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For Dorothy, Dawn and Darryl – about time too. (1975)





ESTATE



FIRST THING YOU SEE WHEN YOU ENTER THE DARK mottled-green stairwell of Irvine Block on the Ashfield Valley Estate, Rochdale:


IF YOU GET


CAUGHT IN HERE


GOD HELP YOU


LOUSY SCUM


The walkways of damp grey concrete strike out in all directions, converging in boring perspective to a meeting-point in the misty distance. Puddles are scattered every few yards like pools of cold black ink. The concrete steps rising upwards from the stairwell are vicious: sharp serrated edges that need but a moment’s unwariness – a slip or stumble – to bring a cracked shinbone or a split knee. On the bottom step – like the remnants of an alien creature – three smashed eggs, their yolks smeared and their shells trampled to fragments.


As winter approaches the Estate becomes a draughty hell, a place where gusting winds blow grit in your eyes. On turning a corner you find yourself literally stopped in your tracks by a solid wall of air. At nights the kids play on the open landings, a rail between them and the drop, or gather in screaming, chattering groups like excited starlings, chasing each other in endless circles past the anodised lift-doors and round the concrete pillars and past the lift-doors. There are Indians and Pakistanis and some West Indians in the flats, but mostly the tenants are Lancashire working people from the mills and factories. Once inside, behind their own front doors, they stay put; social intercourse here is virtually non-existent.


The builders of the Estate, Messrs Crudens Ltd of Midlothian, worked to a specification drawn up jointly by themselves and the Office of the Borough Architect and Planning Officer: ‘lightweight internal partitions and boarded floors’ – from whose walls Asiatic ladies with green faces now stare inscrutably down, and where facsimile Toledo swords, encrusted with bits of coloured glass, dangle on featherweight chains. But the original sin was committed in Sweden (the home of all that’s best in modern design), for it was there that somebody had a brainwave and invented the Skarne industrialised building system using ‘pre-cast concrete floor, roof and wall panels with dry linings to external walls’. Skarne: the name fits the system like a glove; spare, ascetic, emotionless, hinting at Nordic frugality. The beauty of the system is that it efficiently and hygienically disposes of the maximum number of human beings (in this case three thousand, five hundred and thirty-two) in the smallest space at the most economical cost with the minimum of fuss and bother. And not least – having once developed and perfected the system – it requires no further mental effort or imagination; neither does it necessitate the exercise of aesthetic sensibility, social concern, or moral responsibility. In short, it is painless.


•     •     •


Rochdale officially became a municipal corporation in 1856 when it was granted the Royal Charter of Incorporation. It was only thirty-three years before this, in 1823, that the Lord of the Manor, Lord Byron, had sold the manor (which had been in the possession of the Byron family for nearly three centuries) for the sum of £350. As John Roby records in his book Traditions of Lancashire published in 1831:




In the 39th of Eliz., Sir John Biron held the manor of Rochdale, subsequently held by the Ramsays; but in the 13th of Charles I it was reconveyed. The Byron family is more ancient than the Conquest. Gospatrick held lands of Ernais de Buron in the county of York, as appears by Domesday Book. Sir Nicholas Byron distinguished himself in the civil wars of Charles I; and in consequence of his zeal in the royal cause, the manor of Rochdale was sequestered. After the Restoration it reverted to the Byrons. Sir John, during these troubles, was made a peer, by the title of Baron Byron of Rochdale.





Like most other East Lancashire towns Rochdale in those days, and for a century to come, depended on the cotton-spinning industry. The area was ideal for cotton because the dampness of the climate allowed the fibres to be stretched and twisted without breaking. And the people thereabouts maintained a tradition of dour and unremitting toil that was exactly what the mills needed.


The town gradually built itself up along the banks of the Roch, the river dividing the centre of the town neatly in two, spanned by several bridges. On a hill stood the Parish Church, the focal point of the landscape; at the other extreme was Packer Street, described in 1866 as ‘a foul and noisome slum’. By the turn of the century the Council had decided to do something about the river, which was polluted by effluents from the mills, and in 1903 work began to cover it over. The project took twenty years or more and wasn’t completed until 1926, giving Rochdale the distinction of having the widest bridge in the world: 1,460 feet.


The town’s other major claim to fame was as the birthplace of the Pioneers’ co-operative movement, started in 1844, a method of trading which established the basic principles of profit-sharing by customers and which became the model for co-operative societies throughout the world.


Most people, however, don’t remember Rochdale either for its 1,460-foot wide bridge or as the place where the Pioneers was founded, but as the home of Grace Stansfield, a mill girl who became world-famous as the singer and film star Gracie Fields, born in a terraced house (now demolished), number nine Moles worth Street, on 9 January 1898.


If you should care to look at a map of the North of England you will see that Rochdale is one of a chain of industrial towns: Ashton-under-Lyne and Oldham to the south; Bury, Bolton, Wigan, St Helens to the west; and further north, Accrington, Blackburn, Burnley, Nelson and Colne. Rochdalians will tell you, understandably, that their town is different from any of the others, and for once their native pride is justified. Rochdale is different because it looks different: the geographical quirk of having a river running slap-bang through the centre of the town means that the Town Hall (an imposing mock-Gothic structure built in 1871), the banks, the building societies, the cinemas, the public houses – even the Empire Bingo Hall – must face each other at a respectable distance across a wide thoroughfare; there is space and light and openness, and some air to breathe, even if it is bad for the lungs. The planners and developers are powerless to build on the central reservation for fear of disappearing through a thin crust of tarmac and into the dark and gangrenous waters of the River Roch. And for this same reason the main thoroughfare of the town is not called High Street but The Esplanade. We should be grateful for such small mercies, especially when it is difficult to show any gratitude at all for the Ashfield Valley Estate, which cost £3,104,500, for which sum the Corporation received:




30 four-bedroom 6-person flats


234 three-bedroom 5-person flats


372 two-bedroom 4-person flats


316 one-bedroom 2-person flats


62 bedsitter flats.





The least that can be said is that it makes a change from Cayley Street with its two-up two-down, flagged back yard, outside lavatory, the square pot sink on iron legs in the kitchen, and in the mildewed front parlour the leaded windows looking out on to the street paved with irregular millstone setts – which is where the Seddons used to live. The house was in a long row with blue slate roofs close by the Rochdale  – Manchester railway line and not far from the canal. At that time there were several mills nearby, which have since closed down or gone over from cotton to other industries such as light engineering, plastics or the manufacture of polyester foam. Most of the people in the district, then, as now, were manual workers, heavy drinkers, and tended to be short and stocky. They washed in the big white sink and occasionally had a bath in front of the fire. They ate (and still do) heavy lumpish food: potatoes, white bread, baked beans, suet puddings, fish fingers, shepherd’s pie, and of course fish, chips and mushy peas.


The Seddons moved into the flats on the 18th February 1968, as soon as Irvine Block was completed (the Estate itself wasn’t finished until February 1972). Now they inhabit cell number 472. Behind the flimsy door with its vertical strip of frosted glass you find yourself on a tiny landing from which a staircase on the left leads down to a passage that turns several right-angles, giving off to three bedrooms, kitchen, toilet, bathroom, and finally the living-room. It is like stepping underground, into a secret subterranean bunker, so the shock is that much increased when you look out of the window and find yourself thirty feet above ground – below you the concrete walkways and dilapidated flowerbeds and the flat roofs of garages neatly and symmetrically arranged. On one side, it is true, you have the undulating greenery of landscaped turf sloping down towards the Union Ring Mill, a sooty redbrick structure surrounded on three sides by the Estate; you might suppose that the planners forgot to remove it, or perhaps it was left there deliberately, in full view, as a reminder of the bad old days and the conditions folk had to endure before the arrival of post-war prosperity.


The visitor’s first impression of the Seddon’s flat is one of impermanence: the fabric of the place, no matter how well-appointed and decorated, reminds you of a motel room that appears to have been erected like a house of cards the moment you signed the register. The rooms are low, compact, utility boxes; the windows are small and regulation-height from the floor; the fittings, as you would expect, are mass-produced injection-moulded items that give the impression of having been designed for the benefit of the machines that made them instead of the people who are to use them: in the lavatory the warped plastic seat is split down the middle so that if you make a sudden careless move you find, if you’re of that sex, your balls ripped off. The toilet cistern is also an Armitage product, and that too has a crack in the plastic casing from which the water continually seeps. Brian Seddon tried to mend it once with black insulating tape but the water still dripped and eventually the tape fell into the bowl and got flushed away. Another example: the doors in the flat and their frames seem to have been made by two joiners who bore each other a grudge. Some of the doors stick and during the damp winter months require a certain degree of force to open them, while others in the flat have gaps all round and open automatically with the pressure-wave of your approach. There are 1014 dwellings on the Ashfield Valley Estate and it would be an interesting, if futile, statistical exercise to discover how many of their doors fulfil the purpose for which they were intended.


The Seddons are a family of four: Brian, Margaret, Kenneth and Katrina. Brian and Margaret were married at eighteen (there’s a four-month difference in their ages) and are now thirty-seven, which if you bother to work it out means they’ve been married nineteen years. Brian works at Turner Brothers Asbestos – or Turner & Newall as it now prefers to be called – the largest asbestos factory in the world and the biggest employer of labour in Rochdale. He’s a service engineer in the maintenance section, a job he’s had for almost seven years. Before this he flitted about, never staying more than a year or eighteen months with any one firm, finding it hard to settle down to a routine job; in his younger days he had been what they describe locally as ‘a bit of a tearaway’, and had dabbled amateurishly on the fringes of petty crime.


Margaret – except for the times when she was child-bearing – has worked all her married life, as waitress, chambermaid, barmaid and pub cleaner. Now she serves tea, coffee, meat pies and sausage rolls six days a week from ten till three in a snack bar on Oldham Road. They would be able to manage without her wage, but only just. With it they can afford to rent a colour television set and take holidays abroad: they’ve been abroad twice, in fact, on package holidays to Majorca and Benidorm. Brian would like a car and every Saturday looks at the classified columns in the Rochdale Observer, knowing full well that if he bought one the cost of running and maintaining it would curtail his drinking throughout the week and his and Margaret’s nights out at the Kirkholt Social Club on Saturdays and Sundays. Brian does the pools each week with a syndicate of workmates, occasionally has a bet on the horses, and follows Rochdale Hornets rugby team.


So much for the background.








KENNY



KENNY SEDDON’S BOOT CRUSHES THE BROKEN EGGSHELL into smaller fragments as he clomps down the concrete steps, past the chalked graffiti, and swings along the walkway dodging the puddles. A clinging veil of drizzle is whipped in to flurries by the buffeting wind; already the sodium-yellow street lamps are lit, each globe encased in a husk of damp.


He’s fairly slim yet solidly constructed, this lad Kenny, with slightly bulbous eyes, a full loose mouth and large raw hands on which the nails are nearly bitten to the moons. On the fingers of his left hand are tattooed the letters L.O.V.E. while on those of the right, H.A.T.E. He has a nervous habit of clenching and unclenching his right fist, an involuntary spasm of nervous energy, as though he were constantly about to hit somebody. Having been a manual worker since he left school, his arms, particularly the forearms, are out of proportion to the rest of his body: solid, heavy and with a blunt purposeless strength as if the power contained within them were impatient to be used up.


Taking a short cut across a worn corner of the empty flowerbeds he feels a slight catch in his throat at the thought of the menacing night ahead. Night-time frightens and excites him: the dark prowling streets are his natural habitat where he can escape the eyes of parents, bosses, the law, and all the other snooping, interfering busy-bodies. He’s out of sight there, out of reach. The bastards can’t touch you in the streets; they’re afraid of the dark, of the unknown.


The chill air strikes into his chest and Kenny shivers once, a swift tremor down the back of his neck and across his shoulders. It makes his testicles curl up like little blind slugs. The dim blurred cubes of the Estate behind him, Kenny barges through a swingdoor and into the Friday-night warmth, beery smell and stale smoke of the Weavers. In the tap-room Crabby, Arthur and Skush are playing darts in the corner underneath the single dusty bulb; a path has been worn through the linoleum.


Crabby has a gaping grin. His eyes are imbecilic brown, semi-glazed from the vacuum within. The tap-room regulars continue to play their games of dominoes and crib, oblivious to everything except sclerosis, cancer and avarice. The hand-lettered sign on the nicotine-coated wall says:


POSITIVELY


NO GAMES OF CHANCE


ALLOWED HERE


Elsewhere in the town on this Friday night the pubs are packing them in: a multitude of hands passing money over the bars, like a close-packed legion of Nazi salutes, reaching for slopping pints and slim-stemmed glasses containing whisky at evaporation point. While in the Weavers the smoke has become so thick you could cut it with a shovel. An old wreck in the alcove near the fireplace – a foreigner by his accent – carries on a monologue about the price of eggs, pronouncing his ‘w’s as ‘v’s and wice-wersa.


‘Listen,’ says Crabby, ‘I vote we go to the Pendulum.’ His eyes are a-gleam. ‘I know this bird, fit as a butcher’s dog. A right goer. Like a rattlesnake.’


‘Yeh,’ says Arthur. ‘We heard it.’


‘We heard it,’ says Kenny, swilling beer into his mouth. ‘It’d be like dipping it in a bill-paster’s bucket.’ He doesn’t like making quick decisions, particularly on a Friday night, because once you’ve decided where you’re going it precludes the possibility of going anywhere else. Anyway he’s got Something Lined Up for later on, so why go looking for it? A sudden pain in his left knee – an old footballing momento – makes his face twinge. Arthur is ripping up beermats, his long black oil-rimmed nails tearing absent-mindedly at the fibrous material.


Skush is the quiet one; he drinks his pint slow and calm and waits for the others to make up their minds. He’s never been out with a girl, never had it (unless you can count his experience as a five-year-old behind the garages with Marlene Hiller, pulling down her fluffy blue knicks), and now and then he wonders if it’s possible to get his end away without involving a female. That’s what he’d like most: getting his end away without the acute pain and torture of having to approach a girl, talk to her, make easy conversation while all the time his lips are numb and his throat squeezed tight and dry. He has a couple of pills in his pocket that he’s saving for later on.


They clatter down the narrow streets, echoes banging back and forth from wall to wall. A cat sneaks into the shadows. An empty milk bottle stands on a doorstep until Crabby kicks it into the gutter. The owner of the house opens the door and closes it again.


On Drake Street, merry with drink and laughing like drains, they cram into the Fusilier. The Irish landlord looks askance and pulls three pints without moving his eyes. Near the small platform with piano and drums a hen party is in riotous progress, a dozen girls telling dirty jokes and shrieking into their Cherry Bs and port and lemons. Kenny is attracted and disgusted by this behaviour; he reckons women should keep their gobs shut and not make a display of themselves – yet a gang of birds on the town is always game for a bit of the old how’s-your-father. And if you don’t buy a ticket you can’t win the raffle, he thinks, standing above the circle of bright faces and attempting to make with the repartee.


‘Ooo-ell,’ one of them says, all ringlets and sticky lips, ‘if it isn’t Omar Sharif.’


Kenny smiles; but he’s holding himself inside. His eyes are like cold black marbles. Round and about people are grinning with their backs turned, but he knows they’re thickheads and can take it.


He says, ‘Thank you Miss United Kingdom.’


‘Go home and send your dad,’ the eldest in the party, a woman of about twenty-seven, tells him. More shrieks and stricken laughter.


‘You couldn’t afford him on your pension.’ The old boot.


‘Run along, sonny, and drink your Tizer.’


Arthur is chatting up a girl with a pale round face and startling green eye-shadow, resting his forearms on the back of the chair and chewing gum in her ear. She looks as though she might be tempted, glancing up now and then at Arthur and giving him a small timid smile.


Crabby turns his back on the table and mutters to Kenny out of the corner of his mouth. ‘There’s bugger-all here. We should have gone to the Pendulum. Least there’s some decent music there.’ He has a fine faint scar on his jawline which shows through the soft adolescent stubble. ‘Come on, let’s piss off.’


‘Hang about,’ Kenny says, watching Arthur and the girl: he wants to see what happens. At the same time he’s trying to think of a remark he can toss over his shoulder at the hen party. Women in a group are all the same, they get cocky and smart and think they’re being dead clever. But he wouldn’t mind tackling the older one, taking her on Rochdale market after the pubs shut and giving her a good grope in the shadows; she has a big firm pair.


‘You don’t get many of them to a pound,’ he says to Crabby.


‘You wouldn’t get within sniffing distance.’


‘Who’s bothered anyway; they’re a load of old slags.’


‘What about the Pendulum?’ Crabby whines. His face has a debauched pallor under the fluorescent lights. Not a single thought worth preserving has ever passed through that shaven skull. He left Holborn Street School in Brimrod when he was fifteen and started work in the stockroom at Asda Queens, which is an old defunct cotton mill in Castleton that’s been converted into a giant supermarket. He was fired when they caught him with eleven packets of Lyons Quick-Brew Tea and four bars (one partly eaten) of Galaxy chocolate stuffed into various pockets and down the inside of his boots. Whether it was because he had a passion for tea and chocolate was never satisfactorily explained. His next job was in the dispatch department of the Dexine Rubber Company, sending out parcels of ebonite washers to firms manufacturing washing-machines and refrigerators. He stuck it for three months and then didn’t bother to come in one Monday morning. Since then he’s worked intermittently in a garage, as a coalman, and on a building-site. At present he fixes television aerials to people’s chimneys. Kenny knew him at school and their friendship was cemented when they played hookey and went on a joint shoplifting expedition to Woolworth’s.


Kenny’s heavy eyelids are drooping – partly the beer and partly the dull sluggish excitement rising in his throat. He stares insolently at the older woman and she wrinkles her nose as though at an unpleasant smell, sending the girls into fits of giggles.


‘Past your bedtime, innit?’ the woman says, the receptive captive audience making her rash and confident.


For a moment Kenny’s face is contorted, and then he smiles slowly. The woman’s handbag is underneath her chair, and accidentally on purpose he places the heel of his boot on the shiny black plastic and puts his full weight on it. There is a splintering crunch of plastic and glass.


‘You bloody moron,’ the woman says. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’


‘What’s the matter with you?’ Kenny says, looking mildly surprised.


‘You and your great clodhoppers.’


‘Is that your handbag? Daft place to leave it, under a chair.’


‘Paddy,’ the woman says, ‘throw this yobbo out.’


‘I’d like to see him fucking try.’


‘You bloody hooligan.’


‘Get stuffed.’


‘Paddy!’


Kenny suddenly wearies of this confrontation. Everybody in the pub is watching, but because he doesn’t give a damn his hands are perfectly steady as he offers a packet of Number 6 to the other three. ‘Come on, let’s drift.’ The four of them drink up and wander casually to the door, not meeting a single pair of eyes all the way.


On the corner of Drake Street by the Wellington Hotel they buy hamburgers from a young boy in a soiled apron who stands in the gutter with a strange contraption that resembles the mutation of a washing-machine on bicycle wheels. At this hour people are drifting aimlessly about from pub to pub. The town centre is awash with streetlight, everything pale yellow and slightly sickly-looking. Like being inside a fish tank filled with urine.


‘What did your old lady say?’ Arthur inquires of Kenny.


‘What about?’


‘Taking that bird home.’


‘What could she say?’


Skush laughs under his breath, embarrassed and envious.


Crabby brandishes his fist. ‘I bet you didn’t have it away.’


‘I bet she’s still a virgin.’


‘I bet my boot would fit into your gob.’


‘Smooth talker,’ Arthur says. They all laugh and start kicking at each other. A crush of women emerges from the Empire Bingo, vacuous expressions on pallid faces, the wafting odour of cheap perfume softly cloying in their nostrils on the cold dark air. The women scurry along in pairs, linking, their hard white hands clutching each other’s sleeves and holding their handbags tight to their bodies.


The lads shoulder through them disdainfully. In actual fact Kenny – the others too – is afraid of these grim squat women with their set lips and stiff lacquered hair, yet won’t admit it to themselves, let alone the others.


Kenny spies a girl he knows coming towards him. She works in the office of the engineering firm where Kenny drives a lathe all day. He think’s she’s called Sandra: longish blonde hair sweeping either side of a small, pretty, weak face: a pointed chin and almost no lips.


‘Hello Sandra.’


‘Hello.’ She’s like a child, standing there unflinchingly under their collective stare.


‘Where yoff to?’


‘Home.’


‘Yad enough?’


‘She hasn’t had any.’ Arthur.


A slow grimace sours Kenny’s face. ‘Excuse my friend, he’s got a spastic brain.’


‘Better than a spastic prick.’


‘See you,’ Sandra says, preparing to go.


‘Hey,’ says Kenny, putting his arm round her. She has small bones and he can feel her tiny sharp shoulders through her coat. Not a bad little sparrow to make a nest with. He could show her a couple of things. She could show him two or three things. The beer has warmed his gut so that suddenly the night appears to him as a mysterious and almost a magical thing: his territory, his world in which daydreams become realities, and he experiences a sudden release as if from a strait-jacket. It’s the simple combination of the beer and the dark.


‘Isn’t your name Kenny?’


‘Yeh.’


‘Mr Tripp doesn’t like you. He thinks you’re a tearaway.’


‘What – Diarrhoea Features?’


‘Is that what you call him?’


‘Yeh. What the fuck does he know?’


‘I don’t know.’ A shrug. ‘That’s what he said.’


‘That twat,’ Kenny says without any real malice, without expression. ‘Hey, where yoff to?’ Sandra pauses in mid-stride and turns back. ‘Come and have a drink.’


‘I’ll miss me bus.’


‘You what? It’s only ten past ten.’


‘Me bus.’


‘Come on!’


She says something unintelligible and drifts away into the thinning crowd, small, a little lost, spidery legs in wedge shoes making her tread unnaturally, bent at the knees. Kenny clenches and unclenches his right fist. The sensation of the skin tightening over the knuckles is pleasurable but not consoling.


‘Go on,’ he suddenly shouts. ‘It’d be like sticking it in a mouse’s ear, anyway.’


It isn’t so much the shattered anticipation of having it away with her that angers him (he’s got Something Lined Up) as the unpleasant taste of rejection, the humiliation of being dismissed with such tame indifference by a cheap little scrubber. He thinks of the girls in the Fusilier and their gaudy laughter, the ring of shrieking faces sharing a private joke as though its exclusiveness placed them in some special and privileged position when all the time they sweated and puked and excreted like everybody else, and what he wanted to do was smash that fake superiority and shake them and shake them until they saw sense and stopped acting like a bunch of overgrown schoolgirls creaming their knicks …


He belches and farts together; his senses are beginning to drift; a rubbery numbness is creeping into his face and hands. The screams and chatter and guffaws in the Flying Horse merge into a dull background roar and his eyes keep sliding off objects. He can’t see Janice anywhere – though it is difficult to take in at a beery glance any individual face in the crowd pressing itself several deep to the bar. Crabby is acting the fool with a young bit who looks no older than thirteen. She has a couple of mates with her, all three weenies jiggling their bottoms in tight dresses and holding what appear to be outsize cigarettes in their chubby little paws. They puff at them tentatively as though they might explode at any moment, drawing the smoke shallowly into their throats and quickly exhaling through their nostrils. This place, with its carpets, colour TV and its hewn plastic beams overhead within touching distance, is the prime picking-up shop for the town’s under-twenties. Indeed, most of them are under drinking-age, Kenny and three companions included. Since there’s nothing much else to do, they drink.


The night is overwhelming Kenny. The sense of it is like an unexploded bomb ticking away quietly at the base of his brain: a thousand possibilities await him out there, none of which are within his power to realise. Through his semi-drunken stupor he perceives everything with a peculiar kind of clarity – sees, or rather feels in his gut, a bitter injustice. He realises, almost by instinct, that the game is rigged. It is like being slowly suffocated, crushed; he can’t breathe, and wants to yell out at the top of his voice at the stupid senseless people in the bar who are drinking, smoking, babbling, shrieking, all to no purpose. Staring blearily around him, his head muffled in a haze of alcohol, he thinks: They deserve everything they get. They’re parasites, the lot of them. They’re neither use nor ornament to anybody. All they can do is guzzle and sup and act stupid. I wouldn’t give them house-room. They deserve everything they get. Every fucking thing.


•    •    •


They walk towards the General Post Office, a square white building squatting opposite the Town Hall which looks like a shopsoiled birthday cake on which the icing has faded. A few lads they know are lolling in the Castleton bus-shelter, idly kicking at the panes of glass. This is a game of skill and chance where the trick is to kick the glass as hard as you can without it breaking. Eventually of course it does break, but in the meantime they innocently pretend to themselves that the intention is not to do any damage; then if the glass breaks it’s its own fault. An old man and a courting couple are in the shelter, huddled into obscurity. Crabby tells Kenny that the Lake Greasers were down earlier on their bikes, a dozen of them roaring round town, obviously asking for it.


‘We haven’t been up there for a bit,’ Kenny says. ‘Do they still go to the Lake Cafe?’ This is Hollingworth Lake, a local beauty spot, three miles outside Rochdale heading towards Yorkshire. There’s nothing much there in the winter: a couple of restaurants, a cafe with trestle tables and rickety chairs, a corporation car park, and a tiny concrete basin where the naked masts of small yachts point at forty-five degrees to the sky.


A pane cracks and the lads stifle their laughter. The old man looks over his coat-collar and the courting couple huddle deeper in a passive embrace.


‘Go on,’ one of the lads encourages Crabby.


‘Do you think I daren’t?’


‘You daren’t.’


‘You daren’t.’


‘You’re soft. Go on.’


‘Why, just because you tell me?’


‘Because you bloody daren’t.’


‘Who says?’


‘I’m telling you.’


‘You’re telling me?’


‘Yeh.’


‘You?’


‘Yeh.’


‘You?’


‘Yeh. Go on.’


‘Oh fuck it,’ Kenny says, putting his foot through the glass. There should be a copper, or more probably two, floating about nearby, and there are. The lads retreat to the dark end of the shelter; the only trouble is, it’s sealed off. They have two escape routes to go for, both at the top end of the shelter. One copper comes in each entrance, their helmets almost touching the roof. The lads wait, absolutely still, the blood pounding in their necks, their chests so full of air they can hardly breathe. One policeman moves past the old man and the courting couple: there’s an iron rail running lengthways dividing the shelter in two and his body seems to fill the space between the rail and the glass panels. The other policeman waits by his entrance.


‘Right,’ the advancing policeman says in an unnaturally steady voice.


‘What do you want us for?’ Crabby says in a voice shaking with bravado.


‘Which one of you?’ the policeman says. ‘Or I’ll take the lot.’


‘Which one of us what?’ Kenny says. He has slightly wet his trousers and he feels a dreadful excitement building up inside. His brain is churning and yet he’s too preoccupied to pay it any attention. He thinks: Two steps nearer then right in the balls and over the top and up the Esplanade… six of us scatter and they won’t know which to chase and whoever they catch it won’t be me.


‘All right then, the lot of you,’ the policeman says, and in a voice low enough so that the old man and the courting couple can’t hear: ‘You cunts.’


He’s not one of the younger constables, this one, he’s a seasoned campaigner and as if by thought transference the lads realise that at least one of them – it could be two, even three – will get the chop this night and be hauled by the scruff to the shiny new police headquarters which are no more than three minutes away even in a prone, semi-conscious, feet-in-the-gutter position. Kenny suddenly knows who the copper is: Sergeant S______, and simultaneously the Sergeant recognises him. He even smiles a little bit. Then he nods once, very quickly, to the other policeman (a young one) who takes out his pocket radio.


Arthur moves first, which Kenny is glad about, because the one who goes first always gets the worst of it. But Sergeant S______ lets him go and is still standing there, a big dark bulk between the rail and the glass-panelled wall. Two of the other lads try next and as they do Kenny goes in a blind headfirst rush at the young copper who is speaking on his pocket radio, catching him (for some reason Kenny can’t understand) on the shoulder, feeling the rough scrape of thickish material against his face and smelling for an instant a clean, fresh smell of aftershave before he’s out and free and running faster than you would suppose in his red leather boots across the two empty strips of tarmac, past the Town Hall and up the long flight of crooked steps into Broadfield Park. His heart is pounding as much with excitement as from the running and it’s only when he reaches the top of the steps and stops to listen for pursuing footsteps, that he realises how badly he needs to urinate. He does so, splashing it into the dark shrubbery in a panic of relief, biting the nails on his left hand while he listens to the silence which is somehow muffled by the roaring in his head. He then walks through the park, off the footpaths, treading lightly on the moist grass. They’ll have alerted the Pandas but he knows the park well and also the several streets and alleys which adjoin it at right-angles. Suddenly he remembers that Sergeant S______ recognised him; if they’re not waiting on the Estate now they’ll have a car round tomorrow and he’s in schtuck anyhow. Several plans form in his mind all together. He could say that it wasn’t him, that they were mistaken, but they won’t believe that. He could say he was in Heywood, missed the last bus and had to walk, but they won’t believe that either. He could keep out of their way, but sooner or later they’ll find him and pick him up. He could run away, hitch a lift on the motorway and go somewhere. Get right away from Rochdale, from Lancashire even, maybe down south somewhere, Birmingham or Coventry or somewhere. They’d never find him down there. He’d keep on the move. He could nick things and sell them to get money, moving from place to place. Kenny thinks of all the towns he’s heard of, which to him are just names. He walks on the soft spongy grass in the middle of the park where it is very dark, the surrounding trees shading the yellow glare of the street lights. There must be somewhere he can go but he can’t think of anywhere.
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