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DALSTON MURDER

MYSTERY
               


An unidentified young woman was found dead of gunshot wounds to the head on Saturday afternoon in a derelict basement premises well-known locally as a so-called “shooting  gallery” or drug den situated adjacent to St. Anne’s Church, Dalston.
               


Police fear the body of the girl will never be identified because of the circumstances of the crime and the extensive nature of wounds to the head and face. No reports of missing persons that could be linked to the victim have been received.
            

Detective Inspector Whitman, in charge of the investigation, expressed sorrow for the waste of a young life.
            

“In  cases  of  this  sort  the family  does  not  always  miss the  young  person  right away,”  he said. “Even  if a        name        was      suggested, a  check  on  dental  records would  not  be  possible because  the  victim  had  no teeth.”  Detective Sergeant McMann, second in command, was not surprised by the lack of co-operation in the local community. “As  is usual  in  these  cases  no  witnesses  have  come  forward,” he said.
            

As well as gunshot wounds to the head the girl had sustained a deep yet well-healed slash from the corner of her mouth to her ear, probably inflicted by a Stanley knife in a previous attack.
            

Detective Sergeant Mc-Mann admitted when pressed that on the streets this distinctive and time-honoured wound is still meted out on occasion as the mark of the “grass” or police informer, although he was keen to stress that he himself was not able to recognise the victim, nor was she known to other officers at Dalston Vale.
            

Rev. Brandon, vicar of St. Anne’s, was deeply saddened by the circumstances of the death. “The  filthy cellar  where  the  body  was found  is  used  only  by  those who  have  sunk  to  the  very lowest  level  of  squalor  to satisfy  their  drug  cravings,” he said.
            

Kevin Hall, a support worker at the Hackney Chemical Dependency Unit, and himself a self-confessed former drug addict of heroin and crack cocaine, emphasised that lessons must be learnt from this tragic loss. “The  crime  was  probably  a punishment  killing  carried out      by      a      ruthless      dealer anxious  to  protect  his  business,” he said.
            

Mr. Hall pointed out that he himself is confined to a wheelchair as a direct result of his drug use. He lost both legs to gangrene through the collapse of veins and infection caused by dirty needles. “That’s what  happens,”  he stated. Contact the CDU if YOU need help.
            

St. Anne’s Dalston offers a range of services to local people including one-to-one counselling free of charge and yoga for relaxation. Each Tuesday evening a non-denominational narcotics dependency self-help group meets in the crypt for those who have decided to change the way they live. Everybody welcome.
            

Kyprious Kypriou, proprietor of Kip’s Kebabs, an all-night cafe grill located near the scene of the shooting, said that people regard addicts as filth but the dead girl must have been somebody’s daughter.
            




  
  
    

  
    
      
    

         

 


 

My mum got three months because some cunt left a pound weight of drugs on top of her kitchen cabinet. Everyone knew the drugs was nothing to do with her otherwise they would of thrown away the key but the judge reckoned she needed to be taught a little lesson. In other words that will learn you, you silly old cow. – Take her down, he said, flap flapping his white hands like he was shooing her away.
         

She bowed her head in silence, waiting for someone to come for her. A court official touched her gently on the arm. The judge was shuffling his papers without even looking up as my mother was led towards the cells.

I couldn’t see her face but from where they stuck me up in the public gallery I could see scalp through the sparse hair on top of her head. Her thin shoulders shook inside the brown coat she borrowed off of our Linda for her big day. The coat was too big and she was shaking with the effort not to show herself up in the court. She raised a hand to pat the hair at the back of her head. The ends of her fingers was stained orange brown and you could see a red tide-mark round the back of her neck where she put a rinse through her hair the night before her court case, to cover the grey.

Where was the cunt what hid the drugs when the old woman needed help? Nowhere. I thought my brother Alan might pop up at the back of the court like in church when the bride and groom are just about to tie the knot and the vicar goes like just impediment or whatever and someone at the back shouts IT SHOULD HAVE BEEN ME.

 

Afterwards I popped in the Macbeth to pick up my fags from the fag man. My sister Linda was playing darts with Shirley Irons and Julie and Julie’s mum and who do you think was celebrating at the bar only our Alan with Alan’s Sandra and that ex-copper what used to go with Sandra’s sister and a couple of Alan’s mates and his mate’s cousin what was friendly with one of them from the social club over Green Lanes where they get the stuff off of lorries bringing boxes of tomatoes and coriander and those long hot green pickle peppers they put in kebabs.
         

Sandra was smiling up at Alan like he was god. Alan popped the cork on a bottle of fizzy wine and sprayed foam over Sandra. Sandra screamed and wiped her eyes. Alan’s mates was back-slapping and hugging all over the shop and Alan started to sway with his arms in the air like we are the champions and the new landlord what’s his name Ronnie something put in by the brewery after Mick and Maggie flitted back to Ireland wasn’t he smiling and smiling behind the bar with his arms folded across his chest where he was waiting for it all to go off.

The fag man dipped in his bag for my change. Alan waved the empty wine bottle at Ronnie and was like same again my good man and make sure it’s very and then he saw me.

– What you celebrating, Alan? I went.

– Maureeeen! he goes, opening his arms wide. – Another glass for our Maureen.

I put my fags in my bag. I slung my bag over my shoulder.

– I don’t wanna celebrate with you,  I said.

Alan moved towards me across the pub. He punched me in the upper arm. I rubbed my arm. He laughed.

– Have a drink, he shouted. – Relax. She’ll only do six weeks.

– Only six weeks? Is that all? Oh that’s all right then, I said.

– Don’t be like that, Reen, he said. – Do her good to put  her feet up I reckon. You can keep an eye on the old man for her. Reckon I done her a favour. The poor cow could use a break.
         

– I knew it was your gear, I said.

– You only just worked that out?

His mates was laughing. He dug me in the arm again.

– Gotta laugh, he said.

I was like ha ha and poked him back, not as hard as all that but hard enough.

– That fucking hurt, he said.

– Good.

– Don’t start, Reen, said Linda.

I looked at Linda.

– It’s your fucking funeral, she went.

I turned back to my brother.

– Cunt, I said.

– You what? he said.

– I said YOU CUNT, I roared.

   His mates stopped laughing. I thought he was going to nut me but he was like think about it Maureen, better for us all she spends a few weeks in Holloway than I do the best part of a ten stretch for possession with intent. Think all the mouths I got to feed. Think how she’d worry. The worry’d be a sentence for her in itself. She’d make herself ill over it. You know what she’s like Maureen. She’s better off inside.

– Better off? I said. – In Holloway? You sure?

– Whatever, he went, turning away from me.

I got my hands round his throat. His skin smelt bad.

– Fuck sake, Maureen, said Linda.

I let go and tried to shake his smell off of my hands. I tried to swallow my tears squeezing out before I mean I fucking hate myself sometimes I always let myself down like crying when I want to kill somebody I stop myself but I can’t stop myself crying.

– Maureen? he said, in a different voice.
         

I looked up at him. I wiped my hands on my trousers. I thought he was going to say sorry but I was wrong wasn’t I? I looked up and he nutted me. I leant against the bar and Linda fetched some bog roll and helped me to clean up the mess. The landlord was whistling, polishing glasses. Alan sipped his drink and lit up and blew smoke-rings at me.

– Nice one, Alan, I said, dabbing at myself.

– You want some more? he said.

– Alan, said Sandra, pulling at him.

– Fuck off, you. You want some more, Maureen?

– No.

– Well then don’t start.

I swallowed blood and tears. Alan’s Sandra tried to give me a sovereign pendant but I told her to sod off. I bowed my head and pressed the sides of my nose between my index and middle fingers to straighten it. The bone crunched, then clicked. My fingers smelt of Alan, of his skin problem and the skin cream like bad eggs he dabbed on to hide it and heal it. The front of my white top was splattered. I went in the bog to have a wash. When I lifted my head up to check myself in the mirror our Linda was standing behind me. She started to sing.

– Two lovely black eyes, ooh what a surprise…

 

On the steps of the court before my mother’s case come up she got ten minutes to talk to her brief. He said if she gave a name to the crown prosecutor all charges against her would be dropped.

– I know who it belongs to, I said. – It belongs to our Alan.

Doesn’t it Mum? Tell him.

– Do you have proof? Asked the brief.

– No, I said.

I looked at my mum.

– Tell him, I said. – Tell him or they’ll put you away.
         

– Steady on, said the brief. – That is hardly likely.

– No? I said.

– No no, said the man.

– Really? I asked.

– Really. Very little chance of a custodial sentence for such a small quantity.

– Good, my mum said. – Thank you. I don’t feel so scared now.

– And yet, said the barrister.

– What do you mean and yet? said my mum.

– And yet let’s not gamble, what? he said. – If you do know the identity of the perpetrator…

– I don’t get you, I said. – I thought you said…

And then he was like well my dear the thing is I do understand family loyalty and I am conversant with the concept of honour amongst thieves but in a case like this I feel that a woman in your mother’s position is unable to afford the luxury of such fine feelings.

– Fucking cheek, said my mum.

 

The night she got arrested it was the Lottery thing Midweek Draw with Dale Winton. She had her ticket in her lap and was squinting over the top of her big glasses at the telly and flicking through the pages of her weekly magazine. The balls spun out of the machine. My mum was acting casual to make out she was not all that bothered like she believed if she ignored the balls spinning across the screen her pretend lack of interest might shorten the odds of her numbers dropping. But she was on and on if her numbers did come up should she move out over by her cousin at Hainault or Epping’s nice or Spain our Dolly and Butch got a marble pool out there on the coast with a gold dolphin fountain what the water squirts out of the dolphin’s laughing mouth. Dolly sent  me a photo, she said. I could lie by the pool all day in the sunshine and do fuck all. I just can’t make up my mind.
         

Glancing at the screen out of the corner of her eye like when we was kids that time at the pictures eating sweets and glugging Tizer out of a big glass bottle in the front row of the Rex because no one clocked she found somebody’s wage packet on the floor of the launderette and slid it in her coat pocket. We got ice-creams in the interval and after that I watched her watching through a chink in her fingers through mist in the graveyard the antics of the living dead. She made us promise not to tell the old man. She was hiding behind her hands. I nudged her with my elbow and she uncovered her face in the moonlight and said if you just peek at the bad bits round the edges a little bit at a time oh my god I can’t look. She shut her eyes and was hugging herself in the darkness. I watched the living dead in their ragged nighties rising up out of coffins of mildewed stone in the moonlight what was terrifying in them days if you just peek through your fingers she said you don’t feel so frightened.

The old woman looked away from the telly and pressed the mute button.

– Where would you go if you win? she said.

– Nobody wins, I said.

– I don’t know where I’d go, she said.

– Don’t worry about it, I said.

– But one thing I do know, Maureen, she said.

– What?

– I know that wherever I do go I won’t be taking nobody with me.

– No Mum.

– I’ll leave you all behind, she said.

– Yes Mum.

She took off her glasses and blinked and rubbed the lenses on the welt of her cardigan.

– I will, she said. – I’ll leave you all behind.
         

– I know, Mum, I said, my voice sort of there there you poor thing like some people talk in a special soft voice to a child.

Not that what she said never hurt me whether she was trying to or not even trying but I was used to how she went on. The old man never heard nothing. He was sleeping in his chair, his bad leg propped up on a nest of occasional tables. He had not been out of the front door since my Dawn’s Natalie got christened and the old woman had to wheel him out on the landing and half the flats come out to help us carry his wheel-chair down the stairs. Mother’s boiled tea-towels and white swabs was blinding on the string in the sunshine and the old man flinched and covered his eyes. He was complaining because he wanted to stay indoors. She was trying to explain to him what was happening why he had to go out because our Maureen’s Dawn’s Natalie is getting christened over St. Anne’s she said like he was too stupid to remember his own daughter’s daughter’s daughter. The old man flinched and hid his eyes because he was not used to such brightness. Also I thought he was like a little kid, shutting his eyes so that no one could see him. Half the flats come out even Aggie’s Mick as a rule what won’t do nothing for nobody.

My mum was turning the pages of her book. The old man coughed in his sleep. His circulation was bad. You could smell the black toes on the foot of his bad leg poking out of his dressing. It must of been at least two years ago now since we got him downstairs on the morning of the christening and I helped my mum load him in a cab. Then I shot round Dawn’s to take her and her girls to the church what they hardly fitted in the car with the baby in her car-seat and all the net petticoats and that where Dawn’s Barry was collecting his mum.

I got Dawn and the girls inside the church with Rev Brandon his name was some new bloke in a cardigan who took over from that Australian woman what went on maternity leave and never come back. Dawn was carrying Natalie on her hip. Bella and little Jess was giggling round the font, all of our Dawn’s kids in a froth of apricot satin and white lace out of that bridal shop down Roman Road where Barry’s cousin used to work Saturdays and give Dawn a discount. I kissed Dawn and the baby and went outside to help my mum unload my dad. His legs was wrapped in a tartan blanket and he was clutching his tins on his lap in a carrier bag to keep his self going. As she lowered the chair out of the cab to me his face was in shadow. My mum said the new cabs was a godsend where it was ever-so easy these days to take a cripple out for a airing.
         

I hadn’t thought of my dad like that. Mum patted him on the head and said he don’t half scrub up. Dawn in the church with Natalie in her arms the spit and the other two playing round the font and another one on the way I cried she looked so proud and so happy. I was so proud. But afterwards when my mum pushed my dad down the ramp out of the church into the sunshine on the crowded pavement his yellow face was red raw round the mouth where she tried too hard to scrub the dirt off of him and the kids screamed and ran when they saw him I mean talk about the living dead.

My mum sighed and took her lottery ticket off of her lap and placed it on the arm of the chair. She looked over at the old man and tutted.

– He don’t look well, Mum, I said.

– He won’t take no solid food, she said.

– Since when?

– Since last week.

– Have you seen the doctor?

– We’re waiting for another appointment.

– Take him up the hospital, Mum.
         

– My Tommy won’t go near no hospital, Maureen. You know that.

– You gotta make him, Mum.

– Make him? She said. – Don’t make me laugh. Doctor Patel come up and give him the once over a couple of weeks ago and after that the silly sod said he don’t want no more quacks poking him about.

– What did Doctor Patel say?

– He said he wants the old man’s leg off.

– Jesus.

– But Tommy said there ain’t no point.

– He said what?

– Well, said my mum. – Where he don’t feel no pain no more? Doctor Patel give him some tablets for the infection. He’s gonna take another look at him after clinic next week.

The old man was snoring. I felt angry. A pair of slippers was tucked side by side under the nest of occasional tables, the worn hairy toes nudge nudging together so I had to look away. I’d only popped over to sort out my mum’s catalogue money.

The slippers belonged to Victor what she let him move in after our Susan never wanted to sleep over home no more. Where he was always welcome over my mum’s to keep her company or keep an eye on the kids if she popped out and she was so grateful to him when we was kids looking out for our Alan over the Scouts and the Territorial Army and he was her friend. And helped her out with his board and lodging what was a miracle she even give him a bit of dinner since my dad never ate no dinners no more and Raymond fended for his self she reckoned it weren’t worth her while to put herself out. But she sighed and tore her lottery ticket in half. I watched her shred the torn halves into the ashtray. How she buys jeans  and boots and that for our Billy what is the third youngest of her kids above Susan and Raymond she is always getting herself in a state over her catalogue payments. And bits for Billy’s kids what he takes off of them and sells in the pub because them kids is her own flesh and blood she can’t stand to see them go without. So she skints herself over Billy and the old man’s tins even though Victor bungs her for his room and that and our Raymond pays her wages every fortnight out of his giro on top of her cleaning money on earlies over Shoreditch School off of the cards and the rent paid and what she gets off of her book for her and the old man.
         

So I had to clear her debt for her didn’t I? Where my Tony had lifted that bit of plain Wilton out of the warehouse for his mum when she had a small windfall after her aunt passed away, a sort of reddish brown chestnut colour looks lovely in her front room what I seen the self-same colour in the window of that shop on Kingsland Road they wanted twenty-seven fifty not including underlay if my Tone done out his mum’s front room a ton all told with fitting or so he told me and I had the money off of him because I knew he must of charged her at least double what he owned up to with her windfall and her brother left her a few bob over that cold spell he got a cold on his chest what done for him what my Tony is like.

Although he did do me the off-cut for my stairs and passage with those shining brass stair-rods out of Homebase I always wanted what finished the job beautiful I don’t care what nobody says. With an abstract border and heavy paper embossed caramel below and above the lovely soft colour of that whippet pup my sister Maggie lavished so much love on that dog some toe-rag had it away outside the Co-op where the silly cow only went and left it tied to a tree when she popped in for a pint of milk. I don’t care what nobody says my Tony done out my stairs and passage lovely with the abstract border although when you run up the stairs the rods rattle and you bang your toes how things turn out sometimes if you ain’t careful what you wish for.
         

I can hardly believe when I think how we used to live in Dunstan Court in arrears so bad we didn’t even have a telly. A pair of crates on the bare floor to sit down before we got that black leatherette three piece Pakis dumped in a skip the spicy smell coming off of it once we got it indoors after dark hoping no one wouldn’t notice that woman upstairs thought she was better than us because her daughter worked in a bank. The floor in the front room worn in patches to the bare concrete underneath what was breaking up to small stones and grit and baby Dawn and Craig perched on the table screwing winkles out of the shell with a couple of bent pins even the nutter what had the flat before us never wanted that table. Although she lugged the stove out of the kitchen and sold it to the Pakis for ten bob what she didn’t need no stove no more where they was taking her. And left me with a dirty great gap. And I do mean dirty. If she’d only of said I would of bunged her a quid and saved her the trouble.

The winkles on the yellow and black table in one of them white enamel bowls with the dark blue rim all chipped to fuck makes me feel sad. One of them memories I don’t even know if it’s a real memory because I got a photo of it to remind me as if I wanted reminding. And it couldn’t be helped the fumes of the glue of my outdoor work to make a few bob sticking shoes for a shoe factory where some bubble from Old Street dropped off cartons of uppers and soles once a week even the kids was out of it. Our Craig in his underpants it was so hot in that flat right next to the boiler for the whole block and the glue fumes in my eyes and Dawn in a napkin and vest. I do remember how ashamed I don’t need no one to remind me where I can’t believe I give my Tony the rent money every week and he made out like he was off down the housing but he never got past the bookies what I had no idea until I got the final eviction notice intercepting the mail. I can’t even remember who took the picture. I didn’t even get a chance to comb Dawn’s hair.
         

So that told the catalogue woman on the understanding I mean I wagged my finger she was not to let my mum buy no more stuff. I told my mum if Billy wants jeans he should fucking work for them. And his kids sell their dinner tickets you know how they spend the money the poor little fuckers off of the old block ain’t it? And where is Lorraine? I mean you reap what you sow you know that Mum.

Well she had some squashed boxes of cakes off of that Brenda down Hoxton stacked in the passage and after the catalogue woman fucked off we was dunking cake and Mum goes like this is nice and I’m like tum ti tum.

Because I know she misses me because I don’t often stop for long when I pop up to her no more because of Victor what lodges over home ever since our Susan went and Billy and Lorraine in and out for a bath and a bit of anything what they can get out of the old woman home comforts like anybody else my mum knows how I feel. But our Linda told me Vic was on Scout Camp over Potter’s Bar with his troop and Billy had cashed his giro that morning so why would he come home to her until it was all gone.

She said to take a few cakes over Dawn’s for Dawn’s girls. I asked her how much but she goes on the house which was. So I just flopped down next to the old woman on the chair and the old man was nice and quiet. Although there was the funny smell off of him he was nice and quiet. So I just flopped down next to my mum on the chair. I could hear the click click of balls from upstairs where our Raymond was in his room playing pool against his self on his little pool table he got squeezed in up there next to his bed. What no one would ever believe was twins with our Susan seeing as one of them was so big and slow and smiling and the other well the less said about our Susan the better.
         

So I sat and ate cake to kill the half-hour before my Dawn was waiting for me to sit with Bella and Jessie and Natalie and Baby Charley while she got herself dressed and went over the Winnicott Centre for her parenting course. Seeing as her Barry was on lates I said I would sit with the girls. What I done for Dawn whenever she needed me like she was attending ante-natal clinic or post-natal support group or taking the baby over the baby clinic or she just needed to go for a walk sometimes on her own and think about things or a darts match if she was picked and I was passed over.

She is such a good mum all the things she does for her kids over the park or swimming down Whiston Road before the baths shut down or Britannia if I lend a hand even the baby goes in the water and making puppets over the Geffrye Museum out of bog rolls and felt.

Dawn said not to worry because Barry would pick up some chips on his way home for their tea and a couple of savaloys to go with it and a wally on the side. I remember how hard it was sometimes with just my two let alone what she’s got on her plate.

– This is nice, Maureen, said my mum.

– Mmm, I said.

– I wish I saw more of you like we used to, said my mum.

– Mmm, I said.

– You could be more of a daughter to me, said my mum. – What with the old man the way he is and that.

– I’ll get the door, I said.

Detective Sergeant McMann and Detective Inspector Whitman pushed me out of the way and went smirking straight for the kitchen. I was after them. I watched Whitman climb on a chair. He reached for the biscuit barrel on top of my mother’s kitchen cabinet. He took off the lid.
         

– Bingo, he shouted.

– Show us, said McMann.

Whitman held the barrel under McMann’s nose.

– Must be a pound weight there at least, I reckon, said Whitman.

– Bingo, said McMann.

My mother just sat in the chair and stared at the telly. Whitman sat down next to her and showed her the biscuit barrel half full of brownish powder.

– Who’s been a naughty girl then? he said.

I kept my gob shut. Mum hardly even bothered to fake surprise. She was like oh blimey, oh no, of course not mate, ain’t nothing to do with me.

Whitman couldn’t stop smiling. He didn’t seem bothered where the stuff come from. He just sat down next to my mum and watched the telly for a bit with the biscuit barrel cradled in his lap. He didn’t ask no questions. He just sat there grinning and hugging the biscuit barrel while McMann in the kitchen made a show of examining the old woman’s battered saucepans, her set of olive-green mugs what I give her for Christmas. I could see McMann through the serving hatch tweezering fag-ends out of her ashtray and rummaging in the fridge freezer. Mum and Whitman was watching Oprah on cable what Alan got her wired up some big fat people shouting at each other my father fathered my daughter’s baby or my son fathered my mother’s baby or something while Mum tut-tutted at the people on the telly like animals they are she said and I watched McMann half-heartedly turn the place over.

She wanted me to go with her down the nick but I didn’t want to go and anyway I was looking after Dawn’s kids.
         

– I’m sorry Mum, I said.

The old man started shouting in his chair. Whitman went out to the kitchen with the biscuit barrel.

– Ponce, the old man roared, shaking his fist.

– Go back to sleep, Thomas, said my mum.

The old man closed his eyes.

– Please Maureen, said my mum. – Please.

– No, Mum, I said. – I can’t.

– I can’t do this on my own, she said, and started to cry.

– Where’s Alan? I said.

– Him and Sandra went down Julie’s caravan Clacton to see about a pub down there needs a lot of work but it could be a nice little…

I sighed and phoned over home for my Tony but there was no answer. Craig was at the warehouse, unsocial hours, driving his fork lift truck. Linda was at bingo. My sister Georgina was taking her Steven’s boy over the doctor’s. Frank lived out at Beckton, too far away. Raymond was too slow. Susan was just Susan, like Billy, like Lorraine, no good to no cunt. My sister Maggie answered the phone but when I asked her to help she shouted at me.

– Mother made her fucking bed tell her to lie in it. You want to help her, you help her. Don’t get me involved. I can’t be on with all her dramas. Tell her from me it’s her own stupid fault the company she keeps. I hope they throw away the fucking key.

Maggie was shouting at me and my mum was staring at the telly. Maggie was still angry since she lost her old man that Christmas when the bad gear was going round. I was holding the phone away from my ear and watching the police in the kitchen through the serving hatch. The police started messing about in the kitchen with the drugs.
         

– Bye, Maggie, I said.

They thought I couldn’t see what they was doing or they was not all that bothered but I saw what they was doing. Whitman took a little shovel and a set of scales out of his pocket. He scooped a spoonful of the stuff out of the biscuit barrel, weighed it, bagged it up, labelled it and put it in his case. Then he split the rest of the drugs between two evidence bags, stuffed the biggest bag in his own jacket and gave the other one to McMann.

– Come on, love. Time to go, said McMann.

– Let’s be having you, said Whitman.

– Go on Mum, I said. – I’m sorry. I feel bad. You’ll be all right. I’m sorry.

– Shut up, Maureen, said my mother. – You don’t want to come with me.

– Yeah well, I said.

– Come on love, said McMann. – Move it.

– At least look after the old man, she said.

I followed them outside. Down below in the grounds an unmarked car was idling, keys in the ignition, doors open. I heard the old woman joking with the police as they led her along the landing towards the external staircase.

– Surprised no one ain’t nicked your motor, she laughed. – I mean round here, you know what they’re like. But can I ask you something?

– It’s a free country, said McMann.

– How did you know about the stuff?

– A little bird cheeped.

– What bird?

McMann looked at his watch.

– A dead bird, said the copper, tapping the side of his nose. – With a gob on it. And no teeth.

– That’ll learn her, said my mother. – Should of kept it shut.

I leant over the landing and watched McMann and Whitman take my mother away. They led her past the wheelie bins towards the car. Before she got in she drew deep on her fag and looked mournfully at the long butt before flicking it away across the broken tarmac. Out of the back window of Alan’s flat Sandra’s kids was pushing and shoving, trying to gob on my mum’s head.
         


Dear Maureen,

Encl. one V.O. for you and one for Dawn because I know what your like you lean on that girl thats if you come at all. But if you do come get me some tobacco PLEASE Maureen and papers and a pair of them glasses for short-sighted out of SUPERDRUG only 3.99? I’ll pay you back. and tell that fat lump Barry from me to look after the girls and let Dawn get out.

This is circumstances beyond my controle and not of my own making. You don’t know the half of it what happened what I go through with them boys. I’m sorry if I upset you but Billy is my own son and Alan likewise what if your Craig would you be able to turn your back on him. Look after the old man Maureen. Please don’t waste this V.O. from your mum.



What she had let herself come to. What put me in mind of that old bag down Hoxton with them from the hostel on the bench and Little Dave and Shirley Iron’s dad over the road from the Queen’s Head where they planted that little scrap of grass and shrubs was like Knees Up Mother Brown and mooning her skinny arse behind a bush I seen her squat and shit and wipe herself on her hand.

How I clocked the old woman first what was my own mother stood by a small table peering half-blind through the smoke where she was trying to make me out in the crowd without no glasses nor teeth and tugging at her shrunk cardigan over her tabard if it wouldn’t meet in the middle because they must of boiled it in the washing or stuck it in the tumble dryer.
         

Her knees was bare. She never smiles when she ain’t got no teeth in so she never smiled but if she had of got her teeth in when she saw us she would of smiled. I give her a big wave. She waved back and covered her mouth with her hand. She had a dirty great big yellow crimson purple yellow bruise on her bonce. Dawn started to cry. My mum sat down on one side of the table and me and Dawn sat down on the other side. I give Dawn’s hand a squeeze under the table. I lit up and handed it to my mum. I lit one for Dawn and one for me.

– Fuck sake Mum, I says.

– Cellmate trod on me teeth, she says. – You got me them glasses?

– I give them in at the desk, I says. – Who bashed you up?

– Cellmate trod on me glasses, she says. – So what? What are you gonna to do about it?

Meaning that there weren’t fuck all I could do. She was on her own with her own troubles what was the consequences if she lived how she lived with all them people she was more at home in her life than she felt with me. And she thought I was blaming her for the state she was in. Dawn took a toilet roll out of her bag. She unrolled a length of pink paper and blew her nose so loud every cunt in the place turned to look.

– How’s the old man? Mum asked.

– A bit better, I says. – He’s eating soup and that. Dr. Patel give him some new tablets. Alan’s been up to see him with some Special Brews.

– He’s a good boy, says Mum.

– Yeah, I says.
         

– I worry about Billy though.

– No need, I says.

– That’s easy for you to say, she says.

– He’s gone down Lorraine’s mum’s.

My mum blinked and leant in towards me and went like let me tell you what happened about the gear and that I will have to whisper and I yawned. Because I was bored. So fucking bored like when you watch something A Touch of Frost or Morse on the telly and ten minutes in you realise it’s a repeat and you know exactly what’s gonna happen.
         

– My keeping you up? my mum asks.

– Sorry, I says.

– Sorry? she says. – You’re sorry? You fucking hurt my feelings, Maureen.

Dawn looked at me. I shrugged my shoulders. My mum sucked on her fag.

– Don’t you want to know what happened? How I ended up in here?

– Not really, I says.

My mum blew smoke slowly out of her mouth and stared at me. Dawn reached across the table and touched her on the forearm.

– I want to know, says Dawn. – Tell me what happened.

Where she was encouraging my mum because she wanted to make amends over my lack of interest because Dawn never felt comfortable when I showed my mum disrespect if my mum pushed me too far or maybe Dawn wanted to hear my mum’s side of the story and my mum never needed much encouragement. Dawn was too fucking polite.

But I could not make myself pretend. I looked down at my feet and felt angry and bitter against my mum like it was me what was suffering her incarceration and unable to rise above it like Dawn what put me to shame how I weren’t bringing my mum nothing but more pain if that was cruelty under the circumstances and not fair on her. I felt a heavy weight on the back of my neck and my shoulders like my mum put a yoke on me. What I weren’t able to shrug it off until she was finished telling her story. So I just had to endure it.
         

– Well, says my mum.

– Tell me, says Dawn.

But without no teeth it weren’t all that easy for the old woman to speak. She was mumbling and turned down the volume so Dawn had to lean in to hear her. And all them other people in that recreation hall or visitor suite of unlucky girls or women doing time if they deserved it or never deserved it and screws screwing us out and the nearest and dearest never heard nothing over and above that babble of noise we was making to pass the time before the end of the visit when we could go home and get on with our lives on the outside what was freedom of a sort. Of tears and laughter if a person could find something to laugh at without causing offence what weren’t easy where we was all tense and angry people gathered together with our own problems to visit our loved ones and my mum was flicking her eyes at me sideways to make sure I weren’t tuning her out.

– Where Alan and Alan’s Sandra come up to me a few days before I got nicked about three o’clock I remember like yesterday what they don’t do as a rule, she says. – Where she lets her mouth run away with her?

– I know, says Dawn.

– She just can’t help herself, says my mum. – Wondering where he puts it about when he do put it about if he do put it about what I don’t think he do. What ain’t nice hearing about your own son like that.

– I know what you mean, says Dawn.

– Whether it’s true what she says or all in her head. But you watch if she carries on pointing the finger she’ll end up driving him to it.
         

– What must be hard for them both, says Dawn.

– Because it’s either him to get away from her if he gives her the slip or her if he goes out on his own she can’t stand it so she comes up to me. What proves there’s a first time for everything.

– What do you mean?

– The pair of them popping over home both together?

– Oh yeah, says Dawn.

– What was just a social call they said. But they was both out of breath trying to make out like nothing was wrong if they think I was born yesterday but I ain’t silly.

– No, says Dawn. – Of course not.

– Where Alan was all over me how he goes on yeah yeah to make out like everything was you know but I could hear nee-naw nee-naw in the flats. But I thought they just wanted to wait until it was all blown over. I mean Doreen works in the launderette remember her boy got in the way last time the flats was turned over in the cross-fire he was lucky it lodged itself in an empty space in his brain.

– What was a miracle really, says Dawn.

– You’d think they’d warn people to stay indoors although you could say it’s your own look-out if you want to wander about and get yourself shot where they taped off all our little bit of grass I’ll say that for them.

– So what did Alan want? Dawn asked.

– Well Sandra was on about some tom the usual sale or return she wanted rid but will she take no for an answer or do you know anyone who wants to buy some or to sell some for me how Sandra was speaking so fast gobs of white spit was flying out of her mouth. Where she is on something off of the doctor three a day Temazepam I think she said but if you ask me they should up the dose.

– For her nerves?


         

– Yeah, something like that. But while Alan was in the toilet I wasn’t taking no notice of Sandra the way she goes on waving the gold about and blocking the door of the front room because out of the window the grounds was swarming with armed police and a man was shouting through a megaphone although you couldn’t catch what he was on about it was obvious didn’t I? And then I twigged all the palaver about the gold was just a blind. Sandra was trying to keep me out of my own kitchen. So I said I was gasping for a hot drink and she tried to go in the kitchen and make it but I can’t stand her coffee me where she puts the powder in and the sugar and the milk then pours the water on it without stirring so it’s all lumps. And if you don’t drink it all to the last drop she’s like what’s wrong with my fucking coffee your royal highness and all that so I went out and there was Alan up on a chair pouring some stuff out of a split freezer bag into the biscuit barrel on top of my kitchen cabinet.

– Fucking bag burst, he says.

 

Dawn tried to look surprised. My mum looked down at her hands. Her ring finger was dented white where her ring had never been took off of her before. Even when we never of had nothing. She’d of sooner seen us starve.

– You should of grassed him, I said.

My mum rubbed her finger.

– No, Maureen, she whispered. – How could I? Not my own son.

I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to make her cry.

– Bollocks Mum, I shouted.

She started to cry.

– Stop fucking crying, I shouted.

– I’m sorry, she says. – Alan is my son.

– You love it, doncha? I shouted.

– Don’t Mum, said Dawn.

– You love it. You make me sick. You make me fucking sick.

I got up and my chair scraped across the floor, toppled, crashed.
         

– What you fucking looking at? I shouted.

– Please Mum, Dawn hissed. – Sit down.

She picked up my chair for me. – Please sit down.

I sat down again.

– What? I shouted.

– You don’t understand, said my mum. – What he says. He does my head in.

– He’s full of shit, I says.

– But he reckons you all feel the same. Even you Maureen.

You all blame me. He said you said I was weak.

– Weak? I says.

– He says he’s only trying to make his way in the world the only way he knows how some mums would be proud the home he and Sandra all mahogany and leather and glass her kids ain’t even allowed in the front room. He says what chance did he have the way he was dragged up. Where it was dog eat dog in our house and nobody never give a fuck.

– Bollocks, I says.

My mother was still crying.

– Is it all my fault? she says.

– Oh Mum, I says.

– No it ain’t, says Dawn.

Mum blew her nose.

– But it makes me sick you let Alan shit on you, I says.

– I wish I never of caught him, Maureen, she whispered.

I lit up again and fiddled with the ends of my scarf.

– You know what his Sandra did? she says. – Well I’ll tell you what she did. She poured all her rubbish gold on my kitchen table and pulled off her rings and chains trying to get me to take them for nothing as a gift she said to buy me but I turned round and told her you can keep it I mean identity bracelets with the wrong name on and baby rings and all that if you bumped into the person what owned it in the first place talk about egg on. I don’t know why Alan takes it in kind maybe a soft heart. Maybe if a regular customer even that shop down Bethnal Green for smelting most of it only nine carat you’d not make much more than your bus-fare over there not worth the aggravation ta very much all the same.
         

– A soft heart? I says.

– So Sandra swept it all back in her holdall all huff and puff you know the way she snorts down her nose if she thinks you ain’t giving her her due. Then she pushes past me out of the kitchen into the passage. Alan is still standing on the chair wiping his prints off of the biscuit barrel with a tea-towel. Well Sandra’s oldest you know that poor Kelly what is a grass everybody reckons when Sandra was with that other bloke he got done for whatsitsname feedopilia against her kids anyway that poor Kelly well Sandra just let her walk in on Alan in the kitchen. Not that my front door ain’t always on the snip where I can’t be arsed to get up and answer it every time someone pops up to me but I mean her own daughter the woman’s not all there half the time she just didn’t oughta of let that Kelly anywhere near our Alan on that occasion.

– You ain’t wrong there, I says.

– Jesus, says Dawn.

– And he was on at me the way he goes on wheedling and whining to get his own way and in walks poor Kelly right in the middle and clocks what Alan is doing of. So she says she wants a tenner off of him to get a new top down Hoxton. Alan bungs her two ten pound bags out of his sock. One for now and one for ron, he says. Don’t do it all at once. Don’t say nothing to nobody. Now fuck off. So Alan carries on cleaning his prints off of my biscuit barrel and turns round to me and he’s on and on at me to give him a break just this once until things blow over mum it’ll only be a few days oh don’t be like that mum please don’t go on. And I am telling you Maureen I wanted to slap him like when he was a kid I had to slap him sometimes to shut him up. Not that when I slapped him he did shut up. He just never stopped. I’m only talking about my hand up the back of his legs Maureen I mean you had to do something. You remember what he was like. He was a right little fucker.
         

– I know it was a struggle in them days, I says.

– But Alan reckons I done him damage. He says he can still remember how frightened he was. When I put him in the cupboard for his own good what I ain’t proud of what I done. To keep him safe Maureen when he just would not shut up I got so wound up you know when you just can’t trust yourself?

– I remember, I says.

– Well Alan reckons he still gets nightmares what I did to him when he was only a baby. So after I caught him with the drugs in my kitchen it was just like when you was kids he come out of the cupboard wiping his snotty face on his sleeve all angry blaming smiles looking at me where he knew I knew I done wrong. He turned round after I caught him with the drugs in my kitchen and smiled at me and said he was sorry if any of my behaviour causes you inconvenience he said but it was dog eat dog in our house ever since we was only tiny little bits of kids how we was dragged up. What can you expect? He said I’m sorry you find it hard to accept me as I am. Did you think I’d go to college? I’m sorry you can’t offer me unconditional love without judgement you know how he carries on since he was under that doctor or whatever was it in the Scrubs last time for his anger management thing he said I’m sorry you can’t find it in your heart to be proud of me.

– What weren’t fair, says Dawn.

– Well I wanted to say I am proud of you son just to stop the bad mood coming off of him. But the way he was waiting for me to say it I hate it when they do that like he was trying to milk me. So I just stared at him. Then he turned round and said if you touch it Mum even one gram even for Billy however bad he gets or Susan or sell it or say anything to anybody even Maureen how you talk to Maureen I will fucking kill you. I saw his gun poking out of his trousers about an inch in front of me nose and he put his hand down to touch it. He said did you hear me Mum? I’ll kill you. I will.
         

– And what did you say? I says.

– I never said nothing, says Mum. – I just sighed and filled the kettle. Where I had all them boxes of cake in the passage I thought we could have a nice cup of tea and a box of cake. And then you come up to me, remember?

– Yeah, I says. – To see if you was all right. When I see poor Kelly fly out of your door and down the landing like she was on fire. What nobody can’t say her life weren’t worth nothing. Where she was human just like the rest of us and weren’t to blame for nothing what happened to her if Sandra never looked after her properly when she was a kid and should of protected her from our Alan.

My mum rubbed her eyes and stared at me.

– You can judge me, Maureen, she says. – But there ain’t no point in getting all aeriated on Alan’s account. You know what he’s like.

 

Where I was down in the flats with my Tony’s dog when Kelly flew out of my mum’s front door. I never seen her move so fast. So I went up to see what was going on. The dog yapped in the front room. I told him to lay down. He lay down under the nest of occasional tables and chewed on Vic’s slippers what I let him chew to his heart’s content. Alan was sat with Sandra and the old man was asleep in his chair. Mum come through with mugs on a tray.

– What does she want? says Alan, cocking his head at me.

– Charming, I says.
         

I sat down and flashed my fags.

– Ta, says Sandra.

– Ta, Mum says.

– Don’t tempt me, says Alan. – I give up, remember?

– Sorry, I says, lighting up and blowing smoke at him. – I forgot.

I knew they was all hiding something. Mum smiled and looked over at the old man. Alan picked his mug up off of the floor and took a slurp. He balanced the mug on his knee.

– Mum, he says.

– What mate, says Mum.

– Do you want a new coat?

She looked at Alan. I looked at Alan.

– What do you mean? she says.

– Well Sandra reckons I oughta get you something sort of thank you like for all what I put you through.

Mum looked at me and grinned.

– Why, what’s been going on? I asked.

– Nothing, says Alan.

– A new coat? says Mum, sniffing.

– Yeah, says Alan. – A new coat.

– Yeah, says Mum. – Ta ever-so.

Alan picked up the paper. Mum was on about whether something a bit different in olive suede she’s seen down the Roman with a belt or leather’s always nice in black or dark brown classic like the one our Maggie’s wearing only not with that hood on it I mean who does she think she is.

– I’ll send a couple of the boys round, says Alan. – With a selection for you to choose from.

– If it ain’t too much trouble, says Mum.

– If it ain’t too much trouble, I says.

– Shut up, says Alan.

– Trouble? says Sandra. – Them boys owe him, Nora. Everybody owes him. If he wants something done he just whistles. You know that.
         

– He’s a good boy, says Mum, turning to Sandra. – Thinking of his old mum.

I was rolling my eyes and Sandra looked at her watch.

– Although he has been moody since he packed up the fags, she says.

– Well, says Mum. – That’s understandable, ain’t it.

– Yeah, says Sandra. – But it ain’t bin easy for me, Nora. Where I’m on these tablets off of the doctor? I ain’t supposed to suffer no stress.

– Shut up, Sandra, says Alan.

– And since he knocked it on the head he do like a bit of something sweet with his coffee, says Sandra.

– He’s a good boy, says Mum. – The extra bit of weight suits him.

– You think so? says Sandra.

– He looks well, says Mum. – Wish I could pack it up.

– Tell me about it, says Sandra. – But they do say it’s gotta be the right time.

– They do say that, says Mum.

– He has put on a bit, says Sandra. – Eating cake and that.

– He looks well on it, says Mum. – Funny, he never used to like any of that.

– Where he packed up the fags Nora? says Sandra. – Eh Alan, she says.

– What, says Alan.

– A nice slice of cake goes nice with a coffee ain’t it? What ain’t cheap, eh Nora?

– Nah, says Mum. – But he do want to watch his self.

– You can’t say he don’t look well on it, says Sandra.

– No one ain’t saying nothing like that, says Mum.

– That walnut cake out of Marks’s is dear, says Sandra. – I don’t know how they can…

– I just seen your Kelly in the flats, I says.

– My Kelly? Says Sandra. – Never!
         

– I just seen her, I says. – Out of here like her arse was on fire.

– Nah, says Sandra. – Can’t of been. Eh Alan? She went down my sister’s last week and she ain’t come back.

– Funny, I says. – I could of sworn…

– Well he’s big boned, says Mum. – Takes after my Tommy’s side.

– Battenburg or whatever, says Sandra. – Madeira. He ain’t fussy. Eh love?

– What?

– You ain’t a fussy person, Alan.

– Shut up, Sandra.

– I was just saying.

The old man shouted in his sleep and woke his self up. My mum got up and went to him. He turned his head away and closed his eyes.

– Where he do like a bit of cake with his coffee since he packed up the fags, says Sandra.

– He must of had a bad dream, says Mum, straightening the blanket in the old man’s lap.

Alan looked up from the paper.

– Fuck sake, Mum, he shouted. – You gonna fetch me a bit of that fucking cake you got out there in the passage or what?

 

– Tell you what though, says Alan, through a mouthful of cake. – We’re gonna get ourselves a new three piece. You might as well take the old one, Mum.

I looked at Alan.

– The Italian leather? my mum gasped. – Oh thank you son.

– No problem, says Alan.

– Aah, that’s nice, says Sandra, her head on one side.

– Pleasure, says Alan, looking all round the room and smiling. – I’ll send a couple of the boys round with it.

– Thank you, says Mum.
         

– Aah, says Sandra. – That’s nice.

– And if she don’t want it I’ll have it, I says.

Alan laughed. I handed round my fags again. The old man grunted. Sandra took a sip of her coffee. Mum was beaming. Alan looked at my mum’s yellow ceiling, the bald greasy carpet.

– State of this place, he says.

– I know, says Mum.

– It’s a shame, says Alan. – It’s a shame on you living like this.

– You what, says Mum.

– I ain’t comfortable coming up here no more the way you live.

– You what? I says.

– Like I’ll have to think twice next time before coming up, he says. – I mean how did you let it get so bad?

I thought my mum was going to cry. She coughed and looked at the stained wallpaper and dirty carpet like she was clocking the state of her home for the first time.

– I tell you what though, says Alan. – How about as a favour I get your place done out for you?

– Oh Alan, says Mum. – Do you mean it?

– I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it, would I? says

Alan. – You deserve it, Mum. I’ve got a load of paint and that in my lock-up. I’ll send a couple of the boys round. As a special treat. That will keep her sweet, he says, winking at me.

 

What was a big gesture on Alan’s part and made my mum happy. But was all talk I suspected at the time and turned out to be all talk. Not that being right about all that never give me that smug feeling I TOLD YOU SO and no pleasure at all when he let my mum down. What she never needed any of that on top of everything else what was insult to injury and you know that.
         

But all that crap bandied about over home instead of talking sense what was never gonna happen with them people. I still weren’t none the wiser why Alan was up there with Sandra offering my mum the world like that was compensation even if he did come through on all of them promises what weren’t the same thing as love and respect. But I weren’t able to take no more of all the crap what they was bandying about. So I went back down in the flats with the dog. The armed response units was clearing out. The dog goes on the patch of grass and my mum’s front door opens. Alan is still eating cake when he comes out. Then Sandra comes out. Sandra is stood on tiptoe trying to brush the cake crumbs off of Alan. Alan pushes her off of him. My mum comes out and is telling Alan I do love you son I do love you and I heard every word what happens when all of us used to live on top of each other in those flats you couldn’t fart without.

Alan and Sandra go down the outside staircase. My mum hangs over the landing and waves at them as they come out by the wheelie bins but she don’t notice me. She takes off her glasses and polishes the lenses on the cuff of her cardigan then goes back indoors. I see Sandra hugging Alan so tight she is getting on his tits where she can’t read him at all what is not safe for her.

Sandra’s Kelly is behind the wheelie bin injecting herself and Sandra is squeezing Alan Alan Alan give us a kiss Al give us a kiss until he slaps her off of him. Sandra puts her hand up to her face and sees her Kelly float out from behind the bins.

– Tell him, Kelly, Sandra whines.

– Tell him what? says Kelly, blinking. – Tell him not to touch you?

Sandra grabs Alan again. Alan shoves her off of him and gives her a dig.

– Tell him, Kelly.
         

– You want me to tell him not to touch you? You’re having a laugh ain’t ya?

– Just tell him, Kell. He’s hurting me.

– Old bill, I shout.

An unmarked car skids across the broken tarmac and stops at the bollards. Alan and Sandra let go of each other. McMann flies across the grass, jumps Sandra’s Kelly, drags her between the bollards and bundles her into the back of the car. Whitman puts his foot down and the car shoots backwards out of the flats.

– You talk I’ll do you, Alan shouts after her. – I’ll do you.

– She won’t bite the hand what, says Sandra.

– Maybe I oughta move the stuff, says Alan, looking up at Mum’s landing.

– Nah, says Sandra. – Don’t worry about my Kelly. She won’t say nothing. She ain’t stupid. Come on Alan. Come on. Give us a kiss.

– Fuck off, says Alan, and runs after the police car.

– Al? Alan? Wait for me, Sandra screams. – I love you. I’m proud of you.

She screams and tries to run after him but she snaps the heel off of her shoe. Some of her kids is kicking a ball about in the road. The police car is forced to stop. The kids clock Kelly grinning out of the window of the car and wave. Sandra limps back towards the wheelie bins. Alan catches up with the car. Kelly lifts her hand and zips her toothless mouth.

– I’ll do you, he shouts, as the car pulls away.


Dear Maureen,

Tell me how is the old man. Ta for the letter last week, I hope Dawn is feeling better. Please don’t tell me that arsehole ain’t gone and knocked her up again. I don’t think that would be fair on her after all what she went through the last time with the infection what she suffered leaching through into the front part and the lump of scar tissue was it or what we go through after she split the first time where they sewed her up too tight because they ain’t got no idea Maureen even if she do end up in a three bedroom.
            

But the young girl they put with me reckons Holloway is a holiday camp compared to the life she leads on the outside with five kids on her own over Canning Town and on the stuff what is rife in here and two of her kids is like it an all what is why most of us got nicked in the first place and ended up in this shit-hole. But I do not find no comfort for myself where they say there is always some poor cunt worse off. What she told me her old man just pops up to her if he wants anything off of her or her daughter what is only fourteen if he is her real dad or what. Or if one of his mates wants to and if she won’t her old man gives her a clump and makes her do it for a rock. And watches them at it with his mates what he makes her on all fours like a dog in the front room where all them poor girls will do anything if the little kids is playing out or he locks them in the bedroom she says her life on the outside is harder by far than in this shit-hole we both ended up. Because there ain’t no men in here what she sees as a good thing to get away from all that even if some of the women is just as bad if they think you are weak. And they took her kids off of her in care half way she done her time what she left with her mum. But her mum said she weren’t coping with them they all got so big. And she ain’t sure whether or not she will get her kids back. Unless when they sling her out of here she can stay off of the crack and that where all her neighbours is like it she says it ain’t easy and she is dreading the day she goes home.

But they ain’t got enough staff to organise nothing or your education joke if you want to better yourself. They do us two dinners a day without lifting a finger and cleaners from outside to swab out the cells and the toilets what the screws keep on telling us is the life of riley whether you like it or you ain’t got nothing to do all day but think and worry and go back over and over all what went on. Or play ping pong sometimes if you are lucky. I mean for the first time in my life I ain’t got no work.
            

What they get up to in here cutting their selves with broken glass. Or anything else they can find of metal or plastic they pick up in the yard to sharpen and use against their own selves what is worse than lashing out to cut others what you can’t blame people now we all find ourselves in difficult circumstances sometimes. Like it ain’t bad enough in here without bleeding and crying on top of everything we suffer of missing our family and how it makes you feel when the door slams and they turn off the lights. Where even the young girl they put in with me ended up in hospital wing.

But they never knew she was on. I knew she was on but nobody never asked me was she or weren’t she. I couldn’t of touched her, Maureen, how some people you just couldn’t bring yourself even before she slashed herself. So I called them and they took her and I heard they put her under for four days for her own good. So I never said nothing, it was her time of the month, if I had of spoken up, because I never thought and the tampon up her went bad, Maureen. Over the shock of it was toxic where she weren’t all that strong to begin with, somebody said they saw her went in the ambulance when we was in the yard with a blanket over her head. They tried to keep it quiet. I never hardly knew her but I cried when word got out, like she was one of my own. If you share a cell there ain’t much you don’t know about a person, if only I had of said something but I never thought. Before she harmed herself she said I was a good listener what was worse in hindsight after all what happened.
            

What was a nice letter you wrote to me. I’m back now after the bell rang for assoc not that you’d want to assoc with many of them what end up in here. Although some of them from round our way like that mate of Lorraine’s if you remember what was a bridesmaid at the wedding got five years for doing what she done? And little Brandy what used to be in your Dawn’s class at Burbage. Not that I recognised her at first but she recognised me and greeted me like a long lost friend. And the only one she’s got in this place where she’s all over the screws like flies round shit. How she is teacher’s pet trying to get attention or some-one to love. Where the lights just went out whether you like it or not and I don’t like it. It’s too dark to write no more. The noises start up all them women banging

Now I’m nice and clean what feels better washed hair and cleaned my nails because it is filthy in this place. You get a shower once a week whether you need it or not. Ha ha

But Brandy is out of here next week. And promised me she’d bring this letter to you. I don’t know where how she is going to hide my letter down her knickers because you ain’t supposed to take nothing out of here but she said she’s got friends in high places if you give her a couple of packets of fags for her trouble what I’ll pay you back when I get out. Where I am missing you Maureen and you know it.



To mask her disappointment my mum said it couldn’t be helped the furniture man bunged Alan a ton for his nearly new Italian leather suite when they delivered his new three piece. And she never blamed him because he did get her a nice new leather coat after her first court appearance when she was remanded on bail for reports. But by the time her second court date come up after she never said nothing to nobody what Alan told her to keep it shut or else the sleeve was hanging off of it and we all knew it was Alan what should of been going down. Where some kid tried to grab it off of her back in broad daylight by the bus-stop outside the Geffrye Museum so my mum had to lend the brown one off of our Linda.
         

Still, at least she’s got something to look forward to. Where she is making the time pass on her bunk in her cell dreaming of Alan up a step-ladder peeling the polystyrene tiles off of her yellow ceiling. While our Alan is parked on his fat arse in the Macbeth with his pint and two packets of Bovril crisps.

– Eh Alan?

Without a speck of paint on his jeans Sandra ironed for him with a crease down the front of each leg so clean he smells of fabric conditioner since he give up smoking.

– Eh Alan?

And ain’t bestirred himself even once to see his old mum in Holloway where she is doing time for him.

– Eh Alan?

What looks up at me over his pint.

– What, he says.

– You bin over home lately, Al?

– Fuck off.

– You ain’t done nothing over there. Not even started on it.

– What’s it to you?

– You promised the old woman.

– You having a pop at me?
         

– Someone’s got to have a pop at you, Al.

– You poking your nose in?

– I’m poking. Watch me fucking poke.

– Get off my back will ya?

– I ain’t on your back. When I do get on your back you’ll know about it. Don’t worry about that.

– Do what?

– The old woman thinks she’s coming out to a nice new home.

– She’ll have to think again.

– Times hard, Alan?

– Leave me out.

– I thought you was doing a roaring trade.

– I got a big dent in my capital that new shuttering over all my windows and over my front door in case like next time they want to turn me over or some black cunt tries to move in on me you know what I mean?

– That shuttering must of set you back at least a day’s takings, Alan, I says.

– Business is business, Maureen, he says. – And don’t forget getting the stuff back off of McMann and Whitman to put myself back where I was on turnover I had to dig deep. Although they done me a good price. Not that they didn’t have much choice ain’t it? What with things the way they was I got them over a barrel selling me back the gear they had off of me in the first place when they turned over the old woman. Ha ha. Over a barrel? Biscuit barrel? Get it?

– Who’s laughing? I says. – I ain’t laughing, Alan.

– You never do, Maureen.

– You give me something to laugh about.

– Do what?

– You know what you gotta do, Al.

– Remind me, Maureen. I’ve got a lot on me mind at the minute.

– You said you’d sort out the old woman’s home for her.
         

– Or what?

– Or I’ll get on your back and I won’t get off of it.

– You and whose army?

– Just me, Alan.

– I ain’t scared of you, Maureen. You sort her place out for her if you’re so bothered. I can’t be fucked.

– That’s where you’re wrong, mate, I says.

– Do what?

– Watch me, Alan, I says. – Just watch me.

– I’m shaking in me boots.

– You will be.

– What you on about?

– You seen your Kelly lately, Alan?

– She ain’t my Kelly.

– I ain’t seen her about.

– What’s it to you? says Alan. – Who gives a fuck? I ain’t stupid Maureen. I got pulled in over that weeks ago. They ain’t got fuck all on me.

– Your Sandra must be missing her, I says.

– Dream on, Maureen, he says. – Sandra ain’t never had no time for her. She ain’t like you, Maureen. Where she always puts me first over and above her kids.

– Poor Kelly, I says.

– I wouldn’t waste no tears over her, says Alan. – She weren’t no good.

I blew my nose.

– Does Sandra know what you did? I asked.

– Yes and no, says Alan.

– What’s that supposed to mean?

– She ain’t as stupid as she looks. She never made me confess. She don’t want to talk about it. For my sake as well as her own.

– You ain’t a very nice person, I says.

– No, says Alan. – They do say that about me. But you know what? I got other good qualities.
         

[image: ]


Because I was laughing my head off over the presentation box with ribbon and tinsel in the palm of his hand for the joy of it and the stupidness in front of our Maureen my cackling or sniggering and coughing what I remember last year or the one before that he brought in the cold with him in his khaki jacket and took off his boots and slid it out of his zip pocket all pink and red and silver what made Maureen look out of the window if it was a necklace or bracelet not that he disappointed me when I slit the tape with my nail and took off the lid because nobody can’t say I ain’t a greedy person.

 

– Thank you, Victor.

– My pleasure, Nora.

 

Because he wanted Maureen to see what he had bought me. When the old man must of been over the pub for a Christmas drink and it was snowing then, all whiteness in the sky what made a nice change out of the window where my nets was in soak in a bucket after Maureen come up to help me get all my home ready for the morning as long as you didn’t have to go out in it because I never had no boots at all when she was kind to help me like that where the soles was all come unstuck and I never had no glue. When you could smell it in the sky. Of top quality leather gloves with a soft lining like silk to the touch and fitted me lovely how he knew my size or is just clever not like my Tommy over anything like that what weren’t knock-off if he got it gift-wrapped in the shop or done it his self what was unlikely even for him. But he always gets me something nice. Even Maureen asked me if she could try them on once he was up the stairs and out of the way because she never of wanted to give him the pleasure. So I switched on the fairy lights and Maureen said I done my tree nice what was high praise coming from her.
         

To get a feel of the inside after I went on about the lovely softness of the lining and all that but her hands was too big. Where I only got him a card. I was glad he never of bought me a necklace. She told me to put the gloves back in the box and stick them under the tree for something to open in the morning.

But then he come down again. With a jumbo pack of sliced ham he had off of the Territorial Army he just done them a Christmas disco over the community hall and so what if they only give him a pound of cured shoulder for his trouble! So I agreed to swap it for the Festival Assortment out of the biscuit barrel on top of my kitchen cabinet our Maureen said was a fair exchange and no robbery even if she never of had no time for him and weren’t best pleased to see him again before she was on her way to get her own home ready at the last minute what couldn’t be helped. Where I could see he was hurt over the ham. And she thought he would of stayed upstairs until after she was gone. What Festival Assortment was a gift off of Lorraine’s mum where I never said nothing but everyone knows I don’t much like biscuits. So Victor had them off of me. And let me have the ham. What was his idea and weren’t none of mine if you could of put a value on what we had off of each other not including the gloves, where I lost the gloves over the bingo. But that weren’t the point. And he got two or three slices back in the sandwiches I done him before he went out again at that time of night but I ain’t got a clue where he was going not that Maureen said nothing snide over it or nothing like that.

And I kept the ornamental tin and put it back on top of my kitchen cabinet. Where he just had the contents off of me in a plastic bag for the boys in his troop he said when he took them on camp in the New Year and they slept in a hut because of the cold and cooked on a fire in the woods made out of branches they gathered under the trees and piled up in a pyramid like he taught them to keep warm.
         

I give Lorraine’s mum a bottle of bubble-bath. But it was biscuits for the Scouts my arse where Victor gobbled up all them custard creams and Viennese with the jam and white stuff holding together a swirl of crumbs in his room what our Susan moved out and thought I never knew what he was doing of over the holidays. He tucked himself up with a hot drink and one of them books of a night-time of jungle survival and the outdoor life all what he was into since he was a kid. I know because of the jam smear of the same duvet cover our Susan had out of Argos when she was twelve with the pink hearts on it and crumbs the comfort of it for him on the bottom sheet I understood because he gets lonely so I never said nothing and he is my friend.

What sometimes feels like the only one. When he used to rub my feet for me when my feet hurt what was a gift in itself. He made me take off my socks and holding my poor feet in his lap and stroked firmly not to tickle me and dug in with his fingers and thumbs until I had to tell him to stop.

Not that I wanted Maureen to start after our Alan stashed the drugs in the biscuit barrel and ate two boxes of cake to calm down where he had packed in the fags and upset his self. But I knew it costed her to hold back. And she never even knew what he done to me. Where a part of me wanted it all to kick off like somebody needs to tell Alan since my Tommy ain’t well and he give up on all that. But I never said nothing and Maureen went down in the grounds with that little dog what her Tony loves more than his own mother.
         

Where Alan couldn’t help his self once he got stuck into the cake. And Sandra never shut up what was doing my head in. Because I just wanted to get on with my work. If I never felt no sympathy where he was off of the fags what I have not tried to pack it up myself what he was going through but I could see it weren’t easy for him.

So I followed them out on the landing to say goodbye to my son what was not before time. I thought they would never go. Then filled my washing bucket with water and powder and bleach and heaved it on the stove no sooner to boil my whites than Maureen popped up to me again.

– Oh it’s you again Maureen what do you want.

Where I was on my knees in the toilet with a scrubbing brush because they splash what drips down and over the floor even Vic who is not like that and I was trying to forget about the drugs in my biscuit barrel. What never had no biscuits in it not since that Festival Assortment from Lorraine’s mum.

So I was thinking about new wallpaper and nets, I mean I was thinking about scatter cushions after our Alan promised me a new home on my knees in the toilet on a folded towel what I thought about when I was not crucifying myself over Billy and Tommy and wondering if I was going to go down. Scatter cushions and a new carpet. And a pair of lamps with fringed shades in dark red and a round mirror and display cabinet of shiny wood with gilded ornaments behind glass to take my mind off all what I had on my mind of my troubles.

– Hello.

Maureen was smiling at me.

– What do you want?

Not that I weren’t glad she come up to me. But the toilet and the kitchen floor wanted a quick once-over with the mop and ironing a few bits my work if you keep at it I don’t let it get on top of you. Where I was over Shoreditch School every morning at five even if I never put all that much into it when I was over there because I never had the heart. So Maureen and Georgina and the rest of the girls got to pull extra weight where we was all on the same team off of the cards what they denied because they thought my age was catching up with me to scrape gum off of the bottom of the desks and that but it weren’t that. I just couldn’t be arsed to slay myself. With the scrubbing machine slopping about in the dirty water I mean what good did that place ever do for me? Seeing as most of my kids drifted out of there at fourteen or fifteen worse than when they went in. What the teachers never even noticed or they was glad to see the back of them. And they never even learnt Alan and Billy to read or spell or nothing like that. They never learnt them nothing.
         

So I was trying not to dwell on what our Alan dog eat dog and that he said when Maureen popped up again for a minute. With a top for me she got me up Ridley. With Tony’s silly little dog what yaps and yaps. I don’t know how she stands it. If it was me I would ring its neck.

That top was a nice thought, Maureen. I seen them tops two for a tenner off of that stall sells nice bits like what you get out of Marks’s the odd thread pulled or a hem down needs a stitch but quality one fitted her perfect she said but the one she give me she said was too tight under the armpits on her well she is a big girl. So she thought of me. The colour was good on me she reckoned I suited it perfect. I’m not silly I knew why she come up. But I never told her nothing and put the kettle on.

– I do worry, she said.

And give me one of them looks. A silent lecture will you never learn to stand up to them you stupid old woman. But at least the lecture was silent not shouting at me what happens when Maureen loses it sometimes like WILL YOU NEVER LEARN YOU STUPID OLD WOMAN. What I do hate it when she is like that.
         

I cope with it all what is our Alan selling it but he don’t never touch it and Billy well the least said about him the better and Susan and all the rest of them what are like it or if they ain’t like our Frank on the buses out at Beckton takes a drink like the old man or over the betting shop like Maureen’s Tony what nobody reckons she’s a right one to talk. Looking down her long nose. Or shouting at me like they got answers what they ain’t because there ain’t none. Not that I know of. And the old man don’t know nothing and if he did I don’t know how he ain’t got room in his head the things he don’t know what goes on in this family. I don’t know how I keep going. It’s a case of having to.

Don’t get me wrong I was glad she come up to me. She only ever stays five minutes anyway ain’t it? She can’t wait to get away. In case Billy pops up for a sandwich or his fags if I treat him off of the fag man ain’t any of her business because it upsets her to see him like it. And she ain’t even civil to Victor what ain’t fair the harm he never done her even where he is my friend she can’t bring herself. But I wanted her to go because she made me feel so what do you call it?

Although the top she got me was right nice. Something hot choked up in my throat. Like she can see straight through me and thinks I ain’t done right by her but she don’t want to say nothing. I know that but still. She do get so angry exploding sometimes when she’s trying to be nice. What is her other way of carrying on. When she can’t do enough for me.

But she was in and out so quick I never of got a chance. But at least she still come up to me not like some of the others I might as well be dead. And don’t think I weren’t grateful. Not just for the blouse what she give me but how she come back to me. She knew Alan upset me. She sat with me and never asked me why I do what I do like I got a choice or making me look at things all sideways upside down makes me so dizzy I can’t think of the answer where she wants to know from my point of view how I pretend everything goes on the way it goes on.
         

Well let me tell you. Where I turn a blind eye. Like I told our Maggie nothing makes no difference no more. No amount of pamphlets telling me how to think and feel.

Because it’s all right for Maureen seeing as her kids is good kids. But she never said nothing. She just sat with me for five minutes before she had to go somewhere and see someone about something she said and neither of us said nothing much. But I felt how kind she was just not saying nothing sometimes. Not digging. I was so grateful. When I needed her she was holding my hand and I wanted to say THANK YOU for that. Where it was lucky she never asked me all what had gone on in case I told her about Alan. Then she would of gone after him. And opened her big mouth.

She reckoned I looked right nice in my new top. What got hung up in my bedroom where I tried it on and took it off again after she went home to save it for Friday if we was out on the piss for Georgina’s birthday what was coming up and a kebab over Bethnal Green how it turned out in the Venus wasn’t it what does a nice bit of halib. And I was smiling she was so good to me when she wanted to be.

Then I done out my front room and passage and swabbed the kitchen floor how I do enjoy the true stories in my book when my work is done on the chair in the front room when the old man is asleep and Victor off to a squadron meeting he said where I snatch a few minutes with my feet up? Oh no. Because our Billy come up to me before the floor was dry in a right state because Lorraine sold his medicine.
         

– I ain’t well, Mum, Billy said. – Lorraine sold my methadone.

 

What a cow. I mean she got him into it in the first place didn’t she. Seeing as she was going with a mate of Alan’s who sold it when she was still at school. And her little brother was like it even before she met Billy what my son would never of dreamed of nothing like that before she come along. And it is hard to believe when she was sixteen she worked up the West End in Dorothy Perkins now she looks older than me.
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