Blood and Honour
By Richard Temple
7th June 2022

When he opened his eyes that morning, Jimmy Sharman had no idea that the life he knew was already over. Rain still pounded his window, and though it was late, his room felt dark and oppressive. Not wanting to leave the comforting swaddle of duvet, he reached up to pull aside the orange curtain, just as the oily glass flickered incandescent. He counted, slow seconds, until a distant rumble declared that the storm was still some way off.
Jimmy closed his eyes again. He was back in school in a month, and the whole break was getting rained off. He’d missed brekkie, but there was no chance that dad or Ben’d be up, so it’d only be toast anyway. He considered shouting his mam for a brew, but she’d be on the taters by now. Plus, he was busting for a piss.
Wrestling out of the duvet, Jimmy scrunched his face at the hot wave of farts and armpits. Kicking his legs out, something bounced onto the floor with a dull thud. Jimmy froze. It was Ben’s Walkman DAT player. He stared, wide eyed, imagining what his brother would do to him if it was broken. Slowly, carefully, as though approaching a growling dog, he slid off the bed and tentatively picked it up.
He hadn’t borrowed it. Ben would never have let him. He didn’t have any DATs anyway. So how had it ended up on his bed? Nervously, he pressed the power button and released a breath he hadn’t realised he was holding, as the dull green screen sprang to life. His brother was sound and that, but Ben Sharman wasn’t the kind of geezer you wanted to mither. His real name was Toby, but everyone called him Ben ‘cause of his shirts. There was a DAT queued. Ben must’ve come in late last night while he was sleeping and left it on his bed. It was the only thing that made sense. No clue why. Proper melon twister. Rearranging the duds he’d slept in, he padded down the hall to the bathroom.
Everything was weirdly quiet. No telly, no sounds of his mam in the kitchen. The sound of piss hitting water seemed deafening. He flushed the khazi, splashed cold water on his face and pits, and sprayed the Lynx, then went to the top of the stairs to call for a brew. Leaning over the banister, he could hear his mam in the lounge. She was on the phone. She’d got a proper cob on.
Her voice was low, but fierce. “Third time this year. I’m past scrikin’ for ‘im. Swear down, I’m sat here like piffy on a rock, no phone call, nothing. It’s proper tight. The lads can ‘ave ‘is scran. I’m done with it. I don’t even think it’s a tart. Not down the Legion. Would be better if it were. At least it’d show ‘e ‘ad owt in ‘im. Nah, ‘e’ll be passed out in a ginnel, soaked to the skin, keks ‘round his knees. ‘E’ll slink in ‘ere, ‘angin’ and arf pissed, and expect bleedin’ sympathy. Well, ‘e can do one! I’ve ‘ad it up to ‘ere, me.”
[bookmark: _Hlk105456625]Jimmy thought better of interrupting. That put paid to any dream of watching the Savón fight with his dad and some of those little bottles of French lager. There’d be screaming, and scrikin’, and slamming of doors. He wished he had a telly in his room, like some of the kids at school. Ben had a little portable, but he wasn’t up for it.
“If I wanted to watch two dirty fuckin’ gorillas ‘ave at it, I’d watch David fuckin’ Attenborough,” he’d sneered.
Back in his room, Jimmy sat on his bed. He thought his mam was being a bit hard on the old man. He did his bit and worked hard. He’d qualified as a sparky in the old days, despite not being able to read much, and always brought in enough to pay the bills. All he asked in return was his Saturday nights with his mates at the Legion. He hardly even drank the rest of the week. Only a couple of scoops in front of Lovejoy or Big Break after tea. So what if he overdid it a bit a couple of times a year? She knew very well he never looked at other women. Jimmy hoped she was wrong about him sleeping in a ginnel. It’d been raining hard all night. Hopefully he’d crashed on someone’s sofa.
Lightning flashed again. One thousand, two thousand, three – the thundercrack was louder and closer. The humidity and pressure were oppressive. He was gagging for a brew but found half a bottle of pop under his bed. It was warm and flat, but it’d do ‘til his mam calmed down. He pulled on the baggies that lay crumpled on the floor and was buttoning up when he remembered the Walkman. More awake now, he sat back on the bed and thought it through. Ben had been to the gig last night. Jimmy had crashed at about 2am, and his brother wasn’t home then. So, he’d got back late and half-cut, come into Jimmy’s room, and left the Walkman on his bed without waking him up, before crashing himself. Suddenly it seemed obvious. The support was The Last Resort. Ben must have taped the set for him.
Truth was Jimmy wasn’t really much for all that Oi stuff, but he’d got his mam to sew the Last Resort patch over a fag burn in Ben’s old Harrington, ‘cause he wanted the jacket. Ben had been so chuffed, he didn’t want to let him down by admitting he’d rather listen to the Mondays or the Roses, so he just ran with it. Ben had taped ‘A Way of Life’ and ‘Death or Glory’ for him, so he played them every now and then, just to keep his brother onside. Like the politics really. He was proud to be British and all but couldn’t be doing with all the leaflets and aggro.
Jimmy had never had to fight. Everyone knew Ben was his brother, so no-one gave him mither, and he’d managed to get a rep for being hard by association. He was more than happy to play it up. Living on the estate, you had to be seen to be hard to survive, but truth be told, he couldn’t be arsed with it all. Pulling on his Fred Perry polo shirt – another of Ben’s hand-me-downs – he pressed play on the Walkman.
Instead of the expected raucous music, echoing through the clatter and chaos of a crowd, the tape seemed blank for a moment, then he heard Ben cough and spit in the background. Jimmy was just beginning to wonder whether his brother had hit record by accident, when Ben’s voice, very close to the mic and popping, broke the silence.
“Now then, our kid, I want you to hear this from me. What it is, right, is there’s gonna be a lot of people chattin’ shit about what ‘appened, and I won’t be ‘round to set you straight. So, I need you to listen proper, right? This is just for you, cock. Don’t be chattin’ to no-one, not even mam - and when the dibble come knockin’, remember the five words, right? ‘I have nothing to say.’ That’s it. You’re t’man of house now, so you gotta be tough ‘n’ look after mam for me.”
Jimmy hit pause. His head was swimming. He felt his stomach falling through the floor, and bile bubble into his throat. He was shaking inside, and the room around him was receding, becoming distant. Ben’s familiar gravelly old man voice, though he was just 21, was tense and urgent. He didn’t sound right. He was gabbling fast, but that’d just be adrenaline, or maybe some whiz. No doubt he’d seen some aggro. That wasn’t really news, but there was something else. This was serious. He sounded sober for a start, and angry, but it was more than that. If he didn’t know his brother, he might think he sounded scared. He was in some sort of trouble, that much was clear, but he wasn’t one to run away, and it’d hardly be the first time he’d been lifted.
Whatever he’d got himself into, Jimmy didn’t need Ben’s shit today. He was getting a headache, right at the back. Likely the storm. Mam in a strop downstairs, dad AWOL, this day was turning into a right shitter. He drained the last of the flat pop, and went to fill the bottle with tap water, guzzling and refilling, splashing cold water on the back of his neck.
He didn’t recognise his own face in the cracked and smudged cabinet mirror. He looked pale and drawn. His suedehead cut – the most school would let him get away with - was growing out, and his lips were dry and cracked. He needed a fag. He didn’t smoke much, but he had a ten box of B&H in his room. He considered banging on Ben’s door, asking what the fuck was going on, but he’d only tell him to fuck off and listen to the stupid tape.
Heading back to his room, he could hear the telly downstairs – some foreign National Anthem. He wanted a fag more than a brew though, and thought he’d better find out what shit Ben was in before he had to deal with his mam.
Slumping back on the bed, he retrieved the gold packet from his bedside drawer, along with a box of Swan Vesta, and the flattened can he used as an ashtray. Hunching forward, he positioned the can between his bare feet, and struck the match. He waited for the sharp, sweet smell of phosphorus to fade, then cupped it feeling the hot, bitter smoke fill his lungs. He held it a moment, then blew it out along with the match, hanging his head between his knees as the juddering rush ran through his body. He dragged again, sputtering through his nose, lips pressed tight, as he pressed play once more.
“So anyway, I’m gonna tell you everythin’, from the start, right, so you know what really ‘appened. I wish I could tell you face to face, cock, but I’m done. Just can’t. So, you make me proud, right, ‘n’ be strong.
“The gig were in some old lockup ‘round t’back of Smithfield’s. No stage, like, just some speakers, and a load of big swastika flags. Maybe forty of us there. They ‘ad to keep it quiet, like. Last Resort played a blinder, then Ian gets on the mic., an’ he’s talking about dibble settin’ ‘im up, an’ how t’country’s bein’ overrun with pakis and that. Then he drops this bombshell, right? 
“Y’know that Nicky Crane, what started Blood ‘n’ Honour with Ian? I showed you ‘is picture on the ‘Strength Through Oi’ cover? Well, turns out he’s a fuckin’ queerboy. Not just rumours – he went on fuckin’ telly an’ announced it! So, Ian’s proper fucked off, an’ he’s tellin’ us all that if anyone sees t’bastard, we kill ‘im where ‘e stands.
“Mushy kicks off ‘Back With a Bang’, and everyone’s proper wound up about the Crane stuff, so there’s bottles flyin’ and everyone’s wreckin’. Then the door busts open an’ it’s fuckin’ dibble, shoutin’ ‘Shut it down! Shut it down!’
“I thought it were gonna kick off there ‘n’ then, but Ian stops the band, and gets on the mic., and he’s tellin’ us don’t give the fuckers the satisfaction, ‘cause they’re lookin’ for an excuse to send ‘im back t’nick. So, Smiley starts playin’ the riff to ‘This Little Piggy’, and we’re all Sieg Heilin’ an’ the dibble can’t do nowt but kick us out. Me an’ Sick managed to grab a couple o’cans o’Wifebeater off t’table on t’way out, ‘n’ they got these big pig wagons, outside, like it’s some big riot.
“There’s three dozen of us, and a hundred o’them with pigsticks, so we split up, and head off in different directions, so the fuckers can’t follow us. But we’re buzzin’ from bein’ there, an’ riled about Crane. So, it’s me, Sick ‘n’ Jay, an’ we’re off down t’road, singin’ ‘Boots ‘n’ Braces’, an’ swiggin’ Wifebeater, an’ we’re right wound up.
“Sick starts bootin’ t’door of this paki shop, an’ the light comes on upstairs, so we’re all goin’ ‘Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!’, then Jay picks up this metal bin and just swings it at t’window. There’s glass flyin’ everywhere, and this real loud alarm, so we do one.
“We end up by t’canal. We’re pissin’ ourselves - feelin’ mint. Just catchin’ breath and passin’ fags ‘round. That woulda been it, y’know? But then Sick spots these two birds comin’ out o’this pub, right?
“This is how it happened see? See how it was? I thought it were just a couple o’slappers, but then Jay goes ‘Them’s fuckin’ blokes, they are!’ Well, now ‘e said it I can see it too. The one’s too tall, an’ they’re walkin’ like fuckin’ dockers. So, the tall one looks back, when Jay yells, an’ clocks us. He knows what’s gonna happen, so ‘e kicks off ‘is shoes an’ pegs it, but ‘is mate tries t’run in fuckin’ heels, an’ goes down hard on t’cobbles. We’re there like a shot, kickin’ this queer fucker on the ground.
“Sick’s screamin’ ‘You filthy fuckin’ Nancy cunt, we’re gonna fuckin’ kill you!’. He’s tryin’ to curl up, but ‘e got my boot in ‘is face, knockin’ ‘is fuckin’ wig flyin’. His nose is pissin’ blood, an’ ‘e’s just sorta moanin’.
“Then ‘e clocked me, an’ ‘is eyes go all wide, and ‘e fuckin’ croaks out ‘Toby!’
“There ain’t no easy way to say this, cock. I mean, it took me a minute. I were like ‘How does this fuckin’ poof know my name?’ With all the fuckin’ blood and scuzz runnin’ down ‘is face… well…
“Look, it were Dad alright? Our fuckin’ Old Man were fuckin’ queer! All that time ‘e said he were down t’Legion, he were out nosin’ around fuckin’ bum bars! Swear down, our kid.
“Well, the others din’t hear ‘im, but I mean there’s no comin’ back from that, is there? You understand, cock, don’t ya? What were I supposed to do? I just flipped. Lost it proper like. I just knew I ‘ad to shut ‘is fuckin’ mouth, so I stamped down ‘ard on ‘is stupid fuckin’ queer face. He were skrikin’ like a baby, an’ I just kept stampin’, and stampin’, ‘til you couldn’t recognise ‘im no more.
“So now you know. The others did one when they saw the state of ‘im. I di’n know what to do. He’s gone now, but ‘e wan’t what we thought. It were all a lie. Just like Crane. They’re all fuckin’ liars. I stripped off his fuckin’ pansy clothes an’ dumped ‘im in t’cut, but they’ll find ‘im soon enough. I ditched t’frock in a bin on the Oldham Road, so nobody needs to know right?
“Thing is, there’s nowt left for me now. Like I said, I’m done. You know I ain’t scared of nick, but they’ll know soon enough it were me, and I ain’t gonna be the fella in Strangeways wi’ t’queer dad. Let’m think we ‘ad a row or somethin’, for mam’s sake. It’s gonna be hard enough on ‘er as it is. You be the one to find me, right?
“I’m trustin’ you Jimmy. You look after mam, and don’t let no fucker chat shit ‘bout me. Sorry to ‘ave t’leave you with all this shit, but remember you’re a fuckin’ soldier, ‘cause believe me when I say war’s comin’. Blood ‘n’ honour, our kid. Blood ‘n’ honour.”
Jimmy felt numb. It was a dream. Thunder cracked overhead, rain still hammered glass, but it felt so distant and unreal. Ben was full of shit. Rage rose within him, even as tears filled his eyes. Stubbing his cigarette, he stood up. He felt strangely calm as he crossed the landing. The shocking, terrifying, calm that descends during a car crash. Every second stretched to hours. He banged on his brother’s door, even as someone rapped at the front door. He opened his brother’s door, even as his mother answered the front door. His cry was overwhelmed by his mother’s howl.


Commentary
Regarding ‘Blood and Honour’

This story was far from my ‘comfort zone’, and the longest fictional piece I have written. I felt that the narrator and protagonist should be cisgendered heterosexual males since direct examination of gender/sexuality issues from a perspective I do not experience felt presumptuous. I determined to examine how toxic masculinity distorts value systems and damages everyone, including those performing hyper-masculine roles. I contrived a plot concerning a neo-Nazi skinhead (Toby ‘Ben’ Sharman) inadvertently ‘queer-bashing’ his father – his masculine role-model.
To avoid making Ben sympathetic, I cast his relatively tolerant brother as protagonist, allowing for more contrast and suspense. Narration is from three perspectives - an attached third-person narrator who moves in and out of Jimmy’s head, and Ben’s first-person account. I used italics to distinguish the narrator’s voice from a third-person perspective of Jimmy’s internal experience, which uses his own voice and dialect.
Redeeming Ben seemed naïve and risked minimising the critique of toxic masculine roles, which run deeper than ideology. Such a cataclysmic challenge to his hyper-masculinity would be unbearable, and increased aggression and anger seemed a likely response. Fear of associative effeminacy would outweigh even familial ties, and self-destruction might seem the only option, alluding to the gendered aspect of suicide, and how expectations of masculinity contribute.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Statista, Suicide rate in the United Kingdom (UK) from 2000 to 2020, by gender (2020) https://www.statista.com/statistics/282203/suicide-rate-in-the-united-kingdom-uk-since-2000-by-gender/ [accessed 7 June 2022].] 

The story is set on 9th August 1992 in Salford. Ben is a skinhead who attended a Skrewdriver gig in Manchester’s Northern Quarter. Jimmy is 15. Ben killed his father and committed suicide after making the tape. However, none of these facts are stated in the story. Rather I have tried to use background details to create an impression.
I used Irvine Welsh’s approach of utilising dialect to reveal placement and character ages; older characters using deeper dialect. Specific locations are hinted at by passing mentions of nearby places.
The date is established by contemporaneous language and cultural references, ie; Donaldson’s death threats to Crane; proximity of Jimmy’s new term; his interest in Madchester bands; the Walkman DAT; Savón’s Olympic fight; the storm over Manchester; Big Break on TV etc.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Jon Kelly, Nicky Crane: The Secret Double Life of a Gay Neo-Nazi (2013) https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-25142557 [accessed 7 June 2022]; Gale Primary Sources, Nicky Crane| Searchlight Case Study (2018) https://www.gale.com/binaries/content/assets/gale-uk-en/export/primary-sources/nicky-crane-case-study-_-political-extremism.pdf [accessed 7 June 2022]; CK, ‘SONY TCD-D3 DAT Recorder’, Just-Cassette, 22 February 2019. https://www.just-cassette.com/post/tcd-d3 [accessed 7 June 2022]; Lugnuts, Boxing at the 1992 Summer Olympics – Heavyweight (2019) https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Boxing_at_the_1992_Summer_Olympics_%E2%80%93_Heavyweight&action=history [accessed 7 June 2022]; Thundery Wintry Showers, August 1992, 24 February 2013. https://www.netweather.tv/forum/topic/75955-august-1992/#comment-2620877 [accessed 7 June 2022].] 

Ben’s skinhead identity is revealed through Jimmy’s hand-me-down clothes. Skrewdriver are unnamed, but mention of ‘Ian’, his relationship to Crane and Blood and Honour, Mushy, Smiley, song titles and neo-Nazi rhetoric and paraphernalia, should chime with anyone aware of the band.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Brian Whelan, Ian Stuart Donaldson and a Legacy of Hate (2013) https://www.channel4.com/news/ian-stuart-donaldson-a-legacy-of-hate [accessed 7 June 2022]; Steven, Waterloo, Blood and Honour gig, London, 1992 (2007) https://libcom.org/article/15-waterloo-blood-and-honour-gig-london-1992 [accessed 7 June 2022]; Discogs, Skrewdriver (2020) https://www.discogs.com/artist/265986-Skrewdriver [accessed 7 June 2022]; Oi! Ain’t Dead, SKREWDRIVER - Back With A Bang [video]. 2019 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=20p6G3oveD4 [accessed 7 June 2022]; Revenge, ‘Skrewdriver members’, NS Revolt, 10 August 2009. http://revoltns.blogspot.com/2009/08/skrewdriver-timeline.html [accessed 7 June 2022].] 

While acknowledging that many people won’t pinpoint these facts precisely, I hope it presents a consistent and intuitively authentic scenario. One beta reader, questioned after reading, correctly identified 1992 and Salford.
Although his father’s death is not stated, Ben’s account strongly implies it, and while his planned suicide is not directly addressed, his exhortation to Jimmy that “You be the one to find me, right?” gives the reader an idea of what might be found behind Ben’s door.
I used parallels to emphasize themes. Ben’s reaction to his father’s transvestism (and consequential baseless assumption of homosexuality), mirrors Donaldson’s reaction to Crane coming out.
There is also a mirrored journey between Jimmy and his mother, as she learns of her husband’s fate, and Jimmy follows Ben’s. This converges in the final paragraph with the mirroring of events and language.
Finally, I used the approaching storm to parallel the devastation of the family. I hope this was subtle enough to avoid cliché.
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