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Epigraph
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“Poverty is not just a lack of money; it’s a lack of access, of safety, of breath. But somehow, we keep finding each other in the cracks.”
— Fazal Abubakkar Esaf
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Dedication
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For the ones who never left,
the ones who never could,
and the ones still trying to find their way back.
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There are cities that shine, and cities that smoke. I grew up in the latter — streets lined with cigarette ends, shouting neighbors, rain-soaked concrete, and the smell of boiled potatoes that lingered in the air.

These stories aren’t glamorous. They’re not tales of success or redemption wrapped in a neat bow. They are snapshots of survival — of what it means to get by when getting ahead isn’t an option.

The Streets Between Us is a love letter to working-class neighborhoods, to the mothers who made magic from nothing, the kids who learned to smile with empty pockets, and the quiet, quiet strength it takes to carry on.

— Fazal
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To the people who shaped my voice —
thank you for your truth, your laughter, and your noise.
To my family: for every sacrifice that became a story.
To my friends: for listening when I didn’t know how to say it.
To every teacher who saw something in me — even when I wore the same shoes every day — this is yours too.
And to the reader:
Thank you for stepping into these stories.
Thank you for staying.
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The working class is often spoken about, written about, and analyzed — but rarely handed the pen. This collection attempts to put the pen back where it belongs: in the hands of people who know the feel of food stamps, the sound of a coin hitting the floor, the shame of borrowed uniforms, and the joy of a fish supper on payday.

In The Streets Between Us, you won’t find dramatic twists or shiny success stories. What you’ll find are moments. Moments that hold the weight of entire lives. A mother dancing with a hoover so her kids can remember laughter. A teenage boy clutching a coin he knows won’t get him on the bus. A girl dragging a trolley through rain, dreaming of somewhere warmer.

The stories are fiction — but not false.

They carry truth in every sentence, in every name misspelled on a school roll call, every letter from housing, every shared cigarette. If you’ve lived it, I hope you feel seen. If you haven’t, I hope you feel closer.

These are the stories behind the headlines. The ones whispered between blocks. The ones that rarely get written down.

Until now.
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1. The Last Coin in the Jar


[image: ]


On the kitchen counter, sitting between an empty loaf bag and a chipped mug stained with last night's tea, sat a small glass jar. It wasn’t fancy — just a washed-out jam jar with no label and smudges of old glue. It held exactly one coin. A two-pound piece. Clean, almost shiny, as if it didn’t belong in this house at all.

Liam stared at it like it might move.

From the living room came the tinny buzz of the TV — daytime quiz shows, volume turned low, as if even the telly had learned to keep quiet in this flat. His mum sat on the edge of the sagging couch, knees together, hands clasped. She hadn’t touched her tea. She never did when she was thinking.

“Bus fare or bread,” she murmured, more to herself than to him.

Liam didn’t answer. He just kept staring at the coin.

He was eleven — old enough to know they didn’t have much, but young enough that part of him still hoped things might change on their own. That someone, somewhere, might knock on the door with good news or a job offer or just a bag full of groceries with no strings attached.

It was a Tuesday. Tuesdays were the worst. The cupboards were near empty, and payday was still three days away. The last of the milk had gone that morning. They'd watered it down to stretch it, but even that was gone now.

“What’s for dinner?” he asked gently, even though he didn’t really want to know.

His mum looked over. Her eyes were tired, the kind of tired sleep didn’t fix.

“Whatever I can manage,” she said, standing slowly, as if her body was arguing with itself.

She walked to the counter and picked up the jar. The coin clinked inside, lonely.

Liam watched her turn it over in her hands like it might whisper the right answer.

His mum had always been good at making things stretch. She could turn lentils into soup, leftover chips into bubble and squeak, and instant noodles into something almost like a meal. But there were limits. Even magic needs ingredients.

“You’ve got school tomorrow,” she said eventually, more to herself again.

Liam’s heart tightened. He could walk. He had before. It was only two miles, and if he left early enough, no one would notice he’d arrived red-faced and sweating.

“I can walk,” he offered quickly.

His mum didn’t reply. She placed the jar back on the counter and sat down.

There was a silence then. The kind that wasn’t heavy or dramatic, just familiar. The kind that said, we’ve been here before.

Liam wandered into the hallway and pulled on his scuffed trainers. The toes were starting to peel. He pressed them down, trying to make them look less worn. He knew what his mum was thinking. If she used the coin for the bus, they could both get where they needed to go. But if she used it for bread, they could eat something tonight. That was the shape of the dilemma — always movement or nourishment. Never both.

He tugged on his coat and opened the door. Cold air rushed in like it had been waiting.

“Where are you off to?” his mum asked from the kitchen.

“Just a walk,” he said. “I’ll check the bin room. See if anyone left papers.”

She didn’t stop him. She rarely did anymore. He was responsible now — not by age, but by necessity.

Downstairs, in the communal bin area, the smell of rot and bleach mingled in a way that made Liam breathe through his mouth. He wasn’t really looking for newspapers. He just needed to move. To walk away from that coin and the impossible weight it carried.

He kicked a crumpled can. Watched it roll into the corner. The flats were quiet today. Rain had driven most people indoors. He wandered toward the corner shop, not to buy anything — that was obviously off the table — but just to look. Sometimes looking helped.

Inside, the heaters blasted warm air, and the shelves glowed under fluorescent light. Crisps, biscuits, chocolate bars — they might as well have been gold. He walked the aisles slowly, noting prices, pretending to choose. He could hear the shopkeeper’s suspicious eyes behind him. Kids weren’t supposed to linger. Especially not ones in battered coats and peeling trainers.

He left without buying anything, of course.

Back at the flat, his mum was on the phone. She stood in the kitchen, back turned, whispering into the receiver. Liam could tell it was one of those calls. The kind she didn’t want him to hear. Her voice was quiet, firm. Proud.

“No, I’m fine. We’re fine. Just a slow week is all.”

A pause.

“No, please don’t. I’m not asking. I just needed to talk.”

Another pause.

“I’ll figure it. I always do.”

She hung up a moment later and turned to see Liam standing there.

“You didn’t find anything?” she asked gently.

He shook his head.

She nodded. “It’s alright. I’ve decided.”

She picked up the jar and held it out to him.

“Go get the bread. The good one, not the cheapest.”

Liam blinked. “But the bus...”

“I’ll manage.”

“You’ll walk?”

She smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes.

“I’ve walked longer for less.”

He took the jar carefully, holding it with both hands like it was glass. It was glass, of course, but it felt heavier now. Not just with metal, but with decision. With sacrifice.

The corner shop man didn’t smile, but he didn’t frown either. Liam placed the loaf on the counter and slid the coin across. The man didn’t say a word, just gave him the change — two twenty-pence pieces — and turned away.

Outside, rain had started again. Fine and cold, the kind
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