it. Even the cats seemed to behave differently Over There. Whereas the Kilravock Street cat
  was relaxed and happy, his Notting Hill counterpart was nervous, edgy and constantly on the run from the screaming sirens of the SPG vans or from horrible little oiks wanting to tie a rocket to his
  tail.


  The most frightening embodiment of Over There was Trellick Tower. Its thirty-one floors cast a grim, forbidding shadow over vast tracts of West London. Its terrifying presence seemed to punch
  out a dire warning to any people within a ten-mile radius who might be disaffected with their lot. You think youre badly off, it would say, well, how would you like to
  live here? Youll never escape. The only way out will be in a wooden box. And guess what? They made the lifts too small so youll suffer the final indignity of having your coffin shoved
  in upright for your final journey down to the street.


  The fear of ending up in Trellick Tower was not unlike the Victorian fear of ending up in the workhouse. Though completed only six or seven years earlier, this monolithic social experiment had
  already fallen into dangerous disrepair. Residents had been herded in, usually against their will  their homes and communities had been destroyed to make way for the Westway. Now they were
  hundreds of feet in the air, squashed together yet strangely lonely and isolated. The long, sinister, poorly lit concrete walkways were like little streets in the sky. Streets the police could not
  patrol where W10s hoodlums and drug-dealers were free to go about their business with total impunity.


  Yet if you headed south towards Notting Hill Gate and Kensington, the area became more prosperous and genteel. Elsewhere in the vicinity, there were concentrations of Irish, West Indian, Spanish
  and Portuguese immigrants. Add to this the Arabs further east around Bayswater and the more Bohemian characters to be found along Portobello Road plus, of course, the ordinary indigenous families,
  who filled the red-brick terraces around Oxford Gardens, and you had one of the most culturally diverse neighbourhoods in Britain. All human life was within walking distance of where Dave Kelly was
  now parking his bike.


  David. Maureen Breslins warm Wexford lilt and outstretched hand emerged from the managers office to greet him. As it happens, were very short-staffed
  now and Screen One is full of kids. Can you start right away?


  Er . . . well . . . yeah, said Dave, taken aback by the brevity of his interview and mentally sticking up two bandaged fingers at Tom Riordan and the Irish Meat
  Market.


  Ah, thats grand. Cmon. Lets get you into a uniform.


  Dave glanced over at the other usherette, whose name turned out to be Doris, and hoped that he wouldnt be expected to wear a red nylon pinafore dress and American Tan tights. His uniform
  was only marginally better: red Crimplene jacket with a narrow shawl lapel, white shirt, bow-tie and black trousers.


  He was introduced to the rest of the day shift and noticed that he was the only one not entitled to a bus pass. George the doorman  or commissionaire, as he preferred to be
  known  was tearing the tickets. He could remember the Gaumonts opening-night ceremony being performed by Jessie Matthews and Sonnie Hale. Unfortunately, he couldnt remember
  that hed told you the same story about half an hour earlier. And about half an hour before that.


  Lily was the senior usherette and outranked George because she had worked in the drapery department of Arthurs Stores, which had been knocked down and replaced by the cinema. That was in
  1936. Then there was Doris, the more junior usherette, sixty if she was a day, who would only stand on the smoking side of the auditorium so she could show patrons to their seats with
  a torch in one hand and a lipstick-smeared filter tip in the other. Behind the sweet kiosk stood a fearsome septuagenarian named Ida, who ran it as though her life depended on it and was not afraid
  to administer a clip round the ear to any light-fingered child attempting to purloin a family-size bag of Maltesers.


  Maureen was manning the box office. She thrust a torch into Daves hand and directed him up the grand baronial staircase to Screen One where Disneys latest, The Cat From Outer
  Space, was being shown to a couple of hundred noisy children. One child, whose five-year-old stomach had been overfilled with a lethal mix of popcorn, Pepsi and Paynes Poppets, suddenly
  emptied it all over the maroon, monogrammed carpet.


  Daves first task was to get down on his hands and knees with a large cloth and a bucket of disinfectant to remove all traces of vomit. As nausea gripped him, he began to think that
  perhaps animal blood wasnt so bad, after all.
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