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For the Boss









PART ONE


I knew from the start that the foreman was a twat. One of the first things he said to me was, ‘I don’t like loners’. Another thing he said was, ‘Never give a sucker an even break’. We were never going to get on.


When I was kid I was on the books at City. I’d played for the local team, Audenshaw Rovers, and then I got picked up by Tameside Boys, and on my debut for Tameside Boys I scored four goals. They took me to Platt Lane and I trained there with some of the first team and then I did my fucking knee in. The triumph in my dad’s face turned to bitterness and he’s been drinking more and more ever since. I played with a lot of lads who didn’t make it. You get written off in your early teens. Mate of mine was a keeper at Bolton. He got rave reviews in the youth team, but because he was less than six foot tall at sixteen they let him go. What a joke.


I got some stick in the first few weeks working in the warehouse because though I was fit as a butcher’s dog I wasn’t used to lifting and carrying things. So I’d sit down on the oily surface of flatbed trucks and it was obvious I’d been sitting down because the oil stained the arse of my jeans. The only good parts of the day were when the birds came out of the office for a smoke. Some of them were well fit. When I was working upstairs you could see out of the windows at the front and into the factory on the other side of the road and there was a fit bird in reception there.


I went out at weekend with my mates Shackie and Scoie. We went to Deansgate and it was always rammed. Scoie worked at Tahiti Aquariums in Ashton and Shacky at Kerry Foods in Hyde. All the lads on Deansgate wore the same kind of shirts. Getting dressed up just made me feel stupid. When I got home pissed I’d sit there on the bog and look at my hands. No matter how hard I scrubbed I couldn’t get the oil off them. It was ingrained in the skin on my knuckles and at the sides of my fingers. Even punching shop shutters till my hands bled didn’t get rid of the oil.


In a warehouse the way it works is that you spend the morning loading up the wagons, and then when the wagons go out, you spend the rest of the morning putting stock away. In the afternoon you start picking and packing the new orders, and then in the morning you do it all over again. That was pretty much the routine at Manchester Fittings.


At first they started me off in Goods In. They gave me training on the stacker truck and then I was able to take pallets off delivery wagons all day. I’d put the pallets in the loading bay and then use a pump truck to wheel the pallets around the warehouse putting the stock away. Whenever the bell rang on the shutter doors I had to stop what I was doing and go and answer it, and I’d stand there with my finger on the button watching as the shutter door started rising and curling up on itself and the legs of the delivery driver and then the rest of him appeared below it. He’d give me an invoice to sign and tear off my copy and then we’d start unloading the wagon. Sometimes it was just a few boxes, not pallets, and so we’d carry them off and drop them down in the loading bay or put them on a flatbed truck. The drivers always wanted to talk and I’d join in with them. I remembered that one of them was a rugby league linesman. I’d recognised him once on the telly. Another one always used to tell me about his fishing trips to Denmark and how much the beer cost over there. One time the delivery driver was a woman. I couldn’t stop staring at her tits and she smiled wryly. I had tits on my mind all the time. I was obsessed with them. The bigger the better.


There was a guy called Rennie who worked in the warehouse and he was a total pisscart. Mad as fuck too. Whenever the Goods In bell rang you could always hear him shriek from wherever he was, ‘Who is it? Who is it?’ It was a daily feature of the warehouse and it always made me laugh. Rennie had worked there for forty years and the thought of that didn’t even make me smile.


The trouble is when you’ve been out of work for ages they make you take a job you wouldn’t normally want to do. After college I never thought of working in a warehouse but they told me I had to go for the interview. The rock and roll was fine apart from the depressing part where you had to go to Fallowfield and sign on once a fortnight. They interrogated you more and more each time and offered you all kinds of crap. But they said the job would be better for my self-esteem and I fell for that bullshit. So I took it and I got stuck there, was too tired to think when I got home, and all I wanted to do at weekend was get absolutely shitfaced.


The worst jobs in the world are the ones that involve manual labour. When you finish work you are well and truly fucked and you can’t even think any more. And there’s nothing like manual labour to give a man a thirst. If you’ve never done manual labour you’ll never be able to understand that. You start getting thirsty from about three in the afternoon and when you get to the boozer and have that first pint it really is the best moment in your life.


I lived about a ten-minute walk from the warehouse, in a high-rise flat called Lamport Court. It overlooks the Mancunian Way. The only times the traffic went quiet was when they sometimes closed it for maintenance work at weekends. One night I slept through a fourteen-car pile-up. You don’t have trouble sleeping when you work in a warehouse. During the week I used to go to bed before ten just to get the day over with. I was on the seventh floor and it was okay up there. In a high-rise flat the characters get dodgier the lower down the building you are. Don’t ever go in someone’s flat on the first floor of a high-rise. I rolled home pissed one night and got chatting to a bloke as we put our fobs to the door. In his flat he passed me a can of lager and even though I was pissed I was conscious of the absolute roar of the traffic. It was funny how you could always find someone to drink with. He put the telly on really loud and we sat on a couch that felt damp. The room was lit by a low-wattage light bulb that dangled from a tangle of twisted wires among patches of damp on the ceiling. There were piles of dirty clothes on the floor and a baseball bat resting against the wall. When I went for a piss the water in the bog was black and on my way back I looked into his bedroom and saw a mattress on the floor covered in a scattering of beer cans and bottles. I gulped my can and got the fuck out of there, leaving him slumped in the shifting light of the massive TV. The next time I saw him I hadn’t remembered him and the time after that, when I had, he blanked me. Nobody said anything to anyone in the flats. When people got mugged outside you just watched from the windows. The first time I saw a mugging I called the police at Longsight and they never came. So I didn’t bother after that. People used to park near the flats and then walk into work, maybe at the universities or in town. I was walking beneath the underpass when I turned and saw a guy in a suit being set upon by two hoodies. He threw punches back but the two of them were too much. They took his phone and he just stood there bloodied and baffled. I had to get to work. What could I have done? That’s just the way it was. No sense in getting my own head kicked in. That’s why people always kept themselves to themselves in the flats. If you turned a blind eye and didn’t get involved you could at least look after your own back. And the higher you went in the high-rise the better off you were when you locked and bolted that heavy door behind you. Nobody was going to rob you on the seventh floor and the views when the sun set were something special, the skies all red and vast and dazzling. I’d sit out there with a beer and watch crows on the roof of the Manchester International College, the evening sun glinting on the glossy black of their feathers as they croaked to each other.


Another night on my way home past what used to be called UMIST I saw one of my neighbours in the flats hassling young girls for money. I was a bit pissed and so I said, ‘Stop fucking begging.’


‘You fucking what?’ he said.


‘Stop fucking begging. And your girlfriend’s a hooker.’ Although this was a statement of fact I’d put it rather crudely and he twatted me in the right eye. I swung back and caught him a glancing blow but then he twatted me in the right eye again. At that point a bouncer came out of the Retro Bar and the scrote that had been punching me ran away. I had a hell of a shiner the next morning and my colleagues in the warehouse seemed to approve. Maybe I was just like them after all.


The lad that had punched me was called Riggers and he found out what flat I was living in. This is why people keep their heads down in flats and don’t get involved. He started banging on my door in the middle of the night, and whistling below my window hour after hour, at two, three, and four in the morning. I never saw that it was him but I knew it was. It was a game, maybe something he’d learned in prison, psychological warfare that involved depriving me of sleep. I got out of bed to peer down on the streets to try and see him whistling. I never saw him but I saw a lot of other things, mainly women from the flats getting in and out of different cars and foreign-looking men driving away. And many times people having sex in the cars, the rocking motion and muted fucking sounds.


So many times I’d seen drunken men wobbling home, falling off pavements, stumbling in puddles, righting themselves, travelling by drunken radar and cursing at the streetlights. And these were men I’d seen with suits and briefcases on weekday mornings. I watched the billboards turn over while nobody was watching, the traffic lights changing when there were no cars, the green man leading nothing across the road except an occasional fox that had torn apart rubbish bags and littered the flats around the lobby. But I never saw Riggers, and never heard a whistle or a bang on the door unless it was waking me up, by which time it was too late to see him. Then all of a sudden the whistling just stopped. I guess he’d been banged up for something and was doing a bit of a stretch.


 


At work they trained me up on the overhead crane so I could load and unload pipes on and off the wagons. It could hold ten tonnes of pipes. The pipes were mild steel and either black or galvanised, in all sizes from an eighth of an inch to six inches in diameter. And they were either plain-ended or screwed and socketed. There was a yellow control box that hung down from the ceiling and it had up and down and forward and back buttons on it, and you put bands around the pipes and then attached them to the hook and then lifted the pipes up and walked with them through the warehouse to the racks. Then you put skids down and lowered the pipes onto them. And when you had unhooked the crane and taken off the bands you pressed the button and took the hook back up to where it rested in the rafters, left the yellow control box dangling and went for the wire cutters. When you cut through the metal straps that held the pipes tightly together they fell apart and crashed against their metal supports sending echoes around the warehouse. It was a dangerous process. If those pipes fell on you they’d kill you without a doubt, and I did this on most days until the lad they’d put in Goods In wasn’t getting the stock put away quick enough and I had to go back there.


This lad was called Daniel and later on they gave him the job cutting the pipes. Sometimes customers wanted three-metre lengths not six-metre so he had to cut them in half. This was another dangerous job and I was glad I didn’t have to do it any more. You clamped the pipe in a vice and rested it on a rack and you were supposed to oil the blade before every cut and use goggles, but nobody used the goggles because they were covered in shit and left oil on your face and head. You turned the cutter on and the circular steel blade whizzed around, and you adjusted the vice to just above the blade and then you took the handle from under the blade and began to wheel around in a clockwise direction, holding it steady when the blade met the mild steel of the pipes in a flash of sparks. You had to put your shoulder into it and after you’d done about half a dozen your arm felt like a lead weight and there was a silver heap of oily shavings melting on the floor by your feet.


Sometimes if a bloke came in just wanting half a dozen or so pipes in less than a three-inch diameter it was quicker to carry them than use the crane. If the blokes were okay, which most of them were, they’d give you a lift. The pipes were all six metres long so you lifted them up at the end and slid them back until halfway along when you rested the pipe on your shoulder and lifted it. Your shoulder ended up with a black or silver patch depending on whether the pipes were black or galvanised and how many you lifted. And you had to walk carefully with them especially when you turned around because if you smacked some fucker in the chops with the arse-end they’d know about it. You’d carry them to the bloke’s flatbed truck and he’d rest the pipes across the roof of the cab and then strap them together and then you’d close the shutter doors behind him when he drove off.


If all the orders were done and the wagons were all loaded and all the stock was put away, then instead of standing around you picked up a sweeping brush and swept all the dust and fag dimps together and shovelled it all into a bin. If one of the directors came out of the office it always seemed to be in a moment when you’d just stopped briefly to have a chat with a driver or something like that, and it looked to them like you were weren’t working and that really pissed me off. It wasn’t long before I had a real chip on my shoulder about all those fuckers in the office. Just because they wore suits and ties they thought they were better than us. None of them knew I’d turned a job down in there. That was a stupid move on my part. I felt like a mug and a loser and that was the truth of it. When I was in the pub with Rennie after work I drank one pint after another until he had to get his bus. I walked back down Baring Street past the warehouse and over the Medlock and under the Mancunian Way, crossing London Road near a skate park under the overpass and making my way back down Grosvenor Street to the high-rise.


We stocked pipe fittings of all kinds: flanges and valves and couplings, elbows, tees, barrel nipples, hexagon nipples, reducing bush, cross, sockets, unions, plugs and caps, clamps and brackets, Kee Klamps, sockets and hemp. We delivered to places like Boole’s Tools in Stockport, and Crane in Northampton and British Steel in Sheffield, and Kellogg’s and loads of other places in Trafford Park, and all over the place where building work was going on. But when all the building projects stopped because of the recession we started to struggle. Every month after the sales figures they took us in the office and we had a meeting. And I always resented the fact that month after month they felt the need to tell us we could lose our jobs if we didn’t work hard. I didn’t give a fuck about losing my job. If I worked hard sometimes it was because that was how I felt like getting through the day. But it was warm in the office and women went past, and we got to sit down, and we kept the foreman talking for as long as we could and the dumb cunt never twigged.


At the end of each day we’d go up to the toilets on the first floor to wash our hands. Each of us would stand at a sink, fill the bowl with hot water and then reach into the bucket of Swarfega and rub the jelly-like substance on our hands before rinsing them. There were scrubbing brushes too, and I’d scrub my hands red raw trying to get the oil and dust and dirt out. But I think the oil sealed the dirt in, and I couldn’t lose the shading on my knuckles or the patchwork patterns along the edges of my fingers. They gave us gardening gloves but they were a pain to wear. You had to keep taking them on and off all day to sign paperwork or check invoices or to use your phone and in the end you just couldn’t be arsed.


After a while working there it became obvious that a good skive for both warehouse and office staff was going to the bog all the time. Alan called the bogs the piss-stones. There were four cubicles in a row and they were nearly always occupied. You could always hear someone reading a paper. I’d sit there in the mornings with my head leaning on the side of the cubicle, looking at my phone and wishing my life away.


Morning break time was at ten, and we’d sit in a row in a variety of ramshackle chairs. Later I saw a picture of one of them on Google. It was a Brno chair designed by Mies van der Rohe of the Bauhaus design school. An elegant design of tubular steel. The chairs faced the clock on the wall that was above the foreman’s desk with all his pigeonholes and the obligatory topless calendar and the telephone that rang on and off all day. The break was only supposed to be for fifteen minutes but if we could keep Alan talking we got to sit down for longer. Rennie said the world record was fifty minutes, or ten to eleven, and that he’d been talking about his daughter’s wedding that day. Another good topic was United. But he played along with it sometimes because he wanted a longer break too and when he turned around and looked at the clock, feigning surprise and calling us cheeky bastards, it was all part of the act.


The story with Alan was that he was henpecked at home and that’s why he could be such a little Hitler at work sometimes. If you got an order wrong, say put the wrong diameter of pipe on a wagon or bagged up the wrong kind of nipples, he shouted at you in front of everyone. That was his style of management. I already didn’t give a fuck and after that treatment I cared even less.


There was a stocktake where we worked a twelve-hour shift from eight in the evening until eight in the morning. It happened to be on my birthday. Obviously I didn’t tell anyone.


‘Knackered already,’ I said to Rennie, as the clock ticked past midnight.


‘Knackered? Already?’


‘Yeah. Knackered.’


‘Another six hours yet, son.’


‘Why do they have that massive clock there?’


‘So you can see how slow the time passes.’


‘It doesn’t move, that clock.’


‘Don’t look at it then.’


‘Then I look at my watch.’


‘It’s double time anyway.’


‘I suppose.’


‘Got to grab it while you can.’


‘Grab what?’


‘You’re a bright lad, aren’t you? What are you doing working here?’


‘I could say the same.’


‘I’m too old to get a job anywhere else.’


‘Give over. How long have you been here?’


‘Forty years.’


‘Forty years. Jesus. I suppose you’re on a good whack by now.’


‘That’s right. It would cost them too much to get rid of me. That’s why I’m not worried when Bourney comes out every month and talks about laying people off. Ignore that bollocks.’


‘I work hard anyway.’


‘Is that why you’ve got dirt on your arse?’


‘Have I?’ I said, getting up and acting surprised. ‘I never realised.’


‘Yeah, well, you better watch it. It has been noted.’


‘It’s a joke this place. You work your arse off. And then even if you just stop for a minute someone walks out of the office and it looks like you aren’t doing anything. You could have been working for an hour without stopping and then when you do stop one of the people out of the office comes out.’


‘Alright, son,’ he said, smiling. ‘Look, the thing to do is work smart, not hard.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Just think about it. There’s people here that do fuck all, but they make it look like they’re grafters. I’m not naming any names. But watch how people leap into action when someone turns up. The best thing is to always have a sweeping brush in your hand. Soon as anyone turns up you start sweeping the floor. Your trouble is that you’re always flying around on them pump trucks. I mean, look at Chris. He never gets off that stacker truck and he’s always on his phone. You should be on that stacker, not him. The other day he’d dropped his cigs and he was trying to pick them up on the forks. He never gets off it. Sits on his arse all day and yet everyone thinks he’s a grafter. Even that Daniel knows the score.’


‘Can you drive the stacker?’


‘Course I can drive it. But they’ve never put me in for the licence. You need a licence these days. Health and Safety. We’re supposed to wear hardhats in here, you know, but nobody bothers. And steel toe caps.’


Rennie ate his sandwiches. I finished my coffee and got up.


‘Get us one while you’re in there. Milk and extra sugar,’ he said.


I came back out of the office and passed the coffee to Rennie.


‘Cheers, son.’


‘How many of them do you have every day?’


‘Free, isn’t it?’


‘But how many do you have?’


‘I’ve never counted.’


‘They’re okay except for the bit at the bottom.’


‘You want to stir it with a pen. Here,’ he said, passing me the biro, ‘no, not that end.’


‘Too fucking dark in here,’ I said, stirring my coffee and then passing the pen back to Rennie, before taking a newspaper from off the desk.


‘Have you done with that?’


‘I’ve only just picked it up.’


‘I’ll have it when you’ve done with it.’


‘You’re a mithering old sod.’


‘Just get it read.’


Rennie sipped his coffee, listening and waiting, occasionally looking across at me as I read through the jobs section in the Manchester Evening News.


‘Are you reading that cover to cover?’


‘I’m looking at the jobs section.’


‘Anything good?’


‘No.’


‘Oh shame. Here you are then. Give us the paper.’


‘How can I read it? You keep looking at me the whole time.’


‘So have you done then?’


‘For fuck’s sake. Here. Take the fucking paper.’


‘Thanks very much.’


‘Mithering old sod.’


‘Can you be quiet? I’m trying to read here.’


‘Oh right. You’ve finished your sandwiches, have you? You made enough noise with them.’


Rennie leaned his head away. Turning back around, he held his false teeth out right under my nose.


‘Oh for fuck’s sake. You dirty old bastard.’


Rennie was laughing his head off and moving the teeth in a biting motion.


‘Forty years of drinking coffee out of machines will do that to your gnashers.’


I threw the rest of my cup across the warehouse floor.


‘Terrible waste that.’


I sat there trying not to look at the clock. Rennie read the paper.


‘How long have you been married, Rennie?’


‘Too long.’


‘How long?’


‘Err . . . well, it was in the 80s, so, a while.’


‘Thirty years?’


‘Close to that.’


‘What’s she called?’


‘You’re a nosy sod, aren’t you?’


‘Just making conversation.’


‘Kath.’


‘Kath?’


‘Can’t you just shut the fuck up for five minutes and stop asking for my life story?’


‘Obviously touched a nerve.’


‘Look, just give it a rest.’


‘What did you have on your sandwiches?’


‘Stand at ease.’


‘Stand at ease?’


‘Cheese.’


‘Cheese? Weren’t they a bit dry?’


‘I like cheese.’


‘No worries.’


On the radio, Elvis’s version of ‘Follow that Dream’ came on.


‘Turn this up,’ said Rennie, before singing along to the first verse.


I turned up the radio.


Chris and Barry came round the corner and sat in the empty chairs.


‘Go on, Rennie, lad! Belt it out. He used to be a singer, you know. Club singer.’


Rennie stopped singing.


‘What have you stopped for? Beautiful that, Rennie. Now turn that radio down, for fuck’s sake. Get us a coffee, Baz, while you’re in there. Shithead, you still awake?’


‘Just about.’


‘Have you cleaned that oil off your arse yet?’


‘Very funny.’


‘Lazy fucker. Here, Rennie, what’s the Bobby Moore? Are we finishing at eight or what?’


‘Yes, we always finish at eight, every year. And every year you always ask me when we’re going to finish. Where’s Alan anyway?’


‘Haven’t seen him.’


Barry came out with two coffees.


‘’Ere, Baz, is Alan in there?’


‘Of course he is. Sat with Alison, isn’t he?’


‘Something going on there, Baz.’


‘Nah, not Alan.’


‘Might be playing away.’


‘More chance of him going with one of them pros outside.’


‘That’s Bourney, isn’t it?’


‘Probably.’


‘Who’s Bourney?’


‘Fucking hell, you don’t know who Bourney is? He’s the guy who takes us in the office every month and tells us we are all going on the rock and roll.’


‘Oh, right.’


‘Anyway, Baz, how’s the glass back?’


‘Got to be careful. Might happen to you one day. See if you laugh then.’


‘Glass back?’


‘Yeah, he’s got a glass back. That’s why he’s on the Pat and Mick all the time.’


‘All the time? How do you work that one out?’


‘Alright, Baz, I’m only having a laugh.’


‘You’ll see. One day you’ll get it. Working here it’s only a matter of time.’


‘Alright, mate, I’m only pulling your pants down.’


Alan the foreman turned up.


‘Hey, hey, hey, what the fucking hell is this? What does that clock say?’


‘Alright, Al. Here, when was the last time you went to O.T.?’


‘Fuck off. I’m not falling for that one again. Get off your arses.’


We were in another part of the dimly lit warehouse. Freight trains passed through platform 14 at Piccadilly Station. I sat with Rennie on top of wooden storage units, counting fittings into boxes.


‘Rennie, do you really count them all?’


‘I’m counting. Shut up.’


I counted the fittings into the box, dropping them in one by one. Then I wrote a number on a piece of card and put the label into the box.


‘Look, you count the ones with a few in and then when there’s loads just make an educated guess,’ said Rennie.


‘So I’ve been counting all these thousands of nipples for nothing?’


‘Really? Look, nobody is going to check them. But don’t say I said.’


I counted more fittings, taking one at a time out of a straw sack and dropping them into the cardboard box . . . eight hundred and twenty-three, eight hundred and twenty-four, eight hundred and twenty-five. Then I wrote the total on a piece of white card again and put the card in the box.


‘There must be more to life than this, Rennie. Counting running nipples into boxes.’


‘Yeah, course there is. You’ve got C.T. nipples next.’


‘C.T.?’


‘Close taper.’


‘What’s the difference?’


‘Who cares? Ours is not to reason why. Ours is to count how many and write it on the bloody card.’


‘Double time anyway.’


‘Very true, son. I probably pay more in tax than you get paid.’


‘Tax. What do we pay tax for? I don’t get it. When you get your wages it’s never what you thought you’d get.’


‘I’d be out on Deansgate tonight if I wasn’t doing this.’


‘Only once a year, son. You’ve got to grab the double time.’


‘Have you ever been out on Deansgate?’


‘I went there years ago. Can’t remember getting home. Get yourself a girlfriend, lad.’


‘I’m not the settling down type me. I’d rather just have a laugh.’


‘So do you chat them up?’


‘No, not really. I let my mates do all the talking, and when I can see the girl getting bored I go over there. Always works. Let them do all the talking. Go back to theirs usually. You know, the other week I was in bed with this bird and I saw something moving about under the covers. She had her little baby in the bed! I shit myself.’ It was a lie. It had happened to Scoie not me. I was useless with women.


‘You enjoy yourself, lad.’


‘I will. I could murder a pint now.’


‘Yeah, well. Be getting light soon. There’s another train going past.’


‘Have we got to count all these along here?’


‘Yep.’


‘I’m not fucking counting all these. I can’t be arsed,’ I said, and lay back on top of the lockers. Just then Alan came down the aisle.


‘Flaming Nora! I’m not paying you fucking double time to sleep, lad.’


‘Oh sorry, Al. Thought we were on break time.’


‘You’ve only just had your lunch, you shiftless sod. And you went five minutes over on that. Don’t think nobody noticed.’


‘We didn’t. We got up at four bells.’


‘Ah yes, but you are supposed to be ready to work by four, now get your fucking arse in gear. This has got to be all done this weekend. Rennie, you should know better. You better sort this lad out. I think he sits down to piss.’


‘He’s not used to it, Al, is he?’


‘Well, there’s plenty more lads out there would bite my hand off for this job. You don’t pull your weight you’ll be down the road, sunshine. Never give a sucker an even break, that’s my motto. And don’t keep going up to those piss-stones either.’


‘I’m counting now, aren’t I?’


‘Well, no fucking guesswork. I’ll be checking some of these that you’ve done. And if they’re out you’ll be hanging by your bollocks, lad,’ he said, before going back into the warm office.


‘I told you to keep your eye out for him,’ said Rennie. ‘He’ll be grassing you up to Bourney now.’


‘Who does he think he’s talking to like that?’


‘He’s the foreman, isn’t he? Little Hitler he is.’


‘Little turd, more like.’


It was break time again. We sat down in the chairs and were joined by Chris and Barry.


‘Hey, Baz, I was off the wardrobe last night. Dangling from the chandeliers.’


‘When’s the big day, big lad?’


‘Not for a while yet, Baz.’


‘You getting married then, Chris?’ I said.


‘Hey, Baz, nothing gets past this lad, does it? Yep, getting married. More or less married now. I live there already. The Pomona in Reddish. She’ll get the pub when her old queen retires. I get to drink all night and then it’s just up the dancers with her. Happy days. Go to O.T. with her old man and my old fella. We’re all reds. Happy days. Yep, drink on a stick my Mrs. Bet you haven’t even popped your cherry, have you?’


‘Ladies’ man, me.’


‘Oh aye?’


‘Out on Deansgate every week.’


‘Have you heard this lad?’ he said, looking around at Baz and Rennie, who sat there drinking coffee. ‘We used to go out in Ashton. What a dump. Full of fanny though. You ever go out in Ashton, Baz?’


‘Ashton on Mersey?’


‘Barry, Barry . . . Ashton-under-Lyne.’


‘I’m happy with my Sheila.’


‘How’s your Mrs, Rennie?’


‘Alright, I suppose.’


‘“Alright, I suppose”. Fucking hell, the old romantic over here. Looking forward to payday, Rennie?’


‘Oh aye.’


‘Every pay day he goes out on the lash. We’re lucky to see him the day after, aren’t we, Baz?’


‘He shouldn’t get away with it if you ask me. I have time off with my back and they grill me for it every time.’


‘Oh come on, glass back.’


‘Not funny, Chris.’


‘Yeah, Rennie likes his ale. Where is it you go?’


‘Connie Club. Can get a pint in there until four in the morning.’


‘We know. You fucking stink of it when you come in. I could get pissed off your breath. They won’t let him in the office.’


‘Once a month, that’s all it is. Not like you, four or five pints every night.’


‘Well, it’s social for me. For you it’s just getting pissed.’


‘Yeah, but who drinks more?’


‘Yeah, but I never get pissed. That’s the difference.’


‘That’s the problem with drinking in this country. It’s alright to drink a bottle of wine every night and go to the pub every night, just so long as you don’t get pissed. Bet my liver’s in better nick than yours.’


‘Yeah, but I don’t wake up in some gutter on a Droylsden back street.’


‘We’re laughing with City there now. Ten minutes on the tram.’


‘Yeah, you’re right there, Rennie,’ I said.


‘Oh you’re still awake, are you? Thought you’d gone to sleep like you did when you were on the locker,’ said Chris.


‘We better make a move, lads,’ said Baz.


‘Don’t worry, Baz. Alan’s up the dancers with Big Plums.’


‘Come on, lads. I can hear the lift coming down,’ said Rennie.


We all walked back towards the wooden lockers.


‘Rennie, if you had your life over, what would you do different?’ I asked him.


‘Fucking hell, how long have you got?’


‘That bad, eh?’


‘Played for City. Nah, I should have done something with computers. So I could have got a job in an office and sat on my arse all day like all them lot in there.’


‘I was at City. We don’t get any mither out here though, do we? I just wanted a job where I could just keep my head down and work hard.’


‘Mug’s game. Look, I’m too old. Nobody’s going to give me a job at my age.’


‘You’re only in your fifties, aren’t you?’


‘Doesn’t matter. It’s too late for me.’


‘So you’ve given up already?’


‘We aren’t talking about me. Look, you’re obviously a bright lad. You went to college and all that.’


‘One fucking A-level. What use is that?’


‘Make something of yourself, lad. You don’t want to get stuck here.’


‘Yeah, but the money you’re on. And you don’t do fuck all.’


‘Cheeky sod. I’ve put forty years in here, that’s why.’


‘I was on the dole for six months after college. This was the only job I could get. The thing is, by the time I get home I’m too fucked to do anything except sit in front of the telly.’


‘That’s it. That’s how the government keeps us all quiet. Makes us work all week. Lets us drink ourselves into a coma. At least when we’re all fucked and wandering about pissed there’s nobody going to bring down the government.’


‘They’re all the same anyway. Politicians.’


‘I agree with you. Liars, all of them. Anyway you better get counting again, I can hear Alan coming.’


There was the sound of more passing trains. Early-morning light shone in through barred windows, illuminating flights of dust and glinting on silver fittings.


‘What people don’t realise is that the hardest jobs are the worst-paid ones. You want to get a job where you like going there. I mean, if you had a choice now, where would you be, here or at home?’


‘Well, yeah, but you don’t get paid at home.’


‘More to life than money, lad. You don’t get this time back.’


‘I never got that. Why do we work five days and have two days off? Should be the other way around.’


‘Just the way it is.’


 


After the stocktaking I went home to bed but couldn’t sleep in the daylight. I thought of how it was all so much easier when you were a kid. Before you realised you were nothing special. The best moments of my life had always been on holiday. I hadn’t been anywhere without my parents and I was too old to go with them now. But I had fond memories of my childhood holidays to Blackpool, and I dreamed about them, wished I could go back in time and just stay there on the beach.


We went every year for a good few years on the trot, catching a bus to Piccadilly and then a train to Blackpool North. The last time we stayed at a hotel called the Sea View, near the South Pier, not far from a public park with pitch and putt and bowling greens and ice-cream. The four of us stayed in a family room and most nights I lay in fear of waking up my dad. Going to the bog was a nightmare, and thinking about it and getting nervous always meant I had to go. I’d climb off the top bunk, down the creaking ladder and go over to the bathroom. I’d turn the handle gently, leave the light off and slowly close the door behind me, my hands all soft on the handle, and then piss onto the porcelain insides of the bowl. I didn’t flush, just put the lid down and washed my hands in a trickle of water before going back to bed again.


I always had to go and get a paper for Dad in the mornings. On the first day, before we got to the Sea View, he pointed out the nearest shop. In the morning, after he gave me the money from a pile of change next to the already-full ashtray on his bedside table, I ran downstairs, past the brass gong in reception and out down a couple of stone steps onto the street. Zipping up my jacket I walked up the side street towards the promenade and went and had a look at the sea. On the promenade, next to a blue and white tram stop shelter, an old man stood smoking a cigarette beside a big pile of deck chairs. I turned right and walked further down the promenade. I looked into the distance towards a roller coaster, its empty red seats twisting and turning. The first people of the day were going in through the opened doors of the Sandcastle, an indoor swimming pool with water slides and wave machines.


The newsagent’s was on the corner of a side street. I went in and got the Daily Mirror for my dad, as well as ten B&H for my mum, and then walked out of the shop. I was back at the hotel before breakfast and sat at the table with my mum and dad, and my brother, six years younger than me. The landlady of the hotel hovered around near the kitchen as a young waitress brought a pot of tea to our table. I could see the girl’s bra through her white blouse. I couldn’t stop looking at it. After we’d had the bacon and eggs and sausage and toast and tomatoes and fried bread and mushrooms, and finished with marmalade on toast washed down with breakfast orange, we trailed back up to the room. Mum filled a bag with towels and sun cream and Dad put the paper in his back pocket and the windbreaker over his shoulder. I carried a bucket and spade for me and my brother. Dad wouldn’t pay to hire deck chairs so he put up the windbreaker and Mum laid out four towels side by side. At first it started to drizzle and we buttoned up our coats and just sat on the towels to stop them blowing away as Dad mentioned how he’d ‘saved all year for this’. Then he said, ‘You will enjoy yourselves,’ and the rain held off and the sun fought through the cloud, and that few minutes really was the only time it rained. The beach filled up slowly and surely and people ran back and forth, in and out of the sea that was supposed to be dirty but never did you any harm. The men with the donkeys came and you could hear the donkeys’ bells jangle as they took toddlers up and down the beach. Beach balls bounced around and floated in the sea breeze above the sands. You could smell sea salt and salt and vinegar. There was the coconut smell of sun cream, and candy floss and ice-cream, both the old vanilla kind and the Mr Whippy kind, and cigarette smoke and wet sand and chlorine through the air vents of the Sandcastle. You could hear laughter and bickering and children crying. We made sandcastles and buried Dad in sand and had ice-creams, and then Dad bought a cricket set. We walked off to find an empty bit of sand as Mum stayed to put more sun cream on my brother. In the shadow of the South Pier, in front of the promenade wall, I stood with the bat as Dad took a long run up and bowled at me as fast as he could. I played my best until Dad finally bowled a straight one and the little wickets were knocked over. When Dad batted he smacked me to all parts and I chased after it. Once he whacked the ball so far it hit the side of the South Pier.
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