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LIKE MILKYWAYS 

- R J Burgess - 

 

Herbal nightclub in the centre of London, just past 

midnight and all was going strong. Base pounding, lights 

pulsing, crowds of sweating bodies crammed into the 

darkness, their eyes dilated with chemical intake. Arms 

waving, jaws clicking, they danced the night away 

oblivious to anything other than themselves.  

We were there too – two of us white, one of us black 

– milling around like chess pieces waiting to be taken. 

Like a line of pawns still back on our grid, unmoving as 

the game played out around us.  

The black girl was Kin, dolled up for a night of 

high expense and looking completely out of place in this 

filthy underground club. The white guy was Steve. Steve 

looked a mess like he always did, but it was okay, he 

said, because he looked cool that way. He wasn't high on 

drugs like the friends we came with. He wasn't even drunk. 

He was just angry. 

He stood in the corner as he had for the last hour, 

glowering over the rim of his over-priced beer, his eyes 

twitching as he watched the spectacle before him. 

“I‟ve got to get out of here,” he muttered and 

standing nearby, I heard him and groaned.  

Steve was a man of unscrupulous musical snobbery. If 

it didn't have guitars in it, he didn't want to know. The 
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Herbal nightclub, on the other hand, played only hip-hop. 

Underground hip-hop, that is: rough and dirty music that 

grated up the sinuses and made you feel ill right down 

into your colon. He didn't want to come here - none of us 

did - but the friends we came with had outnumbered him 

ten to one and they had all promised him a good time.  

Now they were off somewhere else, high on drugs and 

loving every minute, while Steve was left alone with me, 

simmering in his self-righteous anger.  

I grasped him by the shoulder and turned him to face 

me. “We only got here an hour ago," I said in my most 

diplomatic voice. "It would be a waste of money to leave 

now. The others are all enjoying themselves.” 

“Well then the others obviously have no taste,” he 

bit back, chugging down his beer like he were milking a 

cow. “Bunch of fucking chavs the lot of 'em. Don‟t tell 

me you like this shit?” 

“Of course not,” I said defensively. How could I? 

The noise in that place was to music what Calpol is to 

medicine. Tasty at first, sure, all over-sweetened and 

such a pretty shade of orange too, but just try drinking 

an entire night‟s worth of it and see what happens. You‟d 

end up in a hospital bed before the night is through, 

laid out with your stomach pumped and a gang of student 

doctors standing around you taking notes.  

“Here‟s a textbook example,” the doctor would say 

with a glance at the chart. “Over-consumption of inferior 
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music. Quite nasty. We‟re going to have to keep him in 

overnight and see how he responds to treatment.” 

No, I think it‟s fair to say that I hated the music 

being pumped out at us, but I hated being wrong-footed 

even more. Besides, I told him, it cost eight pounds to 

get in here and at that price you‟ve got to at least try 

to get your money's worth. 

“I‟m telling you man,” Steve replied as though he 

hadn't even heard me. “If they don‟t put something good 

on soon, I‟m gone.” 

“You know they're not going to.” 

“Then I‟m gone.” 

“We only just got here!” 

“I don‟t care,” he said. He slammed his empty bottle 

down on the table and reached for his wallet.  

I sighed. Selfish. Really selfish. If it had just 

been a tossup between going with him and staying there 

surrounded by music I hated, I‟d have probably just 

stayed there to spite him. But then, of course, there was 

Kin to take into account. Kinella, our friend, who also 

never wanted to come here and was also promised a good 

time by the friends who had now abandoned her. Kin, whose 

baby blue eye shadow so perfectly matched her baby blue 

tube top and stilettos and the baby blue butterfly clips 

adorning her over-sprayed hair. 
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She stood at the edge of our little huddle, arms 

folded tight around her as though afraid of touching 

anything.  

She couldn't hear what we were saying but Steve‟s 

intentions were obvious. “Are you guys leaving?" she 

asked, eyes shining with relief. "Thank God! Can I come 

too?” 

Steve just grinned. "See?" he said, wrapping an arm 

around his new-found ally. "You wouldn't let Kin go home 

on her own, would you? Not without an escort! You know 

what London gets like after dark. How could you live with 

yourself?" 

I cast one last look at our friends still gyrating 

on the dance floor. "The others…" 

"They're gone man. Up in space or some shit. They 

won't even remember if you stay or not." 

"Please," Kin begged. "They're just chavs. Let's get 

out of here."  

Helplessly, I agreed. 

# 

A few minutes later we were out on the streets. Away 

from the relentless pounding of the music, there was 

nothing to stop Steve from waxing lyrical about how 

terrible the night had been, about how he‟d said all 

along we shouldn‟t have gone there, and how it was all 

Pete‟s fault and Tom's fault and fucking Russell's fault 
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- the bastard - and Kin just nodded along, yeah, yeah, 

yeah and I said nothing. 

Our bus arrived and we got on, paid our fare and 

headed upstairs where we sat at the back, our heads 

lolling downwards, our tongues and ears exhausted from 

shouting so much. The bus pulled off.  

“When I get back,” said Kin after a few stops had 

passed, “I‟m going to have a really nice soapy bath and 

just forget about all of this. I'll call my boyfriend 

round. We'll watch a movie or something. Have some wine.” 

"He couldn't be here tonight?" I asked. 

"He has finals," she explained and Steve and I just 

nodded in reply. Trust Kin to have a boyfriend who was 

older than she was. 

The three of us must have made quite the picture 

arranged on the back seats like that. Kin looking her 

typical classy self, me my usual student mediocrity and 

Steve just a mess, like a hippy thrown into a blender 

with some old cheese and then left to fester in a 

cupboard for a year with the lights off. Together, we 

must have looked positively frightful.  

Which is why I wasn't surprised when people started 

talking to us. Not really. It was late after all and the 

bus was almost empty. It's normal that people open up to 

each other after a few beers. 

But nothing could have prepared me for what happened 

next. 
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They arrived on the bus a few stops later. There 

were three of them, they were black, and unlike us they 

appeared as carbon copies of each other. They all wore 

the same clothes and said the same things. They slumped 

themselves down on the back seats next to us with the 

same look of laid-back arrogance. They wore track suits 

and baseball caps pulled on at jaunty angles. They called 

each other 'bruv'. 

One of them leered at Kin as he sat next to her, his 

eyes running over her body like a security guard frisking 

for knives. I felt Kin stiffen under his gaze as his eyes 

burrowed into her and he grinned, his mouth full of 

golden teeth. His friends both took seats in front of us, 

boxing us in to the sides and the front so that there was 

no way out except past them. 

“Oi love, gi‟us a blowjob!” one of them called out 

and cackled with his friend before punching his fist in a 

mark of respect. Kin just ignored him. 

“Hey, he talking to you!” the one next to her said. 

“Hey!” 

“What?” she said, her voice so much colder than its 

usual baby blue giggle that it took me a moment to 

realise it was really she who had spoken. 

“Where you headed girl?” 

“Home.” 

“And where dat?” 

“Where I live.” 
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The other two laughed at that but the one next to 

her only smiled, his eyes continuing to grope her up and 

down, up and down. "Need the company like?" he asked. 

"Yeah bruv, I'd take a piece o'dat too it's going." 

More laughter. More fist punching. 

I admit it now: I should have stepped in. I should 

have jumped up and told them all to back off, to leave us 

all the fuck alone. I should have stopped the bus and got 

off at the next stop. At the very least I should have 

quietly moved us all downstairs. I should have done a lot 

of things. But hindsight is always such a wonderful thing 

and right then I was tired and my head was still ringing 

with inferior music. These men outnumbered Steve and 

myself and they looked like they knew their way around a 

fight. 

And so, I did nothing and Steve did nothing. And Kin, 

stiffened with rage beside us, also did nothing. 

“She ain‟t talking,” one of them declared at last.  

"Nah, she ain't." 

“What your name girl?” asked the one sitting next to 

her. This, too, Kin ignored.  

The third member of the group wasn‟t involved in the 

conversation. Instead he was leaning over the seat in 

front of him, staring down at a small Chinese man who was 

sitting on the seat in front playing with his mobile 

phone. 
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“Dat new?" the black guy called out to him. "Hey, 

dat phone new?” The Chinese man turned around. “Gi'us a 

look.” The black guy wrenched the phone out of the poor 

Chinese man‟s hands, leaving him baffled and smiling in 

its wake, trying to pass it all off as an amusing joke as 

he asked for it back in broken English. The black guy 

just played with it instead. 

 “We should get off,” I whispered to Steve. But he 

shook his head. 

“We‟re nearly home now. No point.” 

“Please… please, my phone,” said the Chinese man. 

I never used to think of myself as a racist. All my 

life, I've had friends like Kin who just happened to be 

black and I've never thought a thing of it. Like many who 

grow up in or around London, I spent most of my life 

looking at the attitudes of racists in the same way that 

modern historians look at the attitudes of people 500 

years dead. You look at how they used to treat women or 

criminals, or slaves and you roll your eyes at the whole 

outdated illogical hilarity of it.  

But the fact was, in that moment I too felt the 

stirrings of racism inside me. And not just because these 

men were black - far from it - but because they were 

Black. 

I don't think I ever realised there was a difference 

between those two things before. I doubt many people 

would even agree that such a distinction exists. In the 
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cold light of day and under the harsh glare of 

statistical analysis, such distinctions are always 

difficult to prove. But all of this happened in London at 

night and a different kind of statistic rules in that 

place. One of survival and the fittest. 

It was a feeling that went deeper than logic. An 

impulse that went beyond simple thinking. These people 

were Different to us, both culturally and physically. 

They were the Other. And part of my mind - a deep, primal 

part that I don't think I ever realised existed before - 

reared up at that difference like a rabbit stunned by 

headlights. It leapt out from my heart like an animal 

thing, screaming at me to get off this bus while I still 

could, to run for my life, board up my house and call out 

the police, the army, the Pope, anyone, cause these guys 

weren't going to play nice.  

These were not the friendly, culturally integrated 

black people I had grown up with and gone to university 

with. They were not the kind local Nigerian family who 

always saved a copy of the morning paper for us. No, 

these were Black people - as separate and cut apart from 

the likes of Steve and myself as we were from the so-

called Chavs back in the Herbal nightclub dancing to 

terrible music. Not because any skin colour had made us 

so, but because they themselves had chosen to be that way. 

They had labelled themselves with their skin colour and 

then revelled in that label.  
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And just like an open door can be stepped through in 

any direction, a label of Black instantly gave Steve and 

I the label of White. And we, too, found ourselves 

settling into that role. 

Only Kin was the anomaly. 

“Why you not talking to us girl?” said the guy next 

to her. 

“Because,” she said.  

“Bruv, best leave her like," advised one of the 

others as he looked at Steve and me for the first time, 

sizing us up with a single, contemptuous look. "She likes 

the white sort, innit.” 

“Yeah,” agreed the one with the stolen phone. “Da 

bitch gone white. Forgotten who she is. Probably 

contaminated now or some shit. That happens you know. 

Hang around with 'em too long you go all limp-wristed 

like 'em.” And he flicked his wrist to illustrate his 

point in a gesture that was clearly supposed to make us 

appear gay. "No guy wants dat." 

“Now that's a damn shame,” the other replied. “Here 

girl, let me show you how it‟s done – one taste o'this 

and you‟ll soon come back!” He rubbed his crotch as he 

said this and laughed as Kin just continued to ignore him.  

“Hey, I'm talking to you girl! You never heard it's 

rude not talking to people when they speak to you?” 
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“She gone,” said the one playing with the Chinese 

man's phone. “She so white now it's in her blood. Cut 

'neith her skin - bet even her blood's white.” 

“Fuck yeah, she like dat chocolate bar… whatsit? 

Like a Milkyway bar, innit. Black on the outside, white 

in the middle.” 

“Yeah. Not even a Caramel.” 

“Not even a Dairy milk.” 

“She a fucking Milkyway! A fucking Bounty bar! 

Forgotten who she is.” 

“Fucking waste o'good totty,” bemoaned the other and 

shook his head in regret as though the integration of a 

black woman to third generation multiculturalism were 

truly a thing to be despised. 

“A fucking Milkyway!” 

“Should get back wi'us.” 

“Show her a good time.” 

“Probably shits white.” 

“Please… my phone.” 

Kin remained impassive throughout, staring ahead as 

though it were the most normal thing to be happening on a 

Friday night. She smoothed her skirt down and crossed her 

legs, her eyes resolutely forward. Steve, beside me, was 

incandescent with rage by this point, wanting to jump up 

and punch their lights out but knowing that I wouldn‟t 

help him if he did and knowing even in his rage that two 

against three just wasn't good maths. 
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“Fucking Milkyway!” 

“I hear ya bruv.”  

I rang the bell for the bus to stop. As one we rose, 

Kin sandwiched carefully between us, and picked our way 

to the front of the aisle and out into the freezing 

London night. The group continued to heckle after us, 

while the poor Chinese man waved his arms at them and 

begged for his phone.  

“Please,” he whimpered. But of course, they never 

replied. 

# 

Out in the air, Kin took two steps before breaking 

down into tears. I took her in my arms and held her there 

for several moments while the anger flowed helplessly 

through us. All the racist terms I'd ever suppressed, all 

those laughable outdated words I'd never dreamed of 

uttering except in jest welled up within me in a ball of 

hatred for that inexplicable Other I had just witnessed. 

I longed to rip those savage words out of my throat in 

that moment and fling the whole lot of them in their 

laughing faces. But of course I didn't. I couldn't. Kin 

was with us - our Milkyway friend - and those words were 

against her as well.  

Steve paced nearby, fists taut at his side. 

“Should‟ve taken „em on," he raged. "Should have fucking 

taken them. Could have done it; they‟d have fucking 
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regretted it. Got some of the others. Called for the bus 

driver‟s help. Should‟ve caved their fucking faces in!” 

"They were bigger than us, Steve," I pointed out. 

"So what? We had smarts on our side. Those idiots 

didn't even know that a Milkyway is pure white for 

Christ's sake!" He paused for a moment, frowning. "Or is 

that a Milkybar that's all white?" Then he stood there 

repeating the two to himself as though trying to decide 

which one sounded better. "Milkybar, Milkyway, Milkyway, 

Milkybar…" 

I ignored him.  

“You okay?” I asked Kin as she pulled away, her baby 

blue eyeliner running down her cheeks like twin 

radioactive trails.  

She nodded softly. “Just shocked me,” she said. “Not 

seen anything like that before. I texted my boyfriend 

though. He'll be here soon." Then she gave me a kiss on 

the cheek. "Thanks for sticking by me.” 

"Uh, you're welcome," I replied. I don't think I've 

ever felt less worthy of someone's gratitude. "I 

should've done something more though." 

She just shook her head. "There's nothing you can 

do," she assured me. "If people want to find differences, 

they'll find them easily enough. The rest is just 

quibbling." 

"I told you - I said all along - we never should've 

gone out to that fucking club!" Steve raved behind me. 
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"Fucking bunch of chavs the lot o'them! I'll kill Pete 

next time I see him!" 

# 

We stood at the bus shelter – two of us white, one 

of us black – milling around like chess pieces waiting to 

be taken. Like a line of pawns still back on our grid, 

standing there unmoving as the game played out around us.  

As we waited, another piece arrived - a black piece, 

tall and effortlessly handsome - an H&M scarf wrapped 

around his designer jacket and a worried expression on 

his smiling face. 

"My boyfriend's here," said Kin and she ran over to 

his arms. 

"All right guys?" he called out to us with a wave 

and we both nodded back, smiling and civilised. 

The two black pieces moved off together into the 

night and I was left at the bus stop with Steve. 

There was a long moment of silence.  

Steve sniffed loudly.  

"Kebab?" he asked. 

 

 


