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This is a fictional biography and an alternative version of historic events.

It is a portrait of a chaotic, intoxicated and unruly cast, many of whom remember the same event in a completely different way. The characters known as Fat White Family have been fabricated, reimagined and embellished. Fact has been used to create fiction.

This is their ecstatic truth and exists purely within the realm of speculation.


PROLOGUE

After a few uneventful days of sweating and coughing alone in his bedroom on the top floor of his father’s semi-detached in suburban Cambridge, events took a serious turn for the worse. The previous days had been stress-free, and as the outside world started to crumble, being back in his room, asleep in a single bed, seemed like as safe a place as any. Trays of homecooked meals were delivered outside his door by his stepmother, who spent hours of each day preparing Algerian cuisine for the household. Tagines, couscous and fresh vegetables, mint tea and honey-soaked pastries. Within hours of arriving the burden had started to lift.

It was three o’clock in the afternoon, and he could hear his father talking loudly on the telephone as he worked in the room directly below, his voice booming through the ceiling, recounting the situation of his resident sons to the eldest, who lived in Manchester and had recently moved back to England after being thrown out of China penniless, his beloved French bulldogs left behind. His brother’s apartment had been raided by the CCP, and they had parted ways on a sour note due to his vociferous criticism of their somewhat heavy-handed approach to human rights. Still, at least he was alive, and could now ring his father for a regular summit on the state of his younger brothers, who had been similarly banished from Algeria on the last flight home as the emerging plague took hold.

As he sat in his room, listening to his father, he heard him say, ‘If after two weeks they haven’t sorted themselves out, they’re out on their arse. I’m not responsible for them anymore.’ There was a long pause, and then his father shouted again, ‘The youngest doesn’t know any better, but the other one … he has to do something. Yes, he should get the £92-a-week dole because this is bloody ridiculous!’

At that moment his heart began to sink as he recalled all of the far and distant lands he was supposed to have reached that year, the sold-out audiences, the euphoric road trips through Asia, festivals in Australia, then a month in Ireland, a garret in Paris and, of course, a season in the mountains of Kabylia, visiting his one-hundred-year-old grandmother and the extended family, who would celebrate the return of their prodigal grandson. He had not predicted that the entire year of touring would be cancelled, with the complete loss of his income. Nor had he envisaged that it would perhaps be he alone who would bring the contagion into Algeria, carrying it on Air France’s flight from London, where he had spent a night smoking jazz cigarettes passed from the nicotine-stained fingertips of his louche saxophone player. After all of this, to end up back at his father’s house was a bitter pill.

For the most part he tolerated his father, and they were able to communicate on a certain level across the cultural divide, but the conversation he heard downstairs that afternoon triggered an unpredictable response.

Surrounded by red mist, he ran downstairs, shouting at the top of his voice, ‘I have spent years trying to drag this band out of the mire! At least your industry is unscathed! What about me? The band paid fifteen thousand in tax last year and the government won’t give me a fucking thing! It’s alright for you, raking in the shekels, sat in your office, complaining …’

Then his father blew up.

‘Well, you should bloody do something instead of sitting on your arse upstairs,’ he yelled. ‘What is it that you do exactly?’

A feverish rage erupted, and the blood raced up through his neck as he screamed at his father for his lack of respect or empathy, then a torrent of expletives cascaded from his lips for several minutes as he transformed into his teenage self and bellowed at him for his shitty behaviour towards women, especially each of his wives, and his limp-minded obsession with cash.

‘You will die alone if you continue this way!’ he yelled at his father. ‘As we know, old dogs do not learn new tricks!’

In the heat of the moment the telephone rang again. His father put his elder brother on loudspeaker, and the argument between him, the eternally compromised middle son, and his irate begetter escalated to fever pitch. There was a scream, then a thrash at the wall, and then a diabolical two-way outpouring of the particular brand of spiteful verbal abuse that could only emanate from within the cradle of their family.

Hearing the cacophony, his younger brother ran down the stairs, trying his best to calm the eruption by pushing his arms between the two of them, before chasing his brother down the road as he stormed out of the house, his face burning bright with the anger of an adolescent bombast he could not control.

After the storm had passed, the two brothers walked through the sleepy suburbs towards the tranquil acres of Grantchester.

‘What was that all about?’ the younger muttered to himself. ‘Nothing. This whole situation is sending everyone nuts. The world is sick. It’s fucked, man. At least I don’t feel like the odd one out anymore …’

The middle brother paced along the road in painful silence, stretching his long grasshopper legs at a pace the youngest could barely keep up with.

As the sun started to dip behind the rooftops, they stopped for an hour, drank lukewarm bottles of Desperados by the Cam and listened to the gentle hiss of a poplar tree. When he returned home with a Chinese takeaway later that evening, he put £80 in cash on the kitchen table and slowly walked up to his room to check Facebook, where, on the family thread, his father had written a missive detailing his son’s failures as a man as he saw them.

‘How can he not have a roof over his head at his age?’ he wrote. ‘He has wasted his life and is nothing but a failure. Why can’t he be more like his older brother, who has at least rented a flat!’

Upon reading this, he could no longer contain his fury, and decided to leave the very next morning. But not before responding on the thread that his father was nothing more than an emotional abortion of a man. He then misspelled the word ‘Adios!’ and left the group. With gritted teeth he began to pack, throwing crusty boxers into a carrier bag.

At dawn, he awoke from a dream in which his mother was suffocating from fluid on the lungs. As he opened his eyes he felt a sinking feeling in his stomach, knowing that he would have to leave under the cover of darkness and head back to the city, to become homeless again at the tender age of thirty-four.

On the train he received a text from his father saying, ‘If you leave today then this family is finished, so why don’t you come back and paint the fence?’

Staring at the screen in the palm of his hand, he wished he’d said goodbye to him in person, and immediately regretted the previous night’s drama. Just like his progenitor, he was too proud to concede defeat. It was simply the latest in a long line of family arguments; no surprise, then, that this one had escalated beyond the point of no return. If anything happened to either of them in the next few months it would be a source of irredeemable, lifelong pain. A sadness welled inside him as he read the news headline on his phone predicting forty thousand deaths before summer was out. According to reports, London was the heart of the contagion.

He stepped off the train at King’s Cross, looked to his left and right and saw that he was one of only three passengers to have boarded that day. The station was almost deserted and the plaza at 9 a.m. was empty, aside from pigeons with deformed feet pecking at a discreet mound of vomit and two homeless men sitting by the foyer with their hands held out for baksheesh.

The apocalypse has been and gone and only this toothless gang of junkies have survived, he thought to himself. Maybe these were our civilisation’s most upstanding citizens, the ones best prepared for the onslaught of doom, the only ones to have made it through alive …

He made his way down to the empty Victoria line. The posters for films, festivals and cultural events now seemed ridiculous in their technicolour self-confidence. He sat in a desolate carriage heading towards Brixton, put his head in his hands and coughed up an anxious wad of dark phlegm into his mouth that tasted of a month-old fat pan. Despite everything, it felt good to be back in the dirt.


Front Garden Like a Prayer of Grass

Leaving the clogged A roads, Bashir stared at the shadowy streets as he made his way up Wakefield Road in his beat-up Datsun towards the centre of town. He was taken aback by the lack of colour. In Huddersfield, everything was black. The houses, the mills, the shops, the pavements. Coal dust clung to the brickwork, and in a region almost entirely powered by coal, its sediment was a defining feature of this Pennine landscape; if it was on the outside of buildings, or layering dust on windowsills, it was most certainly lining the lungs of its inhabitants.

He switched on the radio, tuning in to hear the first division football commentary, and then stopped the dial at a local station playing hits by the Commodores, Gary Glitter and Demis Roussos. Outside, girls with long hair and short skirts walked along the road beside him as lorries splashed rain puddles against their legs; they were whiter than any he had ever seen, almost pale blue in parts. He wondered if there was any sunlight in this part of Yorkshire at all.

Bashir wound down the window to clear the windscreen of condensation and started to sing along in the newly acquired language he’d mostly picked up from watching soap operas on a television set with a coat-hanger aerial at his digs in Norwich. His host family, in their own quiet way, represented a new life to him; it was a place of liberation, and even the strange English food, which mostly consisted of bland sausages, powdered mash, tinned peas, gravy and white bread with margarine on a side plate, was an exotic offering in all of its 1970s dowdiness.

He had arrived that winter from a lycée on the north coast of Greater Kabylia. A smart boy, and precocious, he was selected as one of three hundred in eastern Algeria to join the elite college. Bashir had been sent from his Berber village in the Djurdjura mountain range with a scholarship, determined to leave the post-civil war chaos of his country, but quickly found his own native tongue was outlawed by the authorities. Any students caught speaking Kabyle were reprimanded, and the FLN’s government had decided to replace French with Arabic, which was a confusing situation for Bashir, who now had to speak three languages fluently to survive. When one of his schoolfriends was ‘disappeared’ by secret police for hiding a book in his locker written in the forbidden vernacular, Bashir quickly took it as a sign to leave the country at the first opportunity.

He spent a month in Algiers learning English, before transferring to the sleepy Anglian city of Norwich. When a letter arrived informing him that he’d be spending the next three years studying in a town called Huddersfield, he was puzzled but accepted the offer as one of five students from North Africa that year. He knew nothing of the place aside from Bill Shankly, who once managed Huddersfield Town, and that, according to his sponsor at the Algerian Oil Company, ICI had a factory there, a fact that he recalled as he drove into the town, making a mental note of jobs he might apply for when the moment arrived.

Only two months previously he had walked through passport control at Heathrow with a brown briefcase given to him by his father, Kaci, beaming with happiness and relief at the opportunity laid out in front of him. When he caught sight of his first English toilets upon landing in the terminal that day, he stared with amazement. They were the cleanest he had ever seen. As he pissed into the ceramic urinals he smiled at his friend beside him, both of them incredulous at the facilities; it was as if they were entering a portal into another dimension.

The townscape Bashir faced from his bedroom window each morning was a dismal one. Chimneys pumped out smoke from the rooftops, which mixed with dense diesel fumes to form an ashen fog that hung over the town; a Northern peasouper that never cleared. Peering out from his student hall, the buildings and rain provided a dingy contrast to the dry, sunlit environment of Maillot, the small town where he came from. Olive groves, cherry orchards, cork trees and date palms were a distant memory, and each day he yearned for the warmth and light, believing his blood was slowly turning to ice the longer he spent in the bleak industrial landscape of West Riding.

Although visually the mills, factories and terrace houses were unfamiliar, the people of Yorkshire reminded him of those he grew up with. Even with its dour appearance and chuntering attitude there was an element of its character that connected with those from Kabylia. Stoic, stubborn and separatist. Both regions militant in their political convictions. On weekends he drove around villages and drank warm beer in places with peculiar names that he struggled to pronounce: Netherthong, Slaithwaite, Mytholmroyd. In snugs and smoky pool rooms he conversed with the miserable old tykes who inhabited them. It was almost as if he was back in his own Kabylian heartland. In those upland watering holes, people were warm and cordial, and he never felt threatened. They taught him how to speak Yorkshire-Algerian, often laughing at his attempts to communicate in their rich local dialect. He had finally found a place that felt like home.

By the time Christmas arrived, he started to frequent Huddersfield’s bars and nightclubs, in particular a debauched tavern called Johnny’s. Surrounded by hard-drinking Yorkshiremen, who were sometimes dressed as Droogs, Turkish belly-dancers, Native Americans or Playboy Bunnies, it quickly became a place where he could dance all night, talk to girls, drink until dawn and lose himself.

It was on a night out at Johnny’s that Bashir first bumped into a girl called Michelle, who often spent her weekends dancing in the town’s nightclubs before clocking on for her early shift at a textile mill. They met under a mirrorball one night, as women danced around their handbags to ‘Dreadlock Holiday’. He bought her a glass of Babycham, and she kissed the dashing Algerian, running her fingers through his thick, curly hair, laughing at his dancing and silly jokes. Being with him was the perfect escape from the clatter of the looms.
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You don’t consider how much of an anomaly you’re dealing with. It’s your mum and dad, after all. It’s not until much later on in life that you realise your family is clumsily straddling two, largely irreconcilable worlds.

My mum’s fondness for otherdom, for the exotic, for the dark-skinned, handsome young stranger at the bar with the Afro and the crappy English doesn’t need much explaining: northern boredom. That being said, since she moved back to Yorkshire from Northern Ireland a year ago, back to Scarborough and the country of her childhood after thirty years in exile, she’s been brimming with anecdotes about how this miracle actually came to pass.

I seldom get my mother on her own. I’ve always had to scrap for her attention with three other, more belligerent males. But on one occasion shortly after Christmas last year I did, and she started spilling the beans over a couple of tumblers of gin and Diet Coke. During the summer holidays, as a child, she used to stand on Scarborough’s North Bay, which was now five minutes from her house, and gaze out across the North Sea, believing that on the other side of it lay Africa. She told me that on a clear day, if she squinted her eyes just right, she could make out palm trees and little black fellows marching around beneath them with pale soles on the bottoms of their dark-skinned feet. From that point on in her life, Mum told me, she wanted to have black babies. That was her dream. ‘I suppose Algeria is halfway there,’ I told her …

Michelle was the girl-next-door: luminous eyes, long dark hair and bangs, plump cheeks like ripened apples. Like many of the town’s female residents, she had a stubborn spirit born from tough lives endured over centuries. These were women who often birthed nine children and lost a handful more. Many worked in the textile industry and were half-deaf from mill machinery. Generations of women fed and nursed their own geriatric parents, kept house, scrubbed the front step each day, boil-washed sheets and nets to an acceptable public standard and, when the request arrived, were expected to lay out the dead.

Michelle’s family were from the village of Skelmanthorpe and her father worked at Woolley Colliery. Like many working-class lads in South Yorkshire at the time, he was offered a job in the mining industry at fifteen and immediately joined its ranks. His parents were active members of the Communist Party in Barnsley, as was he. After meeting his wife in Hoyland, they moved into a council house but were evicted due to rent arrears. Michelle, as the eldest, assumed responsibility over her siblings as they grew up, but recalls sitting in a café as a child with her belongings in bags around her, the whole family made homeless. Rather than sleep on the streets, they moved into a small terrace in the village at Station Terrace, where their grandparents lived. There were seven family members squashed into a two-up, two-down. Her parents had a volatile relationship but continued to have more children. Their house was so typically Yorkshire that it was used as a location to film Oh No It’s Selwyn Froggitt, the ITV comedy about the donkey-jacket-wearing council labourer, Working Men’s Club secretary and all-round public nuisance.

When Michelle was thirteen years old, talk of a strike started to bubble at home. Her father usually received a weekly pay packet, but for six weeks he had to support five children and his wife as he stood on the picket line. There was barely any government assistance, and in the village people shared cups of sugar, leftover flour and washing powder to survive.

Across the country, factories were run by coal; food production ceased, as did the textile industry, even candles were in short supply. For families like Michelle’s, there was an extra sting. Open fires started at dawn and burned until midnight. Without coal they started to freeze. Window frames rotted from lashings of wind and rainfall, and ice formed inside on nithering winter mornings. The fight to stay warm was relentless.

During the Strike, the ton of coal that was delivered each month from the National Coal Board to its workers ceased without warning. For her father, it was catastrophic. Not only were his family going hungry; there was scant heat to warm them. Each day, he took his catapult into the fields and fired it at rabbits who shot out from beneath hedges on Strike Lane. For eight weeks they lived on rabbit stew, a nutritious hot meal riddled with tiny bones that had to be picked out of their teeth.

Just beyond their sandstone house was a coal screen from Emley Moor Colliery, where waste coal was dumped in slagheaps. It was the last pit in Yorkshire where miners lay on their sides to extract coal. From the mineshaft it was sent to Skelmanthorpe by conveyer belt, where it was washed, sorted and discarded before bagging. What was left became the only source of heat the family could find.
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Lit by floodlights, and overseen by NCB security, the screen of waste coal became a nightly visit for the family. The neighbourhood children scrambled across it, throwing coal into bags and pockets before running off into the night. What was collected would often explode in the fireplace, spitting and detonating before fizzling out. Michelle’s father was caught with a shovel one night and reprimanded, and for the next week they went cold. His persistence eventually paid off when he discovered an open seam of bituminous coal with a friend on the outskirts of the village. Together, they dug it out with a pickaxe, using the same methods monks had used in the fourteenth century. It was a lifesaver, a gift from God in their darkest hour.

The Strike of 1974 was punishing for the community. Michelle and her siblings circled each scrap of food like hyenas; one tin of beans fed five, with milk used to loosen the sauce. They shovelled thin pancakes into their ravenous mouths, and on Sundays their grandmother used a tin of stewing steak with pastry to make one small pie that was split between them on a saucer. A weekly packet of biscuits was the only sugar they ate. The children were so poor that cardboard lined their shoes. This Dickensian scene was being experienced by families across the region; poverty and hunger were commonplace, although the men still found enough money to go to the pub on Friday nights, a hard fact that had not escaped their wives. Drinking beer was non-negotiable, after all.

Throughout this time, Michelle’s father was insistent that she received an education. Playing truant was never acceptable to him. He encouraged her to read the dictionary each day, as if her life depended on her ability to master words. Despite her teenage protestations, Michelle would drag herself to school where she took classes in Home Economics and Needlework, the usual lessons delivered to Northern working-class girls in training to be housewives or textile mill workers. Not much more was expected of them, although her father always had faith that his daughters would achieve more.

On weekends Michelle worked in a dairy, filling milk bottles and washing glass, fixing tops and scrubbing fridges to bring money in for the house. Lunchtime breaks were spent sitting on a stone wall in the dense moorland mist, eating warm Mucky Fat sandwiches. The farmer also gave her fifteen-year-old brother a winter job chopping firewood to sell from the front gate of his farm. Thrilled to be earning cash, he started chopping logs gathered from distant woodland on the back of a tractor. One day, tragically, his welly slipped and he fell straight into the circular saw. Its vicious mechanical jaws took the bottom of his arm off. Hearing his cries, the farmer’s wife ran out to the bloody scene, made a makeshift tourniquet, picked his arm off the ground and put it in the pantry’s deep freezer. By the time he arrived at Huddersfield Royal Infirmary, gangrene had set in; surgeons had to cut the arm back to the shoulder socket to save his life. Only a stump remained.

The community rallied round the family and held hog roasts to raise money to send her brother to Switzerland and get a bionic arm. Even though it was a kind gesture, the last thing her brother wanted was a robotic arm. His real object of desire was an automatic Capri. The NHS sent hooks and false limbs through the post, and he stuck the grotesque pink rubber appendages in the garden; poking out of the grass, they resembled zombies that were coming back from the dead. It was the only front lawn for miles around with such a peculiar decoration.

After leaving school, like many other local girls Michelle started work at Samuel Tweed & Co at Whitley Willows Mill. The company made fabrics for floor rugs, scarves and stoles, and had introduced mohair onto the shop floor by the time Michelle started work. Outside the building was a mill pond where black swans floated across the water. Each day Michelle walked through town to work in the mending shed. She repaired glitches in patterns, and re-stitched loose threads.

Her first rented room was in a basic cottage of soot-blackened stone on the outskirts of town, with stippled walls and low ceilings. At the top of the landing was an open shower with no door. It was a huge improvement on the cramped conditions she had experienced at home; finally having her own room was a luxury. Within a few months of moving in, Michelle started dating a young man, Ali, who she met in a bar by the Packhorse Centre, and for six months they had a romance until one day he travelled to Newcastle and never came back. Ali was a student at Huddersfield Polytechnic, but it was one of his friends, Bashir, who began to show her some attention in the weeks following Ali’s departure. She was quite smitten with Bashir, who was the life and soul of the party. In contrast, he viewed their relationship as a welcome distraction from his studies, but one that held little long-term significance.

By winter 1979 she had fallen pregnant, which was an unexpected and unwelcome piece of news for Bashir, who was suddenly torn between two places. Back home in Kabylia, there were expectations and arrangements between families that started at a young age. In Berber culture, life is to be preserved and protected. Children are a responsibility that cannot be shunned. For months he was a broken man, unable to comprehend the way forward, paralysed by the hopes of his parents and the impending birth of his first child. He locked himself away in the library for the following months, hoping that study would offer a solution, or at the very least a temporary escape.

In Huddersfield at that time, being pregnant and unmarried at eighteen was a social taboo; young women were sent to homes or schools for unmarried mothers where their baby would be born in secret, away from the community and the shame it had brought. Newborns were removed from their mothers after birth and adopted; some were put into children’s homes. Throughout her first trimester, Michelle worked each day in the mill but suffered from such severe morning sickness that she could barely spend time on the shop floor without throwing up from the constant nausea. She delayed the necessary conversation with her family, and when she finally told her mother, she was adamant that Michelle terminate the pregnancy. Her father was far more sympathetic and told his daughter, ‘If you want to keep it, I will help and support you in any way I can. I’ll even adopt it if that’s what you need me to do. I am here for you.’

Michelle was touched by her father’s concern and knew that he would always protect her. After she lost her job from disabling morning sickness, he collected her from the cottage and drove her back home to live with him. By this point, her mother had left him for a Mauritian lover, so by default Michelle became mother to the whole family.

The council eventually housed her on the Sheepridge Estate so she would have a place to bring up her child. It was a damaging period and on one occasion, while pregnant, she was violently attacked on the street for no reason at all.

When she finally went into labour, her empty howls filled the corridors as severe nurses admonished her for being unmarried in the birth suite. A friend who was also a single mother bought a cheap ring before she went into the hospital and was treated much more sympathetically, a small detail that could have made a huge difference at the time. She had not anticipated the judgemental attitudes of the hospital staff, or their lack of interest in the pain she was suffering.

A few hours after Michelle had delivered her son, a social worker visited her holding a folder of adoption papers. It was suggested that she should sign him away, ‘for the best’, as he was mixed race and more importantly, she didn’t have a husband. Michelle was furious at the audacity, that the authorities would try and tear her son from her arms only hours after the birth, when she was in her most vulnerable state. Although she was still sore and bruised, Michelle took no time in telling them where to shove it. She yelled, ‘Fuck off – he’s my baby and I’m keeping him’, and threatened to throw the social worker out of the window before the Sister pulled her from the ward.

For the first few days the baby was called Benjamin, before Michelle misheard another Scottish name on a Fairy Liquid television advert on the ward and renamed him Tamlan, after Tamlin, meaning ‘Little Tom’. One of Bashir’s friends, Freddo, rang him when he heard that Michelle was still in the Princess Royal Maternity Home, to tell him she had delivered a son. Bashir suddenly felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility as a father. He finally came to visit carrying a small bunch of yellow carnations as a peace offering under one arm.

In contrast to the attitudes of the local authority, having a mixed race and ‘illegitimate’ child was accepted by Michelle’s family, who saw no problem with baby Tam’s Algerian heritage. Back in the village of Skelmanthorpe, however, views were different. A few months after his birth, a drinker was talking to Michelle’s uncle in the pub, and shouted, ‘I’ve seen her baby in town, and he’s not that black!’ as he slurped on his pint of Timothy Taylor. Her uncle was furious and stoved the drinker’s face in until it was beaten to a pulp, a violent act that Michelle was secretly proud of when the news finally reached her.
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