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For my mum and dad.


Without you, my dreams would still only be so.





Ham



February 8th, me dad’s birthday. Every year I dig his letter out the drawer to read it, and it always puts me in a proper foul mood. Don’t know why, he was a right twat sometimes, mean to me and Mum. Bit of me was glad when he up and left us, happy to get him out the house, but I was only ten and what’d I know. When he went so did the money; no more holidays or big Christmas pressies or nothing. Fridge got proper bare and the house was always freezing. He did this to us, he did. Made us fuckin’ poor. Skipped the country too so the courts couldn’t get him neither.


He wrote me just that once, four years back now when I was sixteen. Slipped a picture in it too; him grinning away on a lilo, drink in hand. Said he hoped I’d done me exams and wasn’t quitting on school, that he’d send money if he could, but never fuckin’ did. He said he was sorry too, like that’d make a fuckin’ difference. Was nice, though, the massive twat that is me dad actually asking for me to forgive him. Didn’t leave an address or nothing with it. Stamp on it came from Spain, down in Marbella. I never told me Mum ’bout it neither. Bit of me was glad he’d wrote to me and just me, felt special, and a bit of me didn’t want to upset her. She got all odd when she weren’t sat watching the telly so I thought I’d leave her be. I stuck it down the bottom of me drawer.


Decide then and there that I weren’t going out with the lads tonight, gonna stay home and have a quiet one, save a bit of money. ’Cause that’s the only way you get out of being poor, only chance of getting out the bloody estate; you buy your way out, and I ain’t going to do that pissing me Tesco’s wages up against the wall every weekend. But then I’m just foolin’ meself, aren’t I? You don’t save enough money to get out of the Quarry by not going out. If I didn’t go out, I wouldn’t even do anything.


This is why I hate reading me dad’s letter, gets me all wound up. I just want to know why he did it, you know? Why he took everything and left, that’s all I want from him. That and some fuckin’ money.


Proper fuckin’ grim Saturday morning. Cold enough your breath blows smoke, even indoors. Still dark at six when I roll up to work, parking up me clapped-out Corsa next to the other beat-up motors that are at Tesco’s that time of day. Sun ain’t nowhere to be seen, the lazy shite. Streetlights picking up the slack.


Lock the car up and put me hands back in me pockets right proper quick. Delivery trucks are already in, sure I’ll get an earful for not beating them to it. Who cares, it’s six in the fucking morning. Only ones who care are the ones whose got nothing else to care about. Round the back of the store Danno’s tokin’ away with his eyes well shut. He’s leaned up against the outside of the loading bays. I scuff a boot as I get close and he hands a jay over without saying a word. He hasn’t slept yet, it’s pretty blatant. Most guys smoke to try to get some kip, he smokes to come down enough to get through the shift. I take a hard drag and shut me eyes real tight, letting things spin a second or two before blowing out, then another quick puff for the head rush before handing it back.


‘Y’good, mate?’ I says as he puts the jay back in his lips. I pull out a Mayfair and pat around me coat till he passes me a spark.


‘Safe, bruv, safe as,’ he says, blowing more smoke up. The rest of the morning chain gang is behind him in the bay, looking hard at the pallets that’ve been cut outta their plastic shells. There’s ten of us here, ten cursed bloody souls who get up and unpack smoked salmon and organic pears all morning, ’cause God for-fuckin’-bid that people could wait a bit so we could get more kip.


‘Coming down The Falcon tonight?’


‘Nah, bruv, not really feeling it. Might stay in, save a bit of money.’ Bit of a lie, but can’t say to him that reading me dad’s letter got me all moody. You don’t talk about that with mates.


‘Didn’t hear ’bout Scruff? He jacked a fruity last night, didn’t he. Not even one of the casual ones down at the pub, one of the big ones up at the services. Got a repeater and all.’


‘What’d he win?’ Me cig gets real close to the filter, burning up more than pleasing.


‘Took it all, five hundred. Matty was well pissed, he’d sunk forty into it before Scruff threw in a few quid and jacked the lot. Jammy cunt.’


‘He not comin’ in then?’


‘’Course not. He’s got some serious wedge on him, he ain’t getting up at six in the fuckin’ morning, ya get me.’


Five hundred quid. Two weeks’ take home, all things given. Lucky shit. Don’t know what I wouldn’t do for that kind of money.


‘He spreading it around then?’ I ask him, stomping me snout out.


‘Yes, mate, round Matty’s before, then down The Falcon. Proper good piss up.’


I give him a nod; guess we’re going out. Don’t even want to, but it’s rare to have some money flowing. Scruff’s good about it, spreads it around, so might as well have a cheap one. Might snap me out of me mood and all.


The Shift Nazi heads over, tie all awkward with his Tesco’s shirt, and tap-tap-tapping away on his clipboard. He’s well north of forty, been here longer than any of us, and dead proud of having that clipboard. It’s his life, and what a sad fuckin’ life that must be.


‘Daniel, Paul,’ he says in that smarmy way that tried to be cheerful and all authority at once, but just comes over sounding like a massive twat. I hate it when he calls me Paul, only me Mum calls me Paul, and only then if she were in a stress with me. To the rest of the world I was Jacky, Jacko, Jacky Boy. Kept me dad’s last name, Jackson, and it basically became me given one. Me and Danno roll our eyes at each other and peel inside to get unloading.


This is how the day goes. The stuff that goes on the shelves comes in overnight. It’s all wrapped up nice and tight on pallets, all counted by computers. Shift Nazi checks it all. Boys like me, Danno and Scruff then get the pleasure of cutting the plastic wrap off and putting it out on the front so peoples can get what they need. This happened six days a week – six days a week of getting up at five to get there at six in the morning. You lug boxes around till one, all for a bit over eight quid an hour. If you get done humping sooner, you get to help clean out the rotten veg and spoiled fish as a bonus. It’s properly fucking shit.


We try to make a game of it. You’ve got to do something to keep ya mind from going wonky, they don’t let you listen to music or nothing. Zero shit, they think it’d be ‘unprofessional’. Seeing how many pallets you can shift in an hour’s too much, too easy. Bit too obvious. You get the work done quick they cut your hours or put you on clean-up, then you’d be right fucked. What you do is see how few pallets you move each hour, but when Shift Nazi gives you shit for slacking or spies you having a crafty smoke you add a point on. You do three pallets, get caught twice, you got five points. Lowest score wins a smoke from the rest of us.


You got to do it, though. Can’t not have a job, government ain’t going to give you shit. All they care about are making sure the fuckin’ Poles and Pakis don’t get their feelings hurt. You go down the Job Centre and they’ll give you fifty quid a week for a few months before cutting you off. Don’t want to give you nothing. It’s two years since I left school after hanging around to get me A levels, a C in Art and B in Spanish. I was the only one who stuck around to get them, the rest scarpered soon as they could. Did me no good, I’m in the same boat as the rest of them; living with our mums and getting up at five in the morning to unpack pints of milk, going round scrounging enough money to have a car to get to work with something leftover to get pissed up at the weekends. Fuckin’ pathetic.


‘Paul, you’ve got to pick it up. We’ve got another delivery coming in half an hour,’ says the Shift Nazi.


Fuckit, that’s another point. Danno smirks from across the bay and says, ‘Unlucky, Jacko,’ as he plays on his phone. Really could of done with those smokes. By the end of the shift some new fuckin’ Pole wins ’em. Tell him to fuck off until he could ask for ’em in English and take a case of beers off his pallet as I head back to me car.


‘Y’alright love, how was work?’ me Mum says when I get home. She’s sat in front of the telly with a full ashtray for company. Same place she’s at every day since Dad went.


Actually, guess that’s not fair on her. She was alright at first, looking after me and waiting for him to come home. When I grew up and the penny dropped he weren’t coming back, then she got like this.


‘Not bad, ta,’ I say as I kick off me shoes.


‘Want a spot of lunch? Think we’ve got some ham left.’


‘No thanks, Mum. Think we’re going out tonight, Scruff won a bit of money. Going to get some sleep, rest up a bit.’


‘Alright, love, let me know if you want some tea later on.’


Say thanks and walk upstairs. Always the same conversation. Sad, but there ain’t much else I can do. Government gives her a bit every month, least they can do, and she doesn’t get worked up sat there.


Once in me room I flick the little hook lock over and throw me jacket down. I fish a pack of fags out of me work trousers then kick ’em off. Throw me work shirt off too. Sparking a cig I crawl back into bed, careful not to ash on the sheets. Turn me telly on and smoke till the fag burns down to the filter before rolling over to catch some sleep.


Standard Saturday night arrangement; me and Danno round at Matty’s flat, Scruff on his way. I’d left the beers in me car but it’d been proper freezing all day so they were alright. I was supping on one watching Danno and Matty play on the console. They’s calling each other all kinds of shit and I was bored, properly regretting coming out. I crush me empty can and fish out another. Matty has a nice flat. His family have money, he’s just a rich kid playing poor. Wasn’t at Tesco’s with us, he works somewhere in central with his old man. Never says doing what, no matter how much we got on at him. End of the day we don’t care that bad; he has money and doesn’t live down the Quarry with his mum. His flat was full of furniture all new from Ikea or someplace like that too, no hand-me-downs.


‘Where’s Scruff?’ I ask when they go quiet between games.


‘That cheating arse,’ Matty says, ‘you hear what he did?’


‘Yes, mate, Danno told me,’ I say, but he’s not listening.


‘I’ll tell you what he did. He fucking watched me feed coins into that fruity all night, then when I went for a smoke he stuck a few quid in and got all my money out.’


‘C’mon, leave it off him. It’s not like you sunk all five hundred in.’


‘Doesn’t matter, I put the last bit in that got it to pay out, then he comes along and reaps the benefits. It’s my money.’


‘You know he’s good when he wins.’


Matty gives off a huff and gets back to his game. I crunch up another empty and crack the next one.


By the time I got that one down me throat, and the next one too, Scruff was ringing at the door. Matty didn’t look up so I let him in. Scruff was always the little runt, and when he made his way up he was looking proper small carrying a case of beers and a few plastic bags.


‘Y’alright, guys,’ he says in his voice that never really broke right that we give him a mountain of shit over. Me and Danno pat him on the back to welcome him.


Matty stays round the TV, stubborn prick. ‘Look who it is, the prodigal son returns,’ he says. ‘The lads tell me you weren’t at work. Enjoying your ill-gotten gains today, were we?’


‘C’mon, mate, leave off him,’ I say. Don’t know why Matty gets so uptight about money. Maybe he thinks that if he cares about it it’ll seem like he has less. Don’t know what it is with people wanting to look like they got less than they do.


‘I bought this for everyone,’ Scruff says, opening up the case of beers, ‘y’know how it is when you’ve got some cash.’


Scruff went into his plastic bags and brought out a half-bottle of something for everyone. Pack of cigs each too, proper ones and all; not any shit brand or ones out the back of a truck.


‘C’mon, Matty,’ Danno says, unscrewing the cap on his bottle, ‘get off it and let’s have a night.’


Matty walks over and gives Scruff a shove that was a little too hard to be playful but fuckit he’s here. The rest of us unscrew our caps and take big, long gulps. It burns like fuck but we don’t care, it’s why you unpack pallets at six in the morning.


The Falcon is proper full. All the dregs drink there; Quarry locals looking for a cheap one, the school kids looking for anyone who’ll serve them, the old boys who’ve been going there since 19-fuckin’-forever. Dad used to drink down here before he got out and left, or so me Mum says. Whenever I’m down here I wonder if some of the old boys at the bar knew him, if he ever bought them a drink or something. I’d ask them if it weren’t so sad, going up to the old drunks and asking if any of them knew me dad ’cause I didn’t.


It ain’t even ten and we’s all smashed up. I mean properly twatted. We’d finished the bottles in the flat, along with the beers, and were three or four deep down the The Falcon already. You get a routine going: drink a beer, have a piss, outside to smoke a cig, repeat. World’s going a little bit blurry, and having a slash me aim’s all akimbo. When I bust outside for a smoke the snout goes down in what’s like one big breath, so I take another straight away and light it with the cherry from the last.


I’ve lost track of the rest of the lads till I see them trying it on with a couple of girls. They were pretty fit, but there was only two of them. Matty and Danno look like they’s the ones making moves, and Scruff lookin’ proper sorry for himself. Made me right angry; typical childish bullshit Matt’d pull, making Scruff feel like shit just for getting a break. Danno don’t know better than to go along with it all. And fuck Scruff too, letting them beat up on him like that. Really regretting coming out now, I might have been all miserable sitting at home with me mum but least I wouldn’t need to worry ’bout this.


I stumble on the fuckin’ step as I head back inside and the Gorilla Bouncer catches me eye. I give him a little smile and nod; yeah, yeah, I tripped, but I’m fine, ya cunt. It’s Saturday night at a pub, we gonna be sat around with cuppas? No need to toss me, least not yet.


I get behind the scrum at the bar and feel around me pocket for a note. Can’t find any paper, but there’s a fuckload of coins so I pull out some shrapnel and start sifting through. Got me head down when this elbow comes up and hits me hand, sending the coins scattering. It belonged to some pikey shite with more gel on his head than hair.


‘Watch it,’ I say, throwing in a snarl.


‘Fuck off,’ he says, giving me a shove as he turns his Ugly Head back to the bar. Twat. The coins are lost under the swarm of feet, at least an-hour-and-a-bit’s pay – over an hour of slinging corned beef – just gone. With me lighter in me fist I punch the twat round the back of his head.


He stumbles forward and someone drops their drink. I get one more solid shot in at his kidneys before I feel a hand on me shoulder. I spin round quick with me arm cocked but see the Gorilla Bouncer on me and think better of it. I let him pull me out the scrum before remembering me coins. I try to say that I need to go back and get ’em, that I know I’m done but just want me money, but what comes out is slurred shite and he ain’t having none of it.


Out on the street on me fuckin’ arse and Gorilla’s saying something at me, but I ain’t listening. Standing stable as I can I wander off down the side where the smokers are. The lads are still there, still chatting with the girls and making Scruff feel like proper shit. I manage to snag Matty’s attention, who says something to the girls and gets as close to me as the barrier lets.


‘Bruv, got kicked,’ I manage to get out. I know I got a slur on, so fuck knows what I sound like to other people, ‘some wanker was being a right twat. You coming?’


‘What? Leaving? Fuck that. I think we’re gonna stay here with the girls for a bit. We’ll let you know if we head to the flat, though.’


Matty turns himself round and goes back to the rest of the lads, just like that. Well, fuck him too, then. Shouldn’t have fuckin’ bothered with tonight. It’s always the same shit.


I fish around in me pockets for a lighter but the Gorilla Bouncer has followed me round the corner and is telling me to get away. I ask him to kindly fuck off and say that I’m going, and make me way to the Paki shop to get a lighter and something for the way home. It gets easier to walk after I lean against the side of Boot’s to chuck in the road. Ain’t nothing in it but liquid and it steams up. Fuckin’ disgusting, but the world ain’t all sideways no more. I cut through a car park behind a posh office building and take a piss against some twat’s BMW.


Make it to the Paki shop. It’s empty ’cept for the lone guy behind the counter. He shoots me a proper evil eye. Fuck him and his stupid thin beard. Probably gave a half of vodka to some fifteen-year-old for a blowie. Got that telltale coke nail and all. At the shitty fridge and looking for a drink, I’m rooting around in me pocket trying to figure out what I got enough for when I hear it.


‘That’s the fuckin’ cunt!’


It’s the Ugly Head from the bar who’d elbowed an hour and a half of unwrapping frozen shepherd’s pies out of me hand. He’s got red on his shirt, so I must have opened him up. Got a mate with him too, a big mean-lookin’ fucker with his head shaved. ’Course I’m by me jack, ’cause me mates would rather chat up girls. Before I know it one comes down each aisle and I’m trapped by the Ginsters pies. The Paki behind the counter has looked up from his phone and is yelling something at us, and I make a charge at Ugly Head ’cause I’d much rather have another pop at him than his Big Mate. I drop me shoulder and send him sprawling into a rack of crisps. He grabs at me as we collide, but I’m fuckin’ buzzed now and it don’t hurt. He tries to land a few too but lets go and topples over. Big Mate looks to be lining me up for a punch, but he’s slow and I grab at the door proper quick to get me back onto the street.


I jog to get a little distance between me and the Paki shop before looking back. Ugly Head’s up again and on the street with his Big Mate. He’s shouting, and I tell him to fuck off over and over till Big Mate passes him something. He flicks it open and flashes the blade at me before yelling some more and making a run at me. Quick as I fuckin’ can I turn on my heels and take off.


For a bit I listen out behind me for his shouting and screaming before just concentrating on me running. I ain’t ever been quick, but I ain’t ever run for me life before either. It’s not like regular running. This is fuckin’ primal; I slip, he’ll fuckin’ knife me. It’s only when I’m well away from town, deep back in the Quarry, that I take a real quick look behind me. Ugly Head and Big Mate are nowhere to be seen. He’s probably slipped or given up, maybe the police had got him.


There’s no stopping, though, and I jog back to me house. Me keys are out quick as I can and when I get inside I rest me head against the door. The coldness of it is fuckin’ bliss. Slowed down I can feel me heart thump in me chest, and me knees are a little weak. Feel sick again. Breathing is all I can do, eyes closed and trying to get some fuckin’ air in me.


‘That you, love?’ me mum says from the living room. Fucksake, I say to meself, now I’ve got to go through this pantomime.


‘Yeah,’ I says back between breaths, not opening me eyes.


‘You’re back early.’


‘Bit tired from work, is all.’


‘You want something to eat? I think there’s some ham.’


‘No thanks, Mum.’


I push meself away from the door and poke me head into the living room. Clock says it’s nearly one in the morning.


‘You’re out of breath, love. Didn’t jump another taxi, did you?’


‘Yeah,’ I says to her, ‘I didn’t realise I was out of money till I got back.’


‘You shouldn’t do that. You heard what the policeman said last time, if you did it again he’d take you in for it.’


‘I know, won’t do it again, Mum.’


‘You sure you don’t want something to eat, love?’


Don’t think I could eat a thing ever again. We say our goodnights and I head up to me bed. Me clothes get thrown in the corner, and when I go for a piss before sleeping I chuck again. The telly’s turned on quiet for the noise and light and I try to sleep, but it ain’t coming. Doesn’t come till long after the sun’s back up, and I miss me Sunday lunch sleepin’ late. I don’t care, I just lay there. Mind made up, I’m staying here till work. At one point I go to have a fag, but don’t have a light.


Monday morning can piss clean off. It don’t snow no more, but it can frost up something shite. Me windscreen is frozen solid. Takes me ages to scrape it clear, so I pull into Tesco’s late. Start a cigarette with the car’s lighter and get half of it in me by the time I get over to the bay. The Shift Nazi starts saying something about me timekeeping, but frankly I couldn’t give less of a shit and tell him so. He looks a bit pale at that. There’s a pallet waiting for me so I get me head down. Danno and Scruff are there and might have tried to give me a nod, but I wasn’t looking.


Pallet was done right proper quick, next one too. Shift Nazi makes a crack ’bout not working like this all the time and lets me go get a cuppa. I pour meself one and head to the car park for a smoke. It’s nearly ten and the sun was only now starting to show its face, like it’s ashamed of the shithole it oversaw. I pat around in me pockets for me missing spark, swearing to meself a bit. Don’t want to think of why it weren’t there, don’t want to think of what happened. Just want to get work done and then back to bed. I only notice Danno’s walked over when he holds out a light.


‘Where’d you end up this weekend, bruv? Gave you a bell but never heard from you.’


‘Just stuff, mate,’ I says back. Don’t want to get into it.


‘You missed a fuckin’ ball. We met these girls down The Falcon, and let me tell you; fuckin’ filth. Absolute fuckin’ filth. Me and Matty holed up in his flat the rest of it, had a sick time.’


‘Sorry, mate. Couldn’t make it.’


‘You meet a girl or something? Keeping it secret?’


‘Nah, bruv.’


‘Sure you are. Worried Matty’s going to get jealous and try and bang her, that it?’


‘Just drop it, will ya?’


‘Alright, what’s up your arse today?’


‘Look at us, it’s just fuckin’ pathetic,’ I say and walk back inside.


I want to say more. I want to tell him how fuckin’ stupid it is; these are our lives here, happening right now. This is us, and what do we do with them? We get high and we get drunk and we live with our mums, paying for it all by unpacking sliced fuckin’ ham. You wouldn’t want to know what I did with my weekend, Danno, ya waste. Most of all you wouldn’t care. I stayed in school, I did, all the way up to eighteen. I got me A levels and knew people who’d gone off to uni and who’d have proper jobs with desks and suits and everything. People who’d moved out of the Quarry, got into London proper. I fuckin’ knew what else was out there, and still I was stuck here with you.


Me weekend was getting pissed off at some stranger for knocking a few coins out of me hand, and nearly getting stabbed for it. Didn’t even want to fuckin’ be there, but it’s all there is to do. And you want to know the worst of it? If I hadn’t chucked down the side of Boot’s then Ugly Head’s knife would’ve been sticking out of me guts. Would have been too pissed to run otherwise, easy pickings for him. No, mate, I wasn’t shacked up with some girl or nothing. I was running around leading this fuckin’ pathetic life that we go out and lead and nearly getting killed for it. So yeah, I’m fuckin’ done. I’m done with you and Scruff and most of all that arrogant twat Matty.


But I don’t say that to him. Don’t even know how I would. You don’t talk about this shit, you’re just supposed to get on with it; keep yer head down and stay tough. Instead of talking I stamp on me snout and push me hands back into me pockets. Shift Nazi says something to me about needing to get back, but I shoot him a look that says it ain’t happening. He lets me walk right on past him and into the back locker room that all us grunts use. It’s empty and I take advantage, stalking about all riled up. Nobody’s gonna bother me in here.


What the fuck am I even doing, stacking shelves at fuckin’ Tesco’s? Twenty years I’ve been alive, twenty years to do something, and what? I done nothing. I finished school, and what for? Did what me dad wanted, stayed all the way up till eighteen like he said in his letter, and why? To give me the necessary fuckin’ life skills to unpack chutney.


I kick a bench and kick a wall too, and then kick Shift Nazi’s office door. It opens; the dumb fuck never locked it. I storm in, wanting to do something against the twat who lets me brain rot while he checks things off his fuckin’ list. It’s a tiny room, desk and computer in a cupboard. I sit in his chair and glare at the door, wishing he’d come in and sack me, give me an excuse to go do something else. But he ain’t coming, he’s scared of me, scared of all of us, knows we only do what he tells us ’cause we need the jobs. I pull at the drawers and then fuckin’ bingo: dull twat left a burlap cash bag sitting there.


Anger drops right down, thinking much more clear now. Shift Nazi handles the floats for when the overnight cashiers check out. He counts it out and seals it all up before we all show up. It’s not even his job; we all knew some lazy night manager throws him a bit of cash to do it so they could get home earlier. And here was the proof, a bag all counted up and ready to go off to the bank.


I stuff it into me fleece. This store owed me something, anything, and I was gonna take it. If this place gets me so riled up I’ll smack a guy for making me drop a few quid, then this is me compensation. I get out of his office right proper quick, not gonna get caught now. Shift Nazi’s there in the loading bay, asking me if I’m ready to get back to work. Nah, mate, I tell him, not today. Not feeling great. Something up with me gut, going to head home. I put me hand over me middle, half to show him where it was s’posed to be hurting and half to hold the bag, and then I just go.


I drive home real careful like. Don’t want nothing getting in the way of me and me bag, no plod taking an interest. When I get home and park up I don’t bother with the chit-chat with me mum asking me if I want some ham. It’s straight up to me room and emptying the cash sack out onto me bed. It’s more money than I’ve ever fuckin’ seen; bag of tens, bag of fives, a ton of baggies of pound coins and some random notes floating about. All laid out proper it was about two grand. Two fuckin’ grand. Near enough two months’ pay, all right there at once.


Know I have to do something with it, had to go somewhere, just get up and go. I weren’t going to squirrel it away or pay for a few big nights out, no fuckin’ way. I’m out the Quarry with this. I dig me duffle bag out and start throwing some of me clothes into it. First of all I started putting me jeans in there, but then thought fuck that, I was going somewhere hot, so took ’em out and threw in some shorts. Threw the bags of cash in there too, but not before I’d emptied the five hundred quids’ worth of tens into me wallet. It’s good having that much just sitting there, it’s hefty and I could feel it on me arse when I sat down.


Getting me passport out of the drawer I stop right dead. Sitting back there with it is me dad’s letter. I look at the envelope, sent from happy Spain, and that picture of him on a lilo. He looked happy. I think that was what I hated the absolute fuckin’ most about it; he looked happy when we were fuckin’ miserable. Then and there I know where I’m taking me money, what I’m doing with it. Slipping the letter in me passport and zipping me bag up I head back down the stairs. At the door I hear me mum say something or other.


‘What you say, Mum?’ I say back to her. She’s still sat in the armchair, ashtray in lap.


‘I said you going out again, love?’


‘Yeah, Mum, think I am. Might have a few shifts off, so might go round Matty’s for a bit. Play some games, watch some films, that kind of thing. Not too sure when I’ll be back.’


‘It’s nice they gave you a bit of time off. Go have fun, Matthew’s a nice boy.’


I get to the door before shouting back one last time. ‘Mum?’


‘Yes, love?’


‘You—’ and then I stop. I want to say to her that I love her, that I’ll be back soon, that maybe things’ll be different when I am, but I’m not sure how much of any of that’s true. I’m not even thinkin’ ’bout coming back, I’m just thinkin’ ’bout leaving. I know I got to do something, though, so I open up me wallet and put some of the wedge that’s in there in the pocket of her coat. Better than me old man ever did, least I was leaving something. She shouts out again and I mumble something to her before bolting to me car so that I can’t bottle it.


Only been to Heathrow once, on me holidays when Dad were still about. Still, knew how to get there alright – A40, M40, M25, half-hour max. As I’m getting along I’ve the thought ’bout what’ll I do when the Shift Nazi figures out the cash bag’s gone. Work lets off in a bit over an hour, he could well spy it then. Is there even a camera in there? Fuck, I don’t know. He probably won’t check it till he clocks back in tonight, and by then I’ll be away and on the fuckin’ hunt. They don’t find the fuckin’ proper criminals down in the south of Spain, doubt they’ll put up much of a search for a few grand from Tesco’s. By the time they clock it’s me I’ll have a drink with a stupid umbrella in it in me hand and some foreign girl on me cock. I’ll have tracked me dad down too, showing his photo to anyone and their donkey till I find the twat. It won’t matter, none of what I’ve done here will.


I’ll walk the beach all day when I get there, asking every Spanish cunt I can find if they know him. Put that Spanish A level that me dad was bloody adamant I hung around for and got to some good use. Won’t take much searching to track me dad down anyway, he’ll be a local celeb, guarantee it. First thing I’m doing is asking how he can be so happy while we’re so fuckin’ miserable. There he is in that photo, grinning in a pool, while I’m working a shit job and me mum just watches telly all day. He did this to us, and I want to know why. I need me some compensation from him too, for leaving his kid to go hungry and lonely and shiver in bed in the winter. He’ll stutter and try to charm and say he’s sorry but it won’t matter. I got ten years of angry in me, and I’ll put it to use on him. Between every hit I’ll make sure he knows just why it’s happening to him. This is for Mum, I’ll say, and this is from me, and this is for leaving, and this is for being happy when we ain’t, and worst of all this is for making me believe that there is something else out there. This is for making me stay in school and telling me it’ll help, when really it is all for shit and I’ll end up in the same place as me idiot mates anyway. This is for leaving me in the fucking Quarry.


But he might not even know how bad off we are. Yeah, that’s it, he doesn’t have a clue. Me dad wouldn’t leave us that bad off if he knew. He’s got money in Spain. I can see him now, owning a little bar down there on the beach front. Nothing too touristy but offering the expats somewhere familiar to eat sausage in a basket and watch EastEnders. Bingo on a Thursday night. Watch the footie, bet on the horses. He always was a people person. Wish he could have been a family one instead, but ya get what ya get.


I’ll walk in and spot him but he won’t notice. I’ll order me a beer and have a few drinks, and he’ll keep looking my way knowing he knows me but not being able to place it. When I’m good and ready I’ll go up to him and just say, ‘Y’alright, Dad,’ and he’ll clock it then and there. He’ll fuckin’ break down, here was his boy come all the way to Spain to find him. He’ll fuckin’ beg me – beg me! – for forgiveness, just like he did in his letter. I can see it all right now. He’ll get a bottle a something from behind his bar and we’ll sit out by the beach and drink it all the way down till the stars are out blurred together in the sky and we’re all square. The two grand I’ve got will be piss in the sea ’cause he’ll give me twenty plus change to make up for the decade he’s been gone. He’ll know I’m smart, be proud I stayed in school, give me a job and that’ll be me set. Won’t have to think about me shithead mates no more, won’t have no worries, ’cause I’ll have me dad back.


I’ll call me mum, tell her I’m sorry for leaving too but it’s okay, I found Dad. Tell her he’s sorry, that there’s money coming in now. That it’ll all work out, that it’ll all be okay now. Yeah, that’s how it’ll be. She can get out the Quarry, move somewhere nice down by the seaside. Maybe she’ll even get to fly out and we can have a Christmas together, sitting down by the beach eating a turkey. It’ll be warm and we can give each other all the presents we never did before and it’ll all be fuckin’ bliss.


Getting closer to Heathrow I put me foot through the floor and close right up to some granny going slow in the outside lane. Give her a little flash of the lights and she gets the message. Beep beep, Gran, can’t wait around for you all day, I’ve got me somewhere to be.





Little Ones



I knew the lad was going to kick off. You can see it in them; all that anger inside, it’s toxic. Throw some drink into it and everything bubbles over. People say that they never see it coming, the swing of the fist that kicks it all off, but I can tell. They go through this change, washes over them, and you can see that they’ve decided to lamp someone and not give a shit. Usually I get to them before that, try and keep them safe. Not this time.


At the bar, banging into one another, clamouring to get another cheap one down their necks. The Falcon is always like that on a Friday. I saw them knock, saw the young lad – couldn’t be more than twenty – go for it. He got one in, but I grabbed him after that. Had his lighter in his hand too, all vicious like. Something must have made him real angry inside.
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