
“I want those people to know that some of us won’t settle for what they want for us’’ 

Settling Up 
Thomas J .  Cottle 

eatrice Waters lives i n  the corner flat on the B top floor of a council house in the Is- 
lington district of London. She spent four years of her 
life making the arrangements to rent a flat in this 
particular block of council houses. Four long years of 
speaking with this or that authority and arguing with her 
husband over whether they had made the right decision. 
At fifty, Henry Waters doubted he could survive still 
another move. He couldn’t even remember all the places 
in which he had lived, as if immigrating from the West 
Indies to England wasn’t significant enough. “Don’t 
you think,” he would ask Beatrice, “there comes a time 
that people just settle down, no matter how good or bad a 
deal they’ve made for themselves? How long do you 
keep changing homes just to prove you’re really getting 
somewhere in the world?” 

Beatrice would grin at him. Her wide eyes would 
become narrow. Her cheeks would glow and she would 
nod her head as if to say, “Here we go again, but I’m 
ready to hold up my side of the argument.” “Henry,” 
she would reply, ‘‘we’re going to move and move and 
move and keep moving until I’m happy in this country, 
We’re going to get into one of those places in the better 
part of Islington. We’re going to live with our kind, their 
kind, anybody’s kind, nobody’s kind. But this big 
Beatrice woman you see standing before you is not going 
to give up and settle down or settle for anything. I’m 
settling up! 1’11 move ’til the moment I die. If I go in 
hospital grabbing at my last breath and I don’t like the 
room they got me in, I’m going to demand they put me in 
a better room, with a little view, a little space where it’s 
quiet. And 1’11 tell you something else: I won’t be 
through moving when I’m six feet gone neither. If I don’t 
like it where they set me under, I ’ l l  find some way to get 
them to move me to where it’s cooler, or drier, or 
warmer, or wetter. 1 am preparing to spend the rest of my 
days in this world and the next world moving; trying 
things out, staying put if it pleases me to, and moving as 
fast as  I can when I stop feeling pleased. Settling up. 
That’s the only way!” 

Beatrice always had her way with Henry, no matter 
how intense his opposition to her notions might have 
been. She was a big woman with a large round face, 
broad shoulders, wide hips, and a strength about her 
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character that let people know she would never back 
down from any pledge. Neither Beatrice nor Henry 
looked. their age, and both had always known good 
health. Henry’s work at a school and Beatrice’s around 
the house had kept them f i t .  They tried to take care of 
themselves, although Beatrice always said they never 
had to worry about exercising when they had eight 
million stairs to climb to their flat. 

The stairs, actually, were Beatrice’s measure of health 
and status. She noticed herself going slower each year 
and stopping more often at landings to catch her breath. 
There was also the throbbing in the back of her legs. 
Henry, too, was beginning to feel the increasing strain on 
his heart and a quickness of breath. I t  was taking him 
longer to recover from the climb. Beatrice worried about 
him and chastised herself for demanding this flat. Her 
sense of worth had risen with the latest move, but the top 
floor flat was becoming a dangerous aspect of their lives. 
Not only that. While the flat was closer to Henry’s job, it  
wasn’t that much better than the ones they had lived in 
during the past five years. Still, she told herself, i t  was 
important that they move. 

Henry understood exactly what she meant by settling 
up. He complained of the stairs, the pains in his back and 
shoulders, and his difficulty in urinating, but he never 
fought Beatrice’s decision to move. There’s a price to 
pay for every move that gains you some advantage in 
life, he would tell himself. Beatrice was on the right 
road. And if three months after the move to Islington she 
was already looking about for the next place, he could 
understand that too. Moving homes was no substitute for 
lack of success, esteem, or even money. Nor was it a 
substitute for genuine work. I t  was part of the progress of 
moving into a new culture, improving one’s position in 
the eyes of other people as well as one’s own. Beatrice 
had said i t  herself a hundred times: 

“I f  you can move, you can make things better for 
yourself. If your body can move, you can do something. 
It may. not be much, but it’s got to be something. Some 
people keep moving jobs, or moving from one friend to 
another. Maybe they even keep moving from one hus- 
band to the next. But me, I move houses. I have my 
husband.‘ 1 have my friends who I hope to keep all my 
life. But I’m the type of person who keeps moving 
houses. None of them is really what Henry or me wants. 
If  we had what we wanted, we would never move. So 
why do I move? I move to prove to myself I’m still alive, 
deep down where my strength lives, I mean. That I know 
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I still have the energy to get up and do something, not 
just anything. I need to move, to make people know I 
won’t stay only where they want me to stay, live where 
they think 1 should live, orhow they think I should live. I 
won’t be still like they want me to be either. To be still is 
to be silent. I f  we did what they want us to do, like they 
planned for us, we’d be in jail. They don’t call those 
special flats and council houses they want us to have 
jails, but that’s what they are. One of the reasons I keep 
moving is to let them know they can’t keep me put in one 
prison. Henry and me, we know we’rejust moving from 
one sort of jail to another, because between the color of 
our skin and the money we have we can’t afford to live in 
anything proper. But we also know they mustn’t tie us 
down to one flat, one neighborhood, without us putting 
up a fight. So why do  I move? I suppose to be free, no 
matter how little that bit of freedom turns out to be. 

have lots of friends, you know. They tell me I all the time, ‘Beatrice, now why do  you 
want to put your stuff back in the bags and start all over 
again when you haven’t even been in the place one 
month? What are you doing, playing some sort of game? 
Don’t you want to be part of some neighborhood?’ I tell 
them, neighborhood? There’s no such thing as neigh- 
borhood when you don’t have freedom. All we got is a 
ghetto. What they really should be asking is, don’t you 
want to be part of this ghetto or  that ghetto, all those 
places, you know, where folks like us are meant to live? 
But I don’t feel I was meant to do  anything except what 
I mean to do. If I mean to stay, I stay. If 1 mean to move, 
settle up, like I call it, then I tell Henry, get the bags 
down from the closet. He understands what it’s about. 
You know the day I ’ l l  settle into a neighborhood and stay 
there unt i l  I die, that’s the day they say that blacks, 
yellows, browns, the whole world is all equal to one 
another. Go live wherever you want. When 1 know I can 
live wherever I want, not just where they want me to live, 
1’11 move in and throw away the bags. 

“But old Beatrice, see, she’s got animal blood in her. 
I had it when I was small. I was never no little dainty 
delicate rose, as you can tell just from locking at me. I’m 
not meant to be caged in. I got to prowl, keep investigat- 
ing the city, see where I might want to be, see how I feel 
when I go from one street to the next, or live first in one 
place and then in another. People have to know I’m 
moving around too. I want these housing authority 
people to know some of us won’t settle for what they 
want for us just so it makes their office work easier. I 
wasn’t born to make life easy for people working in 
offices, obeying their bosses no matter what they tell 
them. I didn’t come to this country for that reason. I’m 
no statistic, I’m no slot in somebody’s category system. 
The way people begin to pin you down is by where you 
live. Where you live, Beatrice? Council houses in 
Islington, eh? Well, that sort of gives me a good picture 
of who you are, and who your husband and your children 
are too. Tell those people your address and they think 
they got you pinned down. I’m not out to make trouble, 
but no one is going to take me forgranted, or put me in no 
category because I tell them where I live. So where do 
you reside, Mrs. Waters? Well, sir, you tell me what 

week you’re talking about and I’ll go check in my little 
appointment book and see whether I can’t come up with 
my address that particular week. 

“Somebody could say to me, don’t you feel the whole 
thing’s a bit absurd? 1 suppose it is. But no more ab- 
surd than certain groups of people not being able to 
live the life they want, and wherever they want to. I see 
everything I need to in the faces of the policemen. No 
matter where we live, and I can tell you we’ve lived in a 
lot of places in this city, I see the same policemen. It’s 
like they’re following Henry and me wherever we go. 
They all have that same look. You study those faces of 
theirs, the pale ones, and the pink ones, and the red ones, 
and what they’re saying is: We’re here to protect you. 
But that’s not what they’re thinking. That’s what they 
want us to think they’re thinking. What they’re thinking 
is, we’re keeping our little eyes on you. No matter how 
often you move, or where you end up, you and that 
movable husband of yours, we’re keeping our eyes on 
you. One move in the wrong direction and we come 
down on you and lower the big cage. So I keep moving to 
keep them busy, same way I keep all those people in the 
housing office busy. Let them all know we’re alive and 
kicking, and moving, and settling up, whenever we can. 
Three, four generations from now, if they still have a 
world for any of us, folks may not need to be doing it this 
way. But Henry and me, we’re what you call the new 
settlers. And let me tell you, when you come to this 
country, they make it damn hard,on you. You don’t 
immigrate once-the main trip, I mean-you’re immi- 
grating all the time. From the moment you arrive to the 
moment you die you are always immigrating; always 
trying to find a good place, a good home. It’s sort of like 
you’re on the run. Never stopping, never letting yourself 
get tired, no matter how many stairs the next flat may 
have. Always on the move. I have animal blood in me, 
remember. So I guess that makes me a fugitive animal 
settler. 

ut my man is no different from me. Henry’s B in hospital now. I don’t know if many 
people know that. His heart has never been all that 
strong. Maybe the stairs got him. Maybe it turned out 
bad this big adventure to get us here, my safari to 
Islington. But he’s with me in all this. He’s settling up 
too. You know, they had him in this room with lots of 
other men, and noise. All day long so much noise. In a 
hospital too. I didn’t want to bother him that much about 
it, but I couldn’t see how he could tolerate all that noise 
and commotion. But you know what he did? He made a 
fuss. Made a fuss like no black man’s supposed to make. 
Man like him’s supposed just to take whatever they give 
him. That’s part of the hospital routine, you know. It’s 
like the medicine he has to take. But he told them, ‘I 
don’t know about medicine, but I know about smelly, 
noisy rooms.’ He made them move him, then move him 
again, and now I’ll be damned if he doesn’t have the 
nicest room on the floor. Nicest room in the whole 
hospital for all 1 know. Hell, it’s maybe the nicest room 
he’s ever lived in. And he told the nurse when she asked 
him about all the moves, ‘I’m just settling up, like my 
Beatrice.’ ” 


