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1. PROFESSOR BEOWULF AND THE BEATNIK CAVALIER
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“Come in!” a voice announced in one of them official tones I knew all too well from school. I was at the University of Birmingham for an interview, tryin’ to get a place on the literature course, three years all in all, doin’ a B.A. I’d bin waitin’ outside with the other hopefuls. If I did well on it, and I passed me Access course, I’d get in. 

His name was Professor Crozier, a specialist in Old Norse Literature or summat. I didn’t know nothin’ about all that stuff, though I could remember doin’ Beowulf at school, which I thought had bin dead borin’ coz the bloke on the tape had sounded like that Swedish cook off The Muppets. Anyway, me teacher had told us to take it cool, and not to try and be too clever and stuff, as we’d only make ourselves look stupid. So, that was me plan: to act cool, calm and most definitely collected.

I walked in, a bit nervous, but not enough to make it look like I was.

“Sit down, please,” he told me from the window. He was about fifty and the spit of John Cleese but not that tall like – a bit of a short-arse really if I had to be honest with ya. His office was fulla books, as ya’d have expected, and it stank of cigars. I sat down. He was messin’ with some papers on the windowsill. He came up to me, shook me hand and sat down himself, before lookin’ at a piece of paper – I presumed was me application form – lyin’ on his desk.

“So, Michael, you would like to study at our university, yes?”

“Yes.” I’d have to speak posh like if I wanted to impress the bloke. I’d heard he’d bin a former student of Tolkien or summat, the writer of The Lord of the Rings fame. I’d never read the book and didn’t intend to, mind ya – I didn’t like fantasy. “Yes, Professor, it’s a dream.”

“Okay... So, Michael, tell me something about your favourite books, genre, you know, that sort of thing?”

This was it: I was on the hot seat – nah, wait a minute, not that, the Mastermind Black Chair. I couldn’t mess up, I’d have to say summat worthy, clever, ahead of its time. 

“The Beatniks, Professor.”

“Okay, Michael, tell me about the Beat Movement?”

Maybe it was a mistake? This was a guy who’d bin associated with Tolkien, maybe C.S Lewis too, and maybe the Beats weren’t English enough for his taste.

“Well, err, well, they were... err, romantic.”

“Can you define what you mean by ‘romantic’?”

I’d dug meself a hole, a big hole. To get outta it, it’d take summat not sin since Steve McQueen’s heroics in The Great Escape.

“Well, Professor, by their lifestyle, I mean, the way they lived.”

“Elucidate... tell me more... I’m a bit confused, you see.”

Elucidate, I’d heard the word before, but I’d forgotten its meanin’.

Err, yes, they were romantic in the way they lived... Neil Cassidy and the drugs, Kerouac and the drink... the over excesses.”

The Professor looked at me strange. Had I said summat wrong, stupid even, or had I said summat so intelligent that he’d be on the blower to the Noble Committee in Stockholm as soon as I’d left his office to put me name forward for the Literature prize?

“Michael, I think you’ve got it all wrong...”

I just looked at him when he said that, frozen like, and the rest I just couldn’t hear. I didn’t know what to say. I’d fucked up big time, yeah, big time.

“What do you mean, Professor?” I asked.

“Well, the Beatnik movement – of which you are referring to, at least – isn’t... Sorry, wasn’t romantic. I think in that sense, if I’m right, that is, you meant the early-nineteenth century British movement – Keats, Shelley, Byron-”

“Oh yeah, Byron, I’ve read him,” I interrupted.

“Then what were you talking about with the Beatniks?” I didn’t know what to say. “Go on – why were the Beatniks romantic, Michael?”

“Ah, I dunno – coz they were, that’s all,” I replied, me voice slippin’ back into its normal Brummie accent. I’d failed, I knew it, sensed it.

“Well, that’s not a very good answer, is it?”

“What d'ya mean?”

“Well, for somebody who wants to study here - at one of the country’s most prestigious universities, taking literature of all things - it’s a wickedly unsound and pathetic answer... Have you got anything to say about that, Michael?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

“Do I get in or what?”

He stared at me, and stared again, and then a bit more.

“No, sorry, I can’t see you having a future here.”

“Why?” I asked, defensive like.

Because you can’t even answer a simple question.”

“But I answered it,” I went on.

“You did not, Mr...” he looked down at me application form on his desk, “...Gibson.

“So what, that’s it like. All over?”

“I’m afraid so.”

“But it can’t be.”

“Goodbye, Mr Gibson.”

“Ya, what?”

“You can leave now... That’s it.”

“But it can’t be?”

I was broken, fuckin’ crucified.

“Yes, I’m afraid it is – good day.”

“Nah, I don’t believe ya – ya gotta gimme a better excuse than that.”

“I think you should leave.”

“Is that a threat?”

I could tell he was gettin’ nervous.

“Yes, it is... Now could you please leave, I have other people to see.”

Nah, I didn’t wanna. I wanted to wind the fucker up. He was losin’ his rag a bit and deserved it. Who did he think he was anyway, summat better than me coz he was a fuckin’ professor?”

“Nah, I aiyn’t gonna leave.”

“Then I’ll just have to phone for security.”

“Go on then, do it, ya smarmy twat.” He reached for the telephone. “Touch that and I’ll deck ya, ya hear?”

He gulped and the fuckin’ blood left his face, and I could tell that he was shittin’ it big time, but it was strange coz he grabbed the phone, so I jumped on him, smackin’ him in the mouth, and he went down like a gram of feathers...nah, like them bricks people were always goin’ on about – how heavy were they again? A ton or summat, wasn’t it?

He started screamin’, so I started beatin’ down on his face, wantin’ to break the bastard’s Cleesian mug.

And then, I suddenly came to, wakin’ from me daydream – it’d all bin a wish, summat repressed, anger at the dickie-bowed muppet in front of me.

“Michael... Michael, can you give me an answer... Why was the Beat movement romantic? How was Orlovsky or Corso’s sensibility equal to Tennyson’s?”

I didn’t have a fuckin’ clue, so I just got me arse off the chair and walked out coz I didn’t wanna embarrass meself no more. I knew why it was like – coz I was on an Access course, I was one of the thick fuckers, a mature student, someone who’d pissed up their A-Levels or was just too thick to fuckin’ take the things in the first place.
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2. SAUSAGE HEAVEN LIMITED
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All that had bin in the past, though, and I felt better for it. I had to focus on me ‘career’ now in the factory, Sausage Heaven, which made sausages and saveloys for the countries chippies. The job was a joke in itself: first, ya had to put a shitload of ingredients and spices mixed up together in a huge vat to make the sausage paste. This paste was then moulded into a sausage shape with edible skins, before goin’ into a freezer at minus 43 degrees Celsius – it only took 'em about three minutes to travel right the way around the conveyor belt in the freezer - which ebbed and flowed up and down in the icy cubicle for 'em to get rock hard. After freezin’ they were fired off the belt onto a chute at high speed. This is where my job came in, which was to grab eight sausages at a time (or saveloys, dependin' on the shift) and bag 'em as quick as possible in small polythene bags – we did this six times to fill a box, and a box was the home to exactly forty-eight sausages or saveloys. 

And that was it, basically. 

The management - a right shower - all hailed from Cyprus, and it was on most days I dreamt about 'em all fuckin’ off back there.

It was as cold-as-bollocks, damp Monday mornin’ in early November, and I was as low as I was gonna get coz it was the start of the week. I was already waitin’ for the weekend, me mind blank and wank, boggy-eyed drunk and me mouth as dry as a nun’s muff.

I got to work three minutes late accordin’ to me clock in card, though I never trusted them things. I dressed into me blue overalls, white pansy hat and black Wellington boots. To say anythin’ more than I looked a complete twat woulda bin an understatement. Strollin’ outta the dressin’ room and down the hall which led to the shop floor the silent mantra played once again in me head: Shit, nah, can’t be dealin’ with this again, I just can’t.

“Ya late!” Desmond shouted from the far end of the production room. I just mumbled to meself and made me way as quick as possible to the packin’ room in the hope of avoidin’ the gaffers.

There were six of us in the packin’ room, includin’ meself. We’d bin together for over three weeks now – a lifetime in the place, as the turnover rate was fuckin’ mad like. The oldest member of the team was Mildred. Nobody knew how old she was, but guesses around the shop floor were that she was well into her eighties. I didn’t believe it meself, mind ya. The poor biddy’s job was to put the cardboard boxes together, which she then passed on at lightnin’ speed to the packers. She’d bin slavin’ away in the factory for more than ten years, bless her, doin’ the same job, on a full-time basis, and at no time durin’ that period had she ever thought about packin’ it all in. And it was a good job, really - for if she had at any time felt like doin’ one, it woulda bin goodnight Vienna and the collapse of the whole fuckin’ show. Appearance wise, she was well under five feet, borderin’ on a midget from Willy Wonka’s chocolate gaff, with carrot-coloured dyed hair. The funniest thing about her was the amount of make-up she wore – over the top for any woman in a word, coz her face looked like a multi-coloured arse wipe. However, joke on the side and bein’ fair, I liked Mildred – lovely granny-type in reality who ya had to respect. 

The other four members were Jonny, Red, Elvis and Frank.

Josh was a twenty-six-year-old mad head. A musician by vocation – he’d never got over the fact of not makin’ it in a successful band.

Red was ya gormless type with ginger hair and a face like a shrew, only uglier - irritatin’ too, though ya had to expect that from ya usual eighteen-year-old bollocks.

I knew Elvis the best, and seein’ as we’d gone to school together since the age of six, natural really. But then again, sayin’ ‘I liked’ him woulda bin a mistake – let me say ‘we somehow suited one another, both at work and at play.

The last member of the ‘team’ was Frank, aka ‘Calm Down’, and with his natural perm and tash he looked like a typical thievin’ scally cunt from Liverpool. A married man of forty-six, he spent most of his day out the back stackin’ the palleted boxes that had already bin packed by us twats.

And this was the team, five gobshites led by Miss Marple.

We were five minutes through the day. I was packin’ as usual.

“I had a few last night,” Jonny began, his voice crackin’ the oppressive and monotonous sound of the frozen sausages crashin’ down from the chute and landin’ in front of us on the packin’ surface.

“Where d’ya go?” Red asked.

“Stayed in, mate – skint.”

“Hey Jonny, how can ya stay in and drink, it’s fuckin’ borin’?” Elvis asked.

“Well, what else am I gonna do? I owe a heap to the old lady and have to pay the insurance next week – that’s fifty quid. She’s goin’ mad the last three weeks coz I aiyn’t paid.”

“But cans, come on, mate?”

Just then one of the gaffers walked into the packin’ room. Kristos was in his late twenties and university educated. Born in Cyprus, he’d come with his older brother, Stavros, after the Turks had invaded the island or summat. He’d caught us in one of them moments, when we were all standin’ round, doin’ absolutely fuck all and the pile of sausages was growin’ higher and higher.

“Fuck me, boys!” Kristos began in his posh voice. “It isn’t a holiday camp, you know? You have to work or you’ll have to fuck off and get something else – I can have you all easily replaced. Get them working, Mildred.”

“It aiyn’t me!” Mildred screamed, spit flyin’ outta her mouth. “I’m workin’ me socks off. Tell 'em yaself.”

“Come on, lads, come on, lots to do, let’s work!” Kristos shouted, clappin’ his hands in enthusiasm.

He walked out to the back and into the yard.

“Greek cunt,” Red said under his breath, so Kristos couldn’t hear it.

“Brave now, aiyn’t ya, ya little prat?” Mildred said to Red.

“What a twat,” Jonny said, referrin’ to Kristos and not Red though he thought Red was a twat too.

“He aiyn’t gonna talk to me like that,” I said, followin’ Red’s lead.

As I worked, puttin’ the pieces of meaty crap into plastic bags, I thought to meself how it woulda bin if I’d worked harder at school. I’d hated the place, mind ya, but at least it coulda saved me from what I was goin’ through. I mean, what was it? What kinda point did it have? Yeah, it paid for me books and me tots at the end of the week, which I suppose I coulda said was summat all right, but it wasn’t it, the real thing I wanted – and tellin’ ya the truth, I didn’t even know what that thing was no more. I wasn’t sayin’ I woulda become a smart-arse professor type with me poxy bow tie, but maybe some normal teacher in secondary school, teachin’ English or summat. But that was the past anyway, and it wasn’t comin’ back. One thing I did know was that I’d wasted meself, and how could a lad with half a brain have done that? Mind ya, me half a brain was a lot more than some people I could mention. Take Rick, for example. Now there was a bloke who’d bin workin’ in the factory for twelve-odd years doin’ exactly the same shite day after day. It was beyond me how the bloke’s brain hadn’t already fossilized like them dinosaur bones or summat. The dimwit didn’t even wanna change, poor sod, and I knew he’d be in the place till the day he died. The bloke was in his early thirties and as far as I knew he’d bin on some sorta YTS scheme in the eighties which apparently hadn’t work out – how the fuck could ya fail a YTS? Well, anyway, that was the truth of the matter, and a matter with three small kids under ten and another sprog on the way plus a wife whose none stop naggin’ made the bloke a nervous wreck. Yeah, Rick was on a midnight train to nowhere straight outta New Street fuckin’ Station.

The worst thing about it was Rick was a top bloke: kind and liked by everyone. In me short time workin’ there I’d taken a likin’ to him meself. One of the things that cracked me up about him was his lunchtime habit of eatin’ a whole packet of biscuits without even no wet accompaniment like a brew or a cuppa coffee! Somebody had told me in secret that it was summat to really see and that I’d have to observe the fucker in action. And I tell ya, it was a laugh to watch. On the tenth consecutive day I had to say summat to him:

“Hey, Rick, don’t ya get sick of eatin’ them things? Heard of vitamin deficiency or were ya sleepin’ in that Home Economics class?”

Well, he looked up at me from his newspaper and without sayin’ fuck all just stared at me. His eyeballin’ was a bit unnervin’ so I just got me arse outta the canteen.

Anyway, the Monday dragged on just like every other day. Hometime came as a welcomed pill of happiness at four. By that time I was well knackered and just wanted to flake out in front of the box. 

At home that night in me bedsit, which was about the size of a Mini’s boot, I watched EastEnders, ordered a curry, and gargled back a respectful amount of lager. This, generally, was how I spent me weeknights if I wasn’t readin’, which brought me up to the weekend and some glorious fuckin’ action. I was wastin’ me life, really, and I felt quite guilty coz I hadn’t even read no book in yonks, though I planned too, and had even bought one from Waterstone’s a few weeks before. It was Jean Genet’s ‘Our Lady of the Flowers’. I didn’t even know what the book was about but the cover looked interestin’ and the bloke’s name too. Another reason was the writin’ at the back said it was about alcohol and drinkin’ and stuff, so I thought I’d have a bitta that. If it was gonna be summat like the last book I’d read, George Orwell’s Down and Out in Paris and London, then I thought I wouldn’t be disappointed. Anyway, that was on me shelf, untouched, and the way I was goin’ it was gonna stay there for some time to come. I knew me life was fucked up, even if I did use words that none of me mates could understand, but I wasn’t tryin’ to be arsey and pull rank or nothin’, I just wanted to be meself.
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3. TURKISH NORTHERN CYPRUS IS MY HERO   
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I woke up the next mornin’ with a head feelin’ like it’d bin sat on the whole night by Bernard Manning’s fat and hairy arse. No surprise really, as around me, all over the floor, were cans of lager. I didn’t count 'em, but there were a lot. I’d also puked durin’ the night and went back to sleep not even noticin’. I stank. I got up to go to the bathroom which was inconveniently located outside me bedsit on the corridor which was for all the other tenants. I didn’t know who none of 'em were coz basically I didn’t give a toss. So, apart from mingin’ of me own sick I needed a piss. Coz I was a lazy fucker and I didn’t wanna do me slash in the civilised manner in the bog, I pissed into a can. I loved doin’ it, especially the bit when the can started to get warmer and ya piss gradually rose and ya were thinkin’ would ya finish before it got to the top or would it overflow and soak the whole fuckin’ gaff? It was one of them bloke things that only fascinated us.

Luckily the bathroom was free after a couple of minutes even though it was rush hour, so I ran in there as quick as I could, can of piss in hand. When I got to the bathroom I realised I’d forgotten me shower gel and toothbrush, so I dashed back to me gaff to get 'em. And it was okay in the end, as nobody had sneaked in before I got back to see a can of cidery razzle waitin’ for 'em on the sink. After throwin’ the piss down the bog, I put meself under the freezin’ shower for what seemed like an eternity. It woke me up big time. Once I brushed me teeth, combed me hair and deodorised meself, I dressed as quick as I could and left me gaff. Still only feelin’ a quarter of meself and carryin’ the biggest hangover I’d had in months, I ran off to the bus stop for that bastard-of-a-ritual: the trip to work.

At work that Tuesday I had to have a bog break every fifteen minutes followed by trips out the yard to catch some fresh air – I didn’t even feel like a fag, which was unusual for me.

I was outside in the November drizzle, and had just puked up a whole chicken boona which had bin wantin’ to come for a few hours, and the pattern it left below me feet as well as on me trainers wasn’t nice: yellows and greens and reds with the usual carrots. I mean, why did we always find the little cubed cunts in our sick even if we hadn’t had none? This was one of them enigmas that would never be explained. The night before me curry had had fuck all carrots in it, so how the hell did they end up on me trainers? Just as I was thinkin’ about this philosophical absurdity, who only came out and caught me with me hands on me bent knees and head between 'em, but that Greek fucker, Kristos.

“What’s going on – pissed up, are you?” he asked me.

“It’s got fuck all to do with ya if I am or I aiyn’t,” I responded, wipin’ the sick from me mouth with me overall sleeve.

“Fucking has when I’m paying you to do a job.”

“Okay, mate, calm down. I’ll be in there in a minute. I’m just out here for a blow - fresh air - ya know what I mean?”

“Well hurry up because the sausages are piling up.”

“I said all right. Leave me alone.”

“Hurry up then.”

He left me and I stayed outside for another couple of minutes. Pukin’ had made me feel a little better, so after goin’ to the toilet to clean out me mouth with water and drinkin’ a can of Vimto, I was ready to go on the best way I could with how I was feelin’.

“What did he say to ya?” Red asked as I got back to work.

“The usual fuckin’ shite. I wasn’t listenin’ to him... Where did he go, anyway?” I replied.

“He’s gone into town,” Jonny said.

“Listen, Mickey, ya treadin’ on thin ice. Ya can’t be doin’ this every day. No drinkin’ tonight, okay?” Mildred said. She’d sin too many pissheads and wasters in her long life.

“I don’t have many – it was the curry or summat, I swear to ya.”

“Bad curry, ya cunt,” Elvis said with a laugh before the others did the same.

“Ya a card, Mickey, ya really are. Since when is a bad curry an excuse?” Jonny said, laughin’ his bollocks off.

I’d survived to four, somehow. Kristos offered the rest of the lads and Mildred some overtime till seven which they took. The gaffer didn’t ask me, coz there was no way I was gonna do it anyway, so I just fucked off when it was time to go.

That night I slept big time after fallin’ asleep as soon as I got home. 

The next mornin’ another nightmare was waitin’ for me: a whole Wednesday dealin’ with the same shit all over again. I felt like me life was some kinda cartoon in which Sisyphus was the leadin’ character. I’d read about Sisyphus a few years before when readin’ some book by Camus the great French writer and I’d become fascinated by him: Here he was, some bloke who’d had the patience to push some poxy rock up a fuckin’ hill for no reason whatsoever other than to be remembered for doin’ the thing in the first place. I couldn’t understand it at all, but then again, I wasn’t no Greek hero, was I? Nah, I was just a daft shite who’d totally made a dog’s bollocks of everythin’ – and here I was now payin’ for it, payin’ for it in the way that was beyond all words imaginable. I’d often thought if Kristos or his brother Stavros were related to Sisyphus or summat. The thought in itself was a cuntish one – but I knew how they were, the Greeks? They all thought they were the direct descendants of all them Greek heroes and shit. One day, a few days after startin’, I’d approached Kristos and asked him:

“Ya Greek, yeah?”

“Yes. Why are you asking?” he said with some pride.

“Well, d'ya think that Plato’s a family member or summat?”

“What the fuck are you talking about, man?” he said.

“Ya Greek, so I mean to say about the history... Ya know, the ancient Greeks and stuff... Like I’m Irish, I’m sure I’ve got family who were high kings of Ireland or summat, but I can’t prove it, can I? It’s to do with genealogy or summat – like people who trace their family tree, ya know what I mean?”

He looked at me all aggressive like.

“I don’t know what books you’re reading, though I advise you to read something different... But yes, I am Greek, but a Cypriot Greek, so we’re a little different.”

“Ah, Cyprus,” I began, “went there a couple of years back – no sorry, it was Greece. Hot as fuck, though, ya know... Anyway, got some problems with the Turks or summat, aiyn’t ya?”

“I fucking hate the bastards,” he growled. 

And that was it. Kristos was like a pink rag to a rabbit about the Turks, and I’d promised meself to use it to wind the fucker up. 

Kristos was seriously pissed off as I was late for work again and I wasn’t even pissed. The main reason was I was wearin’ a t-shirt under me overalls with a Turkish flag, which I’d bought in a charity shop the week before. I hadn’t planned to be caught wearin’ it but as luck had had it, as I was puttin’ me overalls on in the changin’ room, the dick only walked in on me. In full view of him was this red t-shirt with a white crescent moon logo on it.

“Get that fucking t-shirt off now or go home!” he screamed.

“Nah, it’s a free country and I’ll wear what I like.”

“Get it off. I don’t want to see it in this factory, you hear?”

“But ya won’t - it’ll be under me overalls so ya won’t even see the cunt.”

“But I’ll be thinking about it, that’s the problem. Now take it off.”

“That’s discrimination.”

“I don’t care.”

“Yeah, but I do.”

“Don’t get cheeky.”

“So is that why there aiyn’t no fuckin’ Pakis in the place – coz you and ya brother are fuckin’ racist cunts?”

“Just take the fucker off or you’re gone.”

“What d'ya mean, ‘I’m gone’? Like I’m sacked I’m gone or gone home I’m gone?”

“You’re sacked,” he said. He came closer to me. By the way he was standin’ he was ready to throw a couple of punches.

“Fuckin’ try it and I’ll deck ya, ya cunt.”

He moved back, shittin’ it at what I’d said.

“Just take the t-shirt off,” he said calmly now. “I won’t tell you again.”

“I’ll have to go home for another one. I aiyn’t workin’ with just me overalls on coz they scratch to fuck.”

“Just go home and get that thing out of my sight.”

“All right,” I said.

I got back to the factory after ten, which meant I’d bin away for well over two and half hours.”

“Ya really takin’ the piss now, Mickey,” Jonny exclaimed.

“Where the fuck have ya bin?” Mildred asked.

“Yeah, where?” Red said.

“Sent me home, didn’t he?” I answered.

“What d'ya mean, ‘he sent ya home?” Jonny asked.

“For wearin’ a Turkish t-shirt I’ve got.”

“Ya a cunt, man,” Jonny exclaimed with a smile. “Fuckin’ hell, man, only you... Where d'ya get it from?”

“Charity shop on the Erdington High Street... Where’s Elvis?” I then asked.”

“Gone for a slash,” Red said.

“Nah, a wank,” Mildred said, puttin’ in her sarcastic penny.

“Don’t be so vulgar, Mildred,” Jonny said, still laughin’.

Just then Elvis walked through into the packin’ room.

“Here he is, the prodigal son,” Elvis said to me. “Where the fuck have ya bin all mornin’?”

“Long story that is,” I said.

Up till lunchtime, it was pretty steady with not much to talk about. At twelve, I took me half-hour break (though it was possible to have an hour but then ya had to work till half four). The breaks were split into four: twelve till half-past, half past till one, one till half-past and half-past till two. It was arranged in that way so production would always keep runnin’ and there were always two people workin’ in the packin’ room and three to four people in the production room – Scouse Frank took his break whenever he felt like it.

I was in the canteen with Desmond, a black lad of Jamaican descent, Finbar, a sixty-year-old Dublin man, as well as a new bloke, Tom, who’d just started on the Monday. All three of 'em worked in the production room, so the only time I ever really got to speak to 'em was durin’ lunch breaks.

“How’s it goin’, lads,” I said. 

“Ah, not so bad, and yerself?” Finbar said, lightin’ a fag.

“Ah, all right.”

Desmond was readin’ a copy of The Sun, he looked up, and said:

“It says in here that the Labour Party are gonna win the next election.”

I laughed to meself, coz usually The Sun didn’t say nothin’ that was worthwhile.

“Well, they’ll be a nice sight better than them Tory feckers who are currently runnin’ the place, righ’?” Finbar said.

Finbar had a point like. I fuckin’ hated the Conservatives. They really got on me fuckin’ nerves. They didn’t give a fuck what was happenin’ here in Birmingham. We could've all bin dead for all they cared.

“Well, if the Labour does get in, then maybe they can help me find summat else,” Desmond said.

That was Desmond’s wishful thinkin’ – he’d be here for fuckin’ life. Or at least for the foreseeable future.

And that was it like – they all had their fuckin’ dreams of this and that, of startin’ their own business or winnin’ the lotto, but they were all pipe dreams really. But I was sure that deep down they all knew they’d be doin’ the same shite for years to come. The discussions, the allusions, well, they were a self-preservation thing. Yeah, it was self-preservation, their survival mechanism in a Sisyphean world. With it, they could go on doin’ what they were doin’ and not feel like committin’ the ultimate deed: toppin’ themselves.

“Well, I don’t give a flyin’ fuck,” I said, commentin’ on Finbar’s statement about the Labour Party.

And it was true like. I coulda said all the bollocks in the world and it wouldna made fuck-all-difference. Better to let everythin’ sorta flyby, zoom past without noticin’ it. Ignorance. Blindness. Yeah, ignorance was the best form of education and enlightenment. It gave ya a sense of power and erudition when ya didn’t really have none. It made the workin’-class bloke feel like someone fuckin’ clever who went to uni and stuff, when in reality the bloke probably never even finished no secondary school. Well, that was me philosophy. I’d read a few fuckin’ books and I knew a few fuckin’ things – and I could tell ya, that uni palaver was a real waste of time. Yeah, I’d sussed it, I’d sussed it ages before: just do ya thing and let everybody think ya a thick cunt. That was what I was doin’, anyway.

Finbar was talkin’ the bollocks the whole fuckin’ half-hour, doin’ me head in. I just sorta blanked the cunt out, though he was a cunt in a positive way. He was a Paddy, one of me own, so I couldna really said that and meant it, ya know what I mean like, as me parents woulda killed me.

At the end of our lunch break Desmond told us all a funny-as-fuck anecdote about his old lady and the local butcher:

“Ow much for dhat dher chicken, love?”

“For you darlin’, a fiver.”

She sucked her fuckin’ teeth big time.

“I aiyn’t yer ‘darlin’, yer hear me? I got me ‘usband Cecil for dhat.”

The butcher was a bit pissed off at this point.

“I was only jokin’ love.”

“Yer wantin’ to be so, yer hear?”

Well, I thought it was funny anyway.

I went back to the packin’ room and to fuckin’ graft. Ah, it was shit. I didn’t think I was gonna be able to hack it for another week, but there was nothin’ else, no other job I had lined up.

“Quicker, will ya, Mickey!” Mildred shouted, her false fuckin’ teeth slippin’ from their position and poppin’ outta her mouth. I wanted to piss meself, but didn’t dare, scared of gettin’ a slap across the ear.

Elvis looked at me. His smirk was cuttin’.

“Hey, Mickey,” he began, scratchin’ his hooter, “are ya comin’ down Fitzgeralds tonight?”

Fitzgeralds was our local in Erdington. A fuckin’ dive if ya ever were to see one, but it was ‘our’ dive.

“Dunno... Nah... skint.”

“What about Friday?”

“Yeah, should do.”

The question was rhetorical like, but he was testin’ me, like he always did.

“Look at what ya doin’, Mickey!” It was fuck-off Mildred again, the camp commandant, lookin’ out that we were all doin’ the job proper. As usual, I wasn’t, but I didn’t care. I was the weakest link, the straw that was always breakin’ the camel’s back - a job was a job to me. It paid me some dough, nothin’ more.

“I’m tryin’ me hardest,” I replied, though I was lyin’ of course, coz I was never tryin’ me hardest, I was always on half-mode if not comatose. Like one of them Australian-surfer types, laid back and lovin’ it.

I was on automatic as the sausages rolled down the chute. I’d never have believed it: I was workin’ packin’ saveloys. I’d always eaten the cunts no probs like, but now I thought different about 'em: now I knew what was inside 'em, and it wasn’t nothin’ nice. For years I’d bin stuffin’ the fuckers down me gob without a thought to how they’d bin made – but not no more, coz now I knew. I’d bought 'em on a Friday and Saturday night if I didn’t feel like a pasty or a pie, and if I didn’t have the dough for a curry from the Chinese or a balti. Saveloys weren’t the worst thing in the world, but I coulda thought of a million things I woulda rather eaten after a night out on the piss. I hadn’t eaten one since me second day in the place.

“Come on, Mickey!” I’d drifted off again, and Mildred was keepin’ an eye on me. After a couple of weeks me hands had sorta got used to the monotony of pickin’ up the fuckers, and most of the time I was just doin’ it subconscious like, though from time to time me mind would just wander off and me hands wouldn’t be workin’ with me mind. The rest of the team - includin’ Mildred – were like fuckin’ robots and didn’t seem to mind the repetitive bollocks. Jonny was a master, a Shaolin monk with good technical hand skills, though I knew he thought the same about the job as I did. Elvis couldna given a fuck one way or the other. Red, well, Red was Red and a real waste of time. He was more of an artist than even Kung Fu Jonny, a Picasso of sausage and saveloy pickin’. There was no greater master in the world, but I didn’t wanna follow his lead. I chose to come in last in this discipline. I woulda rather have put a fuckin’ bullet in me head and ended it all.

The day ended. I’d only bin given a bollockin’ by Mildred and that Turkish-lovin’ wanker a dozen times. A good day’s graft in my book. I was goin’ home a happy man.
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4. FRIDAY NIGHT AND THE RAZZLE... OR MAYBE NOT
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I’d just bin paid: one hundred and nine quid. Forty of that would be goin’ on rent for me bedsit. I had seventy to blow on booze if I didn’t wanna eat.

“I’ll meet ya down the pub at six,” Elvis said to me before he walked off. That was only an hour away. I’d have to be quick if I wanted to make it.

I wasn’t in no rush. I’d take me time. Shit and shower. I’d fuck the shave coz I didn’t have enough facial hair to warrant it. I was all bum fluff and wank. Blue Beard I wasn’t. Fuck them pirates anyway, I thought, dirty bastards who stank of BO.

And then it came to me - I didn’t really wanna go down the pub for a few tots. I’d planned to take a trip to Waterstone’s on the Saturday, ya know, to buy some books – that’d be twenty quid, and goin’ down the booza with Elvis woulda meant me spendin’ at least that much on beer. It woulda bin the same old palaver: the locals talkin’ dribble, a game of pool or summat. Nah, I didn’t want that shite. I’d stay in and start me Genet book.

And that was what I did in the end – I read the first two chapters quick, and then headed off down the offy and bought meself a four-pack and came back to me gaff and watched a bitta telly.

The next mornin’ after breaky I headed into town at about tenish. It was usually packed on a Saturday, but I wasn’t bothered about shoppin’ or nothin’. I wouldn’t be goin’ to the Bull Ring or the Palisades or the fuckin Pavilions, ya know – it’d be books all day long, borin’ as fuck to most but a heaven on earth to meself. Now, if I was gonna tell ya where me love of books had come from, I’d have had to say it had bin from me Granda, Donal. Born in Kildare, Ireland, he’d come to Brum with the first wave of the Irish after the war in 1946 or ’47 to build places bombed out by the Germans and after that he helped construct the Spaghetti Junction. Like meself, he wasn’t educated in the sense of uni and all that shite, but he certainly loved his books. He had a whole stash of 'em that I used to read: Sean O’Casey, Flann O’Brien, James Joyce. Yeah, I remembered Joyce the most. I’d read Dubliners as a thirteen-year-old, I think, and it had bin pretty easy to read if I was gonna be honest with ya. Then he went and spoiled it by givin’ me Ulysses and Finnegan’s Wake. Well, as ya coulda imagined, couldn’t ya? Without bein’ ashamed to say it, like, I thought they’d bin a loada bollocks really, especially Finnegan’s Wake. I’d never told me Granda that coz I think it woulda pissed him off a bit, ya know what I mean – they were part of the Irish literary canon, weren’t they. So, I kept me trap shut. Ya had to love 'em in open conversation, though, at least when ya were defendin’ 'em against some of the English writers.
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