

[image: Cover Image]





[image: image]

[image: image]




Copyright © 2019 Richard Lumsden

The right of Richard Lumsden to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

First published as an Ebook in 2019 by Tinder Press

An imprint of Headline Publishing Group

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 5670 6

Cover design © Yeti Lambregts

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.tinderpress.co.uk

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

About the Book

Epigraph

Part One

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Part Two

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Part Three

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Part Four

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Part Five

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Forty-Five


About the Author

[image: image]

Author pic © Rocco Redondo

Richard Lumsden has worked as an actor, writer and composer in television, film and theatre for 30 years. As an actor his films include Downhill, Darkest Hour and Sense and Sensibility, as well as numerous television series and theatre productions. THE SIX LOVES OF BILLY BINNS is his first novel.


About the Book

At well over a hundred years old, Billy Binns believes he’s the oldest man in Europe and knows his days are numbered. But Billy has a final wish: he wants to remember what love feels like one last time. As he looks back at the relationships that have coloured his life – and the events that shaped the century – he recalls a lifetime of heartbreak and hope.

From his boyhood on the cobbled streets of West London to the trenches of the First World War, from a sweet-smelling bakery shop to the mysterious stone circles in the Derbyshire hills, Billy struggles to remember each and every person who made his heart skip a beat. But he knows there’s something missing and he wants to fill in the gaps.

THE SIX LOVES OF BILLY BINNS is the story of an ordinary man’s life, and an enchanting novel which takes you on an epic yet intimate journey that will make you laugh, cry, and reflect on the universal turmoil of love.



For all sad words of tongue or pen
the saddest are these; it might have been.

John Greenleaf Whittier




PART ONE


One

I have to get this out.

I have to get it down before it’s gone for good.

While it’s still clear in my head.

While they’re all sat beside me, as alive now as they were then, these people I once loved.

Mary.

Hello, Mary. Do you remember me?

You were my first, though there may have been others before you; slips of things, stolen moments behind a market stall or in the straw of a cattle barn, but nothing to match the time we shared together. That first eruption of love when the world shifts and everything glows orange.

You died much too young, of a broken heart if I remember right. Not sure if it was me or someone else who broke your heart, but we were never meant to last, you and me. Too many complications along the way, what with one thing and another.

Still, I loved you, Mary old girl.

Then Evie.

I loved you, Evelyn Ellis. For a lifetime, if I’m honest. We were the right age for love when we started out. You were my forever girl.

A love that should have lasted to the end, but the world doesn’t work that way.

I loved you from the first moment I saw you. You might say that isn’t true, but you’d be wrong. I loved you then as I love you now.

These dry embers, buried deep, set alight once again at your memory. A fire that burned quiet for the rest of my life.

Archie.

My little boy.

I loved you, son, as soon as I knew you’d sparked into life. Knew you were a boy. I felt you kicking, your tiny feet.

Knew it would be you, Archie Binns. With your scruffy knees poking out of your shorts. Your pockets full of marbles; the catseye and the oxblood, the jasper, the aggie and the ruby. Your little hands.

Do you remember how we climbed trees together?

You know how much I loved you.

I’m not sure if I ever said it to you, not out loud anyway. Not in words so you could hear.

But you knew it, didn’t you, son?

Vera.

I was unhappy when I first met you, Vera.

Forty-something, was I? Life was on a downward spiral, then you showed up out of the blue. You were so beautiful and you made me very happy.

You caused me trouble, too. I paid a price for loving you, that’s for sure. For a while I was lost in the wreckage, but isn’t that what we hope for when it comes to the end: to know we didn’t just pass by but lived through something real along the way?

Everyone should be lucky enough to have a Vera once in their lives. Despite the trouble. Despite the price you end up paying.

To be taken to the edge and made to jump. To love until it hurts.

Mrs Jackson.

Black Betty.

Didn’t think I’d ever get those feelings again, much later on in life. After Evie and Vera and the rest of them. But suddenly there you were. You brought me out of retirement, you might say.

We were old when we met. Not proper old like I am now, of course. I was still able to do something about it back when you showed up, and we made it good, the two of us, when there wasn’t much pickings around.

Some lovely years together, me and Mrs Jackson.

Funny, still calling you Mrs Jackson after all this time.

Mary, Evie, Archie, Vera, Mrs Jackson.

Five of them in all.

Five loves? Is that it?

It doesn’t sound much after all this time.

I recall the names, but the faces come and go.

When you first meet someone, you don’t know how long they’ll be in your life for. It could be minutes or it could be forever.

You don’t know when it starts.

And you don’t know when it stops.

Some endings are final, others take you by surprise.

Their last goodbye.

The world drags them away and all that’s left is a fading memory, turning to dust like the flesh on these old bones.

I want to remember what love feels like, one last time. To remember each of the people I loved, to see them all clearly again.

I’ll start with Mary.

Get it down on paper, all the details, before it’s gone for good.

While it’s still clear in my head.


Two

It’s 1914, and I’m as old as the century.

A boy on his bike up Shepherd’s Bush Green.

Across the Goldhawk Road with the Bush Hotel on my left. The tram tracks converge and I’m bang in the centre of the world: Hammersmith to the south; north to Wormwood Scrubs; Acton to the west; Holland Park and the City to the east.

The summer air, thick and warm. The wet roads greasy now the thunderstorms have stopped.

There’s been some fuss about the killing of an archduke in Austria, but that was a while ago, and the newspapers have a photograph of a boat sailing down the Panama Canal.

The bicycle wheels drop into the slots by the tracks, which Dad helped lay for the first electric trams in London. I let the tyres hum against the iron rails before jumping back onto tarmacadam as the tracks cross, where the tramcar wheels catch and shriek. Past the Empire, the Palladium Picture House. It’s ten years before the big Pavilion Theatre will be built, thirty before it gets bombed in the Blitz and sixty before it becomes bingo.

I’m racing too fast through time and come back to now.

The 107 tram to Acton, crammed to the back railings, pulls away in front of me. I swing my bike across the tracks as the tramcar picks up speed. The wires crackle and spit, drawing electricity through the pantograph on its roof as it veers left down Uxbridge Road.

I go right along the green, past the Lyons coffee house, Wellington’s laundry, the cycle store, Ellis’s bakery, Miles’s the dog sellers. Past the Central railway station and the busy Norland Road market.

Tight on the handlebars, out of the saddle to Holland Park.

My legs push against the hill. The mansion houses make it feel like a different part of town. The chain hums in time with the pedals, left into Ladbroke Grove, standing for the climb, then down towards the railway bridge and right into Portobello to Harry Coggins’ house.

I lean my bicycle against his gate, my legs twitching from the ride, and knock quietly on the front door, hoping it won’t be his mum who opens it.

The latch turns and Mrs Coggins peers through a crack.

‘It’s Billy Binns,’ she says to the shadows in the hallway behind her.

Her long black hair is tied behind her neck with a parting above the centre of her forehead. A bright red jewel hangs from one ear, a bird’s feather from the other. The sleeves down her arms are long and loose, but a tight black shawl wraps across her chest like something Harry Houdini would wear to prevent escape. Even in the dimly lit hallway you can see the cleft in her lip, like a scar cutting down hard into the top of her mouth.

Harry Coggins is two weeks older than me, separated by a century. He was born just before Christmas, 1899. I arrived in the middle of the party, early hours of January the first, 1900.
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It’s gone.

Like the Norland Road market, demolished for the motorway in the fifties, wasn’t it?

I’ve lost where I was.

I remember what I’m wearing today and what I had for lunch.

I remember a cup of tea at eleven and two digestive biscuits in the saucer.

I remember changing out of my pyjamas this morning and dusky Sylvie swearing as she emptied my piss bag without first checking the valve.

I remember Sylvie is one of the carers here in The Cedars. Slip of a thing in big thick shoes. Afro hair tied on top of her head and a silver nose ring that looks like it must be uncomfortable. Nineteen at her last birthday, I think she said. I bought her a card from the shop trolley and would have stuck a fiver in it if I’d been able to find one in my trousers. I don’t much carry money these days.

I remember the other carer, Ros, who’s been here almost as long as me. Fifty, I reckon she is, with strong arms and a kind face. Her husband left her some time ago but she met someone else on the internet. An older gent who’s a writer, apparently, though Ros says he’s yet to write a book anyone can read.

You’re not meant to tip the carers here, but Ros and Sylvie deserve a medal if you ask me. Not so much Gordon, who just gets annoyed with everyone, or Mrs Akinyemi, who never smiles.

I remember my dreams, but not where they start.

I recall some of last week and the week before that. Then everything goes into a haze.

Fragments of memories come looming back like red London buses in a pea-souper.

I remember my boy Archie coming to visit on my birthday, but that could have been a while ago too.

Time plays funny tricks these days.

I wait for the next memory.

I wait and I wait.

Some Christmas or other in The Cedars.

I remember because I didn’t want to wear a paper hat. Gordon said, ‘Wear the paper hat, you grumpy old bastard,’ which isn’t the proper way for a carer to speak to a resident. Gordon was unhappy since falling out with his friend who had an identical moustache and picked him up outside in a sports car each evening. Gordon said it was always me spoiling the fun by being miserable. That was a long time ago, when Gordon still had his hair on top.

All in the past now.

Water under the bridge.

I remember a tea party here where there wasn’t a fuss about paper hats. The Queen sent a card even though we’d never met, and a smart-looking young man in a suit came to sit next to me for a cup of tea and a photograph. Mrs Cutts, or it might have been Mrs Bentley, actually came over from the television set and went all giggly because he was a high-up Conservative, but his face didn’t ring any bells with me.

I couldn’t recall how the young man knew me, but it was nice of him to visit, being so high-up and all. Shame he didn’t have time to finish his tea after the photograph was taken, but I suppose that’s high-up people for you. Mrs Cutts or Mrs Bentley, whichever one it was, went back to watching the television set as soon as he was gone.

Small breaths come and go. I don’t require much air these days. Just enough to keep the powdery blood pumping through the flimsy veins and that’s about it. Not much longer now, I reckon.

Ba-bump. Ba-bump.

Inch after inch, slowly round it goes.

A few more trips down to the feet and back, then maybe we’ll call it a day.

Long life. Nearly over. Almost done.

The sitting room is too warm and the television set too loud.

Mrs Bentley and Mrs Cutts spend all day staring up at the screen. A few other residents sit like relics in a dinosaur museum. Jimmy Parris, in the armchair next to mine, is easy to get along with when he’s not banging on about the Lake District. Mrs Chaudhry and her gaggle of Indian ladies are over by the window, while Mr Ozturk combs through his hair that Sylvie washes black for him every month. Mrs Greatorex lifts a biscuit from her teacup to her mouth. I watch the biscuit break into crumbs and spill down the front of her cardigan.

There are others whose names I don’t know, but we’re not all here to make friends.

I’m the oldest by a long chalk. They tell me I’m the oldest man in Europe, but that only makes me feel like a boxing champion about to lose his belt.

Some reckon there’s been a mistake with my birth certificate and there’s no way I’m as old as they say, but you can’t argue with memories.

Forgotten moments keep coming back to my mind and I’d like to get them down on paper before they go again. For Archie to know I wasn’t just a bag of skin and bone who pisses out of a tube. To know I was once a proper man, despite what he thinks of me now.

Five faces in the darkness.

Each brings a tiny ache, a quiet pain just behind the lungs.

All that history.

The people I once loved. A small handful.

I try to hold them in my head, but it’s like trying to catch butterflies with a torn net.

It’s like they don’t want to be remembered.

There were those you’d lie next to for a few moments of bliss, when nothing else matters, sweat boils on your skin and you’re the happiest you could ever be. Before the chill of the real world comes back. The regrets and the guilt and the trouble brewing. Knowing it was already over while they lay cooling in the straw beside you.

But that isn’t the same as love.

Archie’ll know what I mean.

I’ve loved a few people in this long, long life and I want to remember them now before they’re gone for good.

I’m a very old man and I’d like to remember what love feels like once more before I die.

To remember their faces.

To see them all, as clear as . . .

As clear as . . .

There’s a word.

Ros said to keep going and not stop when you get stuck. Her boyfriend wrote a book once, so I reckon she knows what to do. She says not to worry and to fill the gaps in later.

When you’re young, everything joins up in your head, then you get old and it disappears like trails of smoke.

I can feel the trails forming again.

I’ll start at the beginning:

New Year’s Eve, 1899.

I don’t think I can remember this far back, but I remember Auntie Pam telling the story.
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I’m not meant to be born for another few weeks.

Dad and Ma are at the Hampshire Hog on King Street with Auntie Pam and all the neighbours saying goodbye to 1899. Ma said the men were sour having to bring their wives with them. She and Dad argue whether the new century starts that night or the next year. Most people think the twentieth century doesn’t start until 1901, but Dad reckons it starts now because nineteen hundred sounds very different from eighteen hundred.

When midnight approaches, everyone pushes outside to hear the church bells ring the new year in. People are kissing and hugging and Ma starts to feel peculiar and can’t find Dad in the crowd. She gets dizzy and makes her way home.

The sun’s up by the time Dad comes back the next morning, still pissed, and I’m wrapped in a blanket in Ma’s arms. She said Dad’s face was a picture.

Apparently he’d always wanted a boy.

I remember liking hearing this story from Auntie Pam, and sometimes think I can actually remember being born; Dad expecting an earful and finding he’s got a son. Ma doing it all on her own with no help other than Auntie Pam because everyone else was stone drunk at the time.

Soon afterwards, Auntie Pam moved to Manchester with her new husband. But when I was nine or ten, she came back to the house one night. I thought I was dreaming about her and woke to hear her voice downstairs, so I might not have been dreaming after all. I got out of bed and it sounded like a row going on.

I sat at the top of the stairs.

Dad, Ma and Pam were in the parlour with the door shut. I couldn’t make out what they were saying before Ma started to cry, which always happened during a row, followed by the sound of crockery smashing and Ma shouting that Pam was a trollop. I didn’t have time to hide before Auntie Pam appeared at the front door and looked up to see me sitting at the top of the stairs. I thought she’d be cross with me for not being asleep.

In the parlour I heard Dad say, ‘You should have let the little bastard freeze to death.’

Auntie Pam smiled up at me. But I remember it being a sad smile, and she waved and went without saying anything else.

Ma was still crying in the parlour, but softer than before, so I went back to bed quietly and thought about which little bastard they should have let freeze to death.

I didn’t see Auntie Pam for many years after that, until long after I was a married man myself. She wrote me a letter. When I went to see her, she said it was me who Dad was talking about that night.

[image: image]

Mrs Greatorex has dropped her teacup. The saucer clatters and rolls across the hard linoleum floor, putting a stop to these memories of Auntie Pam.

My mind is like trifle these days. A soft mess of colours, but nothing you can get your teeth into.

Nothing that stays fixed for very long.

I once had a pen, I’m sure.

A silver fountain pen. A gift, but I don’t remember who from. I can still feel the weight of it in my hand, the smooth strokes across the paper.

If I could find the pen, I’d be able to write these memories down so I don’t forget them, but it must have disappeared with all the other things I’ve lost over the years. When Sylvie has a minute, I’ll get her to take me back to my room so I can look for this pen and keep going with the memories.

My only jacket hangs on the back of my bedroom door.

It takes me a while to get over to the door. I feel inside the pocket, remembering how I put the jacket on to go out into the garden not too long ago, then wiggle my fingers around until I’m sure the pen isn’t in there, before going back over to the bed and sitting down to get over my disappointment at not finding it.

I’ll need a moment to catch my breath after making all this effort.

This has been my bedroom since the Falklands War was kicking off, and that feels like a lifetime ago. One of the residents back then said the lower half of the walls were painted Goose Green and I don’t think they’ve had a new lick of paint since then.

A small bed against the wall, with a metal hoist that Ros and Sylvie can’t be arsed to use as it takes too long to get everyone up. Besides, Ros says I’m thin as a rake. Gordon says it’s for health and safety, especially with some of the heavier ladies, but he isn’t the one getting everyone out of bed in the mornings. A window that looks out onto Hammersmith Grove. A clock on the wall and a picture of a Scottish loch by some mountains that I stopped noticing decades ago. A wardrobe, a bedside cabinet, a small table and chair and a little sink in the corner. I watch the drips slowly fall from the tap, one then another, like life passing by. Like the small flow of powdery blood through the veins, down to the feet and back.

Down the corridor, the lift pulleys rumble and whine.

Polystyrene tiles across the ceiling like square clouds, bouncing night-time headlights from the vans up and down Hammersmith Grove off the walls.

It’s been a while since I looked in the drawer in the bedside cabinet, which is easier to get to than the wardrobe because I can sit on the bed at the same time.

In the drawer is an old Golden Virginia tin with the lid left off. It’s hard opening things with my knotty fingers these days. Even now I can still smell the tobacco that would have once been in there. They stopped putting Golden Virginia in tins years ago and sold it in paper packs instead.

I used to keep precious things in my old tobacco tin but can’t remember what they might have been. As you get older, you change your mind about what’s precious.

Behind the tin I find my old maroon army tie, neatly rolled up.

I keep it at the back of the drawer and not hung up in the wardrobe next to my blue tie because it’s a bugger to put on. The maroon tie has a single yellow flag on it. It has to be tied so the yellow flag is in the middle of the knot, which is a tall order for old fingers like mine. I gave up wearing the maroon tie with the yellow flag many years ago, leaving just my blue one with the lions or the green one I’m wearing today, which is probably my favourite, despite some ancient gravy stains down the front.

A faded brown envelope with a few old letters inside, written by me. I’m not sure why I bothered keeping those.

I’ve forgotten why I’m sitting here and what I’m looking for.

I push the maroon tie back inside the drawer and the ends of my fingers rattle something hard against the thin wood. I ease it out to the front and there it is, my old silver fountain pen, cold and heavy in my hand.

Each morning I wake with a sense of excitement at what the day might bring.

Last night, lying in bed, I could almost picture Mary, but she kept slipping from view, like the burning-out of an old photograph.

When I woke, the daylight had made a ladder of the blinds on the opposite wall, and I knew I had a clear idea where to start.

The sitting room is quieter today and I have the table by the window to myself. I pull the lid off the silver pen, press the nib onto the writing paper in front of me and scratch out an invisible line.

Ros says there might be a bottle of ink in Mrs Akinyemi’s desk. Mrs Akinyemi wears a badge saying Administrator but neither she nor Gordon seem to agree who’s in charge. Ros says neither of them are, though Gordon is always the one who ticks off Ros or Sylvie when they’ve done something against the rules.

Mrs Akinyemi doesn’t have much to do with residents, and when she does, no one can tell what she’s saying because of her strong accent and the way she never moves her lips when she speaks.

Ros comes back with a smile and shakes the silver pen like the thermometer they used to put up your arse when you were under the weather.

It still doesn’t work, so she squeezes the ink until it bubbles onto the nib. She writes a solid black line and draws circles on the paper to make sure it keeps working.

She’s made a right mess of my first page of memories.

I clasp the pen in my twisted fingers and write my first word like they taught in handwriting at school.

I’ve thought of a proper title, so that when it’s finished I can give it to Archie and he’ll know what it’s about.

It’s hard to make the pen work because my fingers won’t grip tight enough. I clench it in both hands but can’t get the ink to come out.

I push it down hard to force a mark onto the page.

Tap it on the table to get some bloody ink out of the damn thing onto the page.

To get some bloody ink out of the fucking pen on the bastard fucking page.

There it is, the start of the title, faint among the blotches:
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