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‘Far from being the basis of good society, the family, with its narrow privacy and tawdry secrets, is the source of all our discontents’

Edmund Leach






Prologue: Deployment

The sound of a tape whirrs softly in my head like a lullaby for the damned. A voice, distant, interrupts my concentration; I can’t make out who or what it is exactly they are saying, but one word jars. ‘Walking?’ I try and focus – still I can’t quite make out this word. You can suffocate with words in my world, flail in the turbulent froth, because every word is important, the key to your success and survival. An intercept, a tapped phone line, a probe or any form of intelligence ‘product’ in the covert world, the satellite world of the undercover detective, is important – I learned this early on. Understand … Every … Single … Word … One word can change everything. It could potentially fuck everything, fuck you.

But I’m good at this, gathering product, reading, interpreting product. Understanding the game. And yet here I am. Struggling to understand. ‘You need to walk, David.’

Who is David? Not one of my names. I had an Uncle David, a tragedy, the death of his firstborn sent him to America, but I never, ever, use family when building a covert identity, known as a legend. What am I doing, what is the job, the commodity? Throw the words up in the air, decipher and organise, understand the context. It’s not always possible to get this right. It is not an exact science, a precise world, but this is my world nevertheless. And it is imprecise, a shadowland, amorphous. Like me. An amorphous man in an ill-defined world. Still the tape whirrs in the quiet fella’s head.

‘Quiet fella’, whispered words uttered by northern mafia, picked up on a surveillance probe and repeated to me by an ops team member with a smile: ‘What do think about him, the quiet fella?’, talking about me. What did they think? Did they believe me? I suppose we had to wait and see; you always have to wait. Bide one’s time. But this conversation now, I can’t quite make it out. Why am I going again, back into the ring? I feel anxious, like there’s not enough time, there was never enough time. Not in ‘the job’.

I hear him too. Him, I do know. ‘Focus, you cunt. Focus!’ Always there, my invisible friend, Marv. He’s the voice in my head, my invisible voluble friend since childhood – we all have one, right? Marv is mine, at times relentless, but he’s right. Best focus on the job, whatever it is, and come back to the words later. I’m anxious because I have to get back to the office, where the job always begins and ends. But I don’t have my ID, my warrant card. I’m a detective back from a ‘bit of work’ – only an idiot takes a warrant card on a bit of work, a dope. Because if they search you, and sometimes they will, then any number of outcomes are possible. I walk quickly, over carbolic washed floors of an anonymous police station. My shoes paradiddle a rhythm to the beat. Who wears Blakey’s these days? … All the while, these fucking words, in my head, I wish …

‘Here he is! Just the man we’re looking for. Got a job for you …’ I recognise him immediately. Not seen him for years but I do know him – his colleague, no – but him, he’s … ‘He’s a cunt.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I fuckin’ do, he’s the one who kicked—’ I silence him, Marv. Push Marv and the memory to the back of my mind.

‘I’m a bit busy right now, I …’ I stop mid-sentence. I stop out of curiosity, which as you probably know, has a habit of favouring or damning. ‘What is it?’

‘Theft. A painting,’ he explains. ‘One in the pokey. He hasn’t coughed, and we’ve no hands on the painting. It’s a still life. Nice tickle for you.’ ‘Pokey’ means an arrest, a man now in the cells. ‘Nice tickle’ means a plum job, so I fumble for the ID I don’t have, smile at the vocabulary favoured by those more keen to swagger with jargon rather than walking among the action.

‘Why has he gone all Sweeney, when he’s a posho apparatchik?’ Marv can’t help himself sometimes.

The other guy suddenly opens the security door and gestures me through. Result!

‘What’s it called? The painting?’ I ask.

He looks down at a Manila docket. Haven’t seen one of those in years either. ‘Serendipity.’

I step through the open door and smile as it slams shut. It’s my favourite word, serendipity. As I try to figure out what I should do next, a distant voice on tape there again, in the background, but now I think I understand …

‘Are you awake … Dada?’

Finally. That one word brings relief, Dada. It is their name for me. I open my eyes. There they stand, brother behind sister. Where the sun rises and sets in an altogether different world.

‘Yes, I was dreaming.’

‘What about?’ asks my son.

‘Oh, the past.’

‘When you were a policeman, a detective?’

‘Mm.’

‘Was it a bad dream?’ asks my daughter.

‘No,’ I say. ‘No, I had a friend with me.’

She smiles. ‘What were you doing?’

‘I was … looking for something.’

I want to say more, but I don’t. Because an undercover detective is recruited in childhood. It just took me some time to understand that.




Mill Town

The back garden of a plain semi-detached house in Failsworth. It is a bone-cold winter’s day and I have visited the first house I remember. Standing in the street now, the house still unloved, locked in time and then some, I’m eyed suspiciously as I stare and remember. The iron gates I fell from, breaking an arm, are long gone. If there is love here now, it is probably still thinly spread. Once it was one of a pair of grace-and-favour police houses for rank-and-file police officers, full of cold rooms and linoleum, coal fires and little laughter. I travel back in time and there I am: standing with one of my two brothers, three boys who will always share the one name, ‘our kid’. A northern term of endearment. Me and Our Kid are by a bonfire watching our mother, Grace, Ma. She is dancing, happily alone in her thoughts, the Manchester Lewis’s cosmetics girl, striking, glamorous, flirtatious. Popular with men, less so with women, Ma sways, a drink in hand, the beat from a record player helping to create the vibe. She has a look on her face that says, don’t interrupt this. You come to understand the masks your parents wear. They pass them on – the question is, will you wear them yourself in time, or will you create your own? Ma moves to the beat as others watch – she knows she is the centre of attention and doesn’t care.

It’s bonfire night in Failsworth, and a mixed group of off-duty cops and neighbours are gathered by the fire. Across the garden my father Derek, Pa, also stands outside the group, tapped out of the banter, sipping his drink, observing, as alone with his thoughts as Ma. He watches her gyrate, crimson lit by the fire. Pa is a dog handler with the Manchester police at a time when male officers are recruited for the size of their feet, smile and knuckles. They are all polished buckles and trilbies, and they are both judge and jury. Cut and dried.

Police family gathered together, as they always have done – some things don’t change. The banter is fuelled by drink, stoked with laughter. Me and Our Kid watch the glowing embers rise into the night sky as we chew on sticks of treacle toffee, a treat, tray-baked by Pa’s mother. Our grandma, the indomitable Florence, has come to visit her latest grandson, come to see her boy, come to protect the family reputation. As the fire sizzles and snaps, the adults rich with booze sing and whoop as two effigies burn on the fire. It is a special celebration, not that we know it, as we slurp at our toffee, thinking ourselves lucky to have two Guy Fawkes burning on the fire and wondering why one of them wears a dress.

Pa’s thoughts may be concealed by a smile, but I know that look, its meaning. Menace. He stands shoulders side on, weight evenly distributed, set and balanced like the middleweight boxer he was. The hard man takes a draw on his drink, all the while wearing that half-smile, the glance, the look. I’m standing next to Timmy, one of his two German shepherd police dogs. Known for his nose, able to ‘smell an angel’s breath in flight’. Pa’s other dog, Mac, sits in the pen, his one eye fixed on the gathering. A car crash took the other. Pa had been taking a drunk senior officer home from a councillor’s Christmas party in his dog van when it happened. He thanked Pa for keeping that out of his accident report but was less impressed with Mac, who bit him on the arse when freed from the wreckage as the officer vomited by a ditch. Mac’s ability to ‘calm’ aggressive suspects saved him following the crash. ‘Skin eels with his gob, that dog.’

Timmy’s nose had recovered some exhibits in the Moors murders investigation. The Bonfire Night party is celebrating the anniversary of the arrest of Ian Brady and Myra Hindley. Held every year until we leave the fog of Manchester that hides family secrets. In the late autumn chill, Failsworth cheers as the effigies burn and Ma and Pa each wonder what the other knows. Barely settled into their twenties, they don’t share in the laughter echoing through the street – they have other things on their mind. The newest addition to the family, my other our kid whom I will call Bruv, sleeps in his cot. Grandma is by his side, also alone with her thoughts, watching down on us from the window, contemplating recent events; we’re good observers in this family – we say little. There was a knock at the door earlier in the week, an unwelcome visitor, curtly and quickly shooed away from the front door by Grandma before she returned to her ironing. I watched him walk away.

‘Who was that man, Grandma?’

‘Don’t know, chicky, he knocked on the wrong door.’

But I think she does know, and I think the whispers have brought her over the Pennines tonight. A stout, strong, unyielding presence to iron out creases in Pa’s police shirts and his relationship. She watches from a window as the adults play their games of bonhomie – she has seen it all before: treacle toffee, sparklers and the odd firework.

My toffee slips from my hand and falls into the fire’s edge as the big people sup and sing. I look down, thinking if I reach in quickly and snatch it, it will be fine. Our Kid says nothing – he’s the tough one. Nails. He pushes out his hand, offers me his own toffee. I decline. Brothers even then too proud and stupid to accept a kindness. Soon the family will up sticks, move from grey city to grey sea. Overland to Trawler Town, a place of crisp fresh air and occasional fun in the streets, alleyways and beachfronts where I’ll always know where Our Kid is, even when we go our own way, separated by the antics of Ma and Pa. He watches in silence, words as always scarce, unnecessary to him, burdened even then by his thoughts. Adults, well-oiled and oblivious to my problem, bop heads as the music energises. Our Kid’s look suggests I roll my sleeves up, so as not to mess my coat and avoid a leathering. It’s okay, Grandma is here, so we’re safe from excessive discipline. All is good.

Aged twelve, Grandma began working in a Lancashire mill. She is stoic, practical, always a calm hand at the tiller, full of love. Along with Ma’s sister, Aunt Kath, who is another source of respite and warmth, she offers protection from the worst aspects of difficult times – Ma and Pa’s endless battle with each other, both blind to the casualties caught up in their hostilities. Aunt Kath and Grandma possess protective, maternal instincts not present in Ma. They understand the importance to children of nurturing love within the home. There is always laughter within their protective walls. Grandpa, Billy, his entire working life spent on the railways in various capacities, comes home at the end of each week and places his wages on the kitchen table. Never a complaint, happy to let Florence make all key family decisions. Because she really holds everything together. She has raised their three children, sent her daughter to university, first of the family (far smarter than her two boys), and is always willing to offer, insofar as able, financial support she’s never known herself. By middle age she owns three small two-up two-down Accrington brick terraced houses, rented out to supplement the family income.

Once, hearing a local builder was planning to build a small terrace of similar houses, she was all for putting down a deposit to buy the whole row. But Grandpa disagreed, the only time in their marriage he refused to take up her idea. She regrets it for the rest of her life and is proved right over time, though never once chides Billy, who has long come to accept her strength: ‘See now, Florrie has the vision.’ The vision diminishes as her houses are sold off to help her family over the years. She will see out her days in the last of the Accringtons. From her my love of film is born and nurtured. Initially we watch old movies on the TV, Grandma offering a running commentary on stars she first saw at the ‘flicks’. Eventually we migrate to the local cinema, the Rialto, a little subterfuge often required to get past the owner whose zealous conviction to a film’s age certification is matched only by Grandma’s determination to get me in.

‘He’s a bit on the short side for this, Florrie?’

‘He’s had a big tea, Mr Barrett. Weighed his knees down.’

‘Oh, right … One and a half it is then?’

At the end of a screening Mr Barrett always insisted on playing the national anthem, though by the seventies few were inclined to be upstanding. Not Grandma: up she’d shoot, and as I tried to sink into the velour seat, I’d feel a gentle grip on my collar, helping me to rise in unison. It was the same parting words from Mr Barrett for years as we left: ‘Night, Florrie … How’s his knees?’

Her house is an oasis of calm and tranquillity for Our Kid and me, infused with glorious smells from the small bakery next door. We play football in the alley or help Grandpa fight his losing battle with the slugs that attack his vegetable garden. ‘That’s it, I’m gonna balley marmalise them with salt!’ He never did, too gentle to hurt even garden pests. At night I’m tucked in tight under cotton sheets to tales of cotton mills and fall asleep to the chime of their old German Kienzle mantel clock downstairs. Its tick is the first thing I check for on arriving at the house. The soothing metronomic beat signalling all is well while also providing Grandpa with the odd absurd line, ‘Bombed us to balley bits, but they know how to fettle a clock, eh?’

‘Who?’

‘Hitler.’

‘Hitler made clocks, Grandpa?’

‘No, he made socks, love … For marching in.’

Here was the best of sleeps, the best of food, the best of times. When I leave for home, they’re always together at the front gate waving, him with a white hankie flapping enthusiastically high in the air until I’m out I’m of sight. Even when I’m older and I cycle over to see them, I can’t resist looking over my shoulder to check, and without fail there they are, Grandpa’s arm raised, hankie fluttering on the breeze. An innate understanding on his part that all children really want for is security.

Aunt Kath’s house in the shadow of the Lancashire coalpits is another sanctuary in the early years. I’m dispatched alone, an 80-minute bus ride towards Wigan – tucked in at the back with a book, the time soon passes. Kath waiting at the bus stop, always dressed the same, hat and coat, rain or shine. Her small end-of-terrace in Bryn Road, the centre of an area known as Little Wales founded in the heart of Lancashire by migrating miners in search of work and full of love. A huge Victorian cooking range and fire dominates the small front room. When I arrive, it’s the regular greeting – ‘Now, let’s have a look at you’ – followed by a squeeze of the cheek, a kiss on the top of the head and a quick scan for marks. This began after I travelled with my arm in plaster one time, a genuine accident, but somehow she knows that my bumps and bruises are not always innocently obtained. I’m never sent to Grandma’s with a bruise – no hiding the truth there. But here in Little Wales I am a prince. Early mornings are spent accompanying her on her cleaning rounds around central Wigan. Seated in the green leather chairs of the local high and mighty, I read as she sweeps, polishes and sings hymns to me in Welsh. Then it’s back home for an Oxo cube in hot water and several slices of bread … ‘pit broth’. For years I thought it was beef soup. There is Chapel on Sundays, a deafening gusto underpinning the hymns as a competitive edge either side of the aisle, men and women separated, giving full voice to whatever is on their minds. The congregation always appears to me to be in trouble, castigated the moment the minister arrives in the pulpit.

‘Why’s the vicar angry, Auntie Kath?’

‘He’s not angry, lovely. It’s his tight shoes – feet are unforgiving souls,’ she said.

The chapel closed in the nineties, the mines and the congregation long gone, the minister, defiant to the end, insisting on conducting every service in Welsh to the dwindling few. His licence to preach was eventually removed because of this refusal to conduct his service in English. The building now sells carpets and furniture to all, regardless of denomination.

There is also Kath’s sister, my Aunt Ceridwen and her Liverpudlian husband Alan, a ‘bread man’. We take trips to Goodison Park to watch his football team, Everton. I ride shotgun in his bread van on early morning deliveries. He saunters to and fro, pulling down an imaginary Stetson with the words, ‘Okay, kiddah. Let’s you and me head out west.’

I love spending time with them, but all is not as it seems. Later, I’ll discover we are not in fact related. Over the years, Ma’s relationship with her Welsh relatives falters, partly driven by memories of her own unhappy childhood, which she speaks of in mysterious terms. When I learn more about her family, I come to understand her better. Kath, it transpires, is not her sister but the daughter of a friend of Ma’s own mother, the grandmother I never meet, having been told that she died years before I was born. In fact, as I run free along the back alleys of Little Wales, she is very much alive, incarcerated a few miles away. The grandmother I am told died before I was born is in fact a bus ride away in Rainhill Hospital, for many years known as the County Lunatic Asylum, Lancashire. The name changed in the 1920s to the County Mental Hospital. It had quietly hidden the mentally unwell by incarceration since the nineteenth century.

Sectioned on dubious grounds over an incident involving a broken window in her twenties, most likely suffering from untreated postnatal depression, she remained detained in the institution for the rest of her life. Ma was sent to live with Aunt Kath’s family, in an adoption of sorts. A small weekly and irregular payment was made for board and lodgings. It was a better start in life than being taken into state care, the fate that befell her brothers, but one that scarred her. Her children, in time, would themselves feel the fear and rage that consumed her. If Pa was a man afraid of his vulnerability, Ma was on the run from the ghosts of her past, memories of her own mother, haunted by the fear her family history might repeat itself.

But for now, back in Greaves Avenue, Failsworth, there is hope, because this surely is a new beginning. It’s earlier in the day, before the bonfire, and I’m sat by a lamppost opposite the house, late afternoon, waiting for Ma to come home from work as I often do. I’m excited about the promised special Bonfire Night, happy that Grandma is here with us and making treacle toffee. It’s an otherwise grey day, nothing good to say for itself, but the evening promises far better. I play with lolly sticks in the gutter and look up every few minutes, hoping to spot her walking up the road. And there she is, jauntily swinging her handbag, the glamorous counter girl, the epitome of carefree. She doesn’t beckon to me and I don’t run to her – I never do – but there is the smile. The look that says, I see you, I see you there.

I walk back to the house holding her hand, silent and proud. Later, I catch Ma’s eye through the flames as she dances. She raises her glass to me. I smile back at her and reach for the fallen sweet treacle to prove just how brave I am, very much the good son. Timmy’s bark alerts the adults to my cries. Now we’re in the kitchen, Grandma appearing in a flash, rubbing butter into the burn. Doesn’t work, of course, but those were different times. I still bear a reminder of the night Greaves Avenue burned the killers and danced – a tiny scar. Grandma wipes away my tears and whispers that there is exciting news. The big move to be nearer to Grandma, a fresh start in Trawler Town. Cleansing sea air to blow away the city fug and grime, that’s bad for Our Kid’s asthma, so the story goes, but also bad for the young couple burdened by temptation and rumour. Their marriage is already in trouble, the love they possibly once had for each departing as silently as the embers floating up into the night sky.




Trawler Town

Decimus Burton, the nineteenth-century architect and urban designer, founding fellow of Royal Institute of British Architects, arrived in Fleetwood charged with producing a townscape to rival the majestic lines of Bath. But he left long before he could finish his work. It was such a short sojourn it remains a small entry in most accounts of his life. The man who commissioned him ran out of money and that was it. He packed up his straight edges, French curves and compasses, leaving behind few notable buildings and two extraordinary lighthouses, both of which continue to function today long after the fishing fleets they guided home were made obsolete. Trawler towns have a history bound in failed promises, so it was probably the perfect place for Ma and Pa to make a fresh start.

We are parked under the shadow of one of Burton’s lighthouses, waiting to collect the keys to our new house, another grim police semi skirting a large council estate in the town. We arrive a dog short: Mac doesn’t make the journey with us – the officer whose arse and pride he had punctured finally got his revenge, and Mac was put down. Most first memories of any trawler town in their pomp are ships, sharp suits and a pungent smell. It’s a smell so overpowering and noxious that when we arrive at the house, Ma sends Pa in to check for vermin. Our new neighbour, a police sergeant, greets us, explaining the smell is from Isaac Spencer’s, a nearby fish-processing plant. We’ll get used to it, he says. We don’t. No one does, but you do come to see it as a point of pride.

We have travelled in hope, a new adventure that Ma and Pa have set about with vigour. We have a garden, smaller than in Failsworth, a garage and a pen not just for the police dog but also a smaller one for rabbits, and the sea is just a spit away. A good start, if only that smell would go away.

For Pa, Trawler Town might have represented an opportunity to not only rekindle his relationship but also to develop his career. Sounded out as a CID recruit in Manchester, he declined the offer for reasons unknown and does so again when approached by his new constabulary. The riddle of Pa: what was it that the middleweight champion was afraid of? Avenues of opportunity viewed by him as dead ends, hurdles to be avoided. He’d fluttered across various departments in the police since joining from the army. Last of the line of young men conscripted into National Service, he’d served with the military police in the Middle East. An apprentice butcher prior to National Service he’d hoped to carry on with it, but on his return he’d discovered the butcher had taken on a replacement apprentice, something he’d often lament throughout his life. In the process of looking to leave the Manchester police, as he did every now and then, he contemplated becoming a pig farmer, but it came to nothing, and I wouldn’t discover the possible answer to the riddle of the reluctant policeman for a long time.

In this new setting, my parents muddle on, never able to reach agreement on what’s best for them or us. Neither possesses sufficient emotional maturity to temper the more damaging elements of their relationship. He believes himself eroded by Ma’s reluctance to align her desires with the demands of a young family. And as always with Pa, from the root to the fruit, his frustration often manifests in anger, easy for a man who is never shy of confrontation, a significant component of Pa’s DNA, as an incident that takes place shortly into his new post demonstrates.

It is a midweek night shift during his first winter in Trawler Town. Bleak weather, early hours, he’s parked up, peering out of the steamed windows of a Black Maria over the dock basin. Pa is sat with the dock authority police sergeant, ports having their own constabulary at the time. He’s giving Pa the lowdown on the trials and tribulations of working for the dock authority when my father notices a young deckie being dragged out from behind a fish train and on the wrong side of a beating by a much larger man.

‘Nah … Leave well alone, Derek, it’s Piggy. Biggest moneylender on the dock, in more ways than one. You don’t want to mess with him.’ But Pa’s already left the van and is across the road.

‘Had enough, wouldn’t you say?’ Pa asks.

Piggy gives him the eye and keeps a grip of the deckie.

‘I’ll be the judge of that. You’re not dock plod. Fuck off, or I’ll straighten yer nose.’

Pa’s nose has a lazy kink from his days in the boxing ring – it causes him no problems, so he figures leave it be, unlike Piggy, on whom he unleashes a ferocious torrent of ‘sharpeners’, driving Piggy back so swiftly he loses his footing and falls headfirst off the dock wall, disappearing with a roar. The drop, determined by tide, is of no concern to Pa; however, drowning the local moneylender is of grave concern to the dock sergeant and not something he envisioned when offering to give Pa a tour of the fish dock. Together they haul Piggy up from the filth and slime, chugging up his guts and not by any stretch inclined to let things lie: ‘You fuckin’ bastard, I’ll do you, I will.’

Piggy rears and squares up to Pa, who utters the line I will hear repeated often by others over the years: ‘You’re not the sheriff, I am.’ And with that he bops Piggy full square on the nose, sending him straight back down into the fish dock.

‘Changed man afterwards, Piggy. Near death can do that. Your dad was out of the van so quick for the big fella, think his blood were up, like.’

The paradox of Pa: saint or sinner? The answer solely dependent on where his blood was at.

Over the years more of his exploits as sheriff of Trawler Town come to light. The day the ‘leccy man’ called the police, wanting help to evict the family of a fisherman behind on his utility bills but instead finding himself greeted by Pa, who tells him, ‘You. Get in there, have a civil conversation, or feel my boot up your arse,’ before marching him through the front door, locking it and standing guard outside while some form of mediation takes place.

His meeting with Piggy is followed by his continual badgering of the trawler companies to allow an advance on wages, a policy eventually adopted and which puts a stop to a variety of pernicious moneylending practices that cause havoc to families struggling with the vagaries of the fishing industry. A man who struggled with committing time to his own sons’ sporting activities would buy football boots for the kids of deprived or problem families, confident a game of football with their mates meant less chance of trouble with the police. Throughout his life he found it far easier to help a stranger in need than spend time with his family. It is as if the notion of sustained commitment was troublesome to him, and if something wasn’t easy, Pa is on his way.

We’d set about a variety of activities, embarked upon with fulsome gusto, creating the belief that a close and meaningful father–son relationship would be the inevitable result, only to be thwarted by lack of investment from him in time and effort. Line fishing on windswept beaches, utterly frozen in clothing not fit for purpose, but providing happy memories of walking with him at low tide to check the lines and see if we’d hooked any fish. A famous day trip out to sea on an old ‘prawner’ with her completely mad skipper, a steam-powered drunk of the old order from eastern Europe, a man scarier than Pa who was known locally as Ivan the Terrible. He had an accent so heavy as to be barely understandable, yet the two men were good friends. Ivan got steadily pissed as the day progressed, roaring with laughter as Pa took to a bunk floored by chronic seasickness. ‘Derek, I peese bigger vaves.’ Ivan got me to gut the few fish we caught and rubbed the blood in my face, shouting down to Pa, ‘Your keed, I tell you, he make a feesherman, Derek! Ha, ha! I peese bigger sea.’ I couldn’t sleep that night from the adventure, while Pa vowed never to set foot on a boat again.

I am nine when Pa determines it is time his boys learn how to defend themselves. As Trawler Town fisticuffs are not viewed as unusual in either street or playground, he decides we ought to have a degree of ability should the need arise. Off to the gym we go, a damp-walled bruise and blister academy located in a redundant industrial building. It’s run by an acquaintance of his, Tommy, a slick-quiffed hard man with an engaging smile. Tommy smells permanently of Brylcreem and warm slapped liniment, and shouts every sentence like a gunnery sergeant. Our Kid and I are lined up and formally introduced to Tommy, who barks, ‘Keep your hands up and your ears open!’ and, with that, Pa’s off out of the door. He had promised to stay with us for the first few training sessions, but clearly he has other plans. Tommy proves himself to be another random stranger with whom you wish your parent shared some qualities. We throw ourselves into the training, convinced this will build a closer relationship with Pa. Tommy informs him I have natural footwork and fast hands while Our Kid has a strength that belies his age.

Pa doesn’t have much interest in our training: he is busy with other things. He has become involved with the Police Federation. He’d always had a lack of confidence in police management, and this had been stoked by personal knowledge of a couple of divisional incidents in which senior officers had, he said, scapegoated junior colleagues when their operational decisions were questioned and seemed likely to impede career advancement. Ironic, given his own tendency towards actual violence, but to him this was workplace bullying and the incidents rattled him enough to act. He begins to advise the officers and in time is elected as local representative on the national Police Federation. He throws himself wholeheartedly into the business of the union. Eventually he becomes northern treasurer, where his willingness to assist union members (up to the rank of chief inspector) ultimately extends way beyond basic advocacy – but let’s leave that rabbit hole for later.

As for Ma, well, she is always busy being Ma. On my tenth birthday, the day arrives when for whatever reason things will be different, better. Today both of them have promised they will watch me play football, standing with the other parents in the wind and rain. It’s a cup game, high stakes. When the game kicks off they are yet to arrive but I know they will – we live opposite the park. They will be here because we have just had the best Christmas ever, a sign things are getting better. I don’t start the game well – maybe it’s just as well they’re late – then I spot the rolling shoulders of the sheriff of Trawler Town, that ambling walk. No Ma, but at least he is here – it’s a start. My game improves. With increased effort I chase every ball; my sliding tackles, an art form yet to be outlawed, have never been better. I break up opposition play, I harry, race the line, whipping balls in with precision. Then the moment in a game every child hopes for when their parent stands watching. The opposition gifts me the ball, I bring it under control with ease, side of the boot, and my feet barely touch the ground as I drive forward. Now I am better, now I am good. Space opens up as I charge forward, wind in my hair, a boy full of guts and purpose. I jink out towards the touchline, perhaps for him, knowing he’s there. Bazzer races with me and cuts in towards the box. I look up before releasing the ball cross field, across all the sharp words, the slaps and blows, across all our past, and in that moment, as the ball takes flight, I know that this is the best of times, the best of me. I hear him shout, ‘What a bloody ball!’ Parents whoop encouragement. I run towards the goal as the ball lands with pinpoint precision at the feet of Bazzer, who hammers it home, and Trawler Town memorial park erupts as the wind and rain bears down. I just about hear him again above the din. ‘Mag-bloody-nificent!’ I smile and turn to him. Mr Bond, ‘Bondy’, my schoolteacher, grins and raises his hands to applaud. And Pa? Pa is long gone, some business having called him away.

I begin to navigate home life a bit better thanks to a simple discovery: the written word as a means of escape. Energised by my trips to the library, I subscribe to the same method to entertain and distract my brothers when Ma and Pa’s fights distress them. ‘Plughole Pirates’ and ‘Uncle Stan’s Pigeon’ are popular narratives. Any old text will do: books, well-thumbed magazines, comics, newspapers destined for firelighters. At one parents’ evening Mr Bond suggests to my parents that they might encourage my interest in reading beyond the school curriculum. In that brief sweet spot of marital harmony over Christmas, the Christmas, there are several books by the tree. Devil in the Fog, the Shoot! football annual, a book on world aircraft and one on the life of Buffalo Bill, obviously. It is an eclectic mix entirely suited to the generally bonkers atmosphere of joy felt that particular Christmas. Laughter, a roaring fire, playing out in the cold, joyous mirth keeping the cold at bay. Ask my brothers to name the best Christmas we ever had as kids, they would give the same answer. Because there was only ever one Christmas, the best Christmas. I don’t know why but for the first time there is an abundance of love, effort and all the gravy. Grandma and Grandpa make the day complete. Eating dinner, Grandma asks Our Kid what he intends to do when he grows up. He thinks carefully before replying … ‘Eat a whole chicken.’

The laughter around the table echoed, all the more special because it happened just once. By some strange deliverance we had pulled ourselves up to a position we thought was the beginning of what was surely always planned. But we were wrong. It was the highpoint – we had reached our summit.

Grandma first took me to the library, a magnificent building in the shadow of the docks, where all but the occasional breath was forbidden. To me it was a vast and comforting haven of peace and tranquillity. By enormous Victorian windows I read, daydream and watch the coloured funnels of deep-water trawlers head off to Icelandic waters. Our Kid watches them depart too, knowing that one day he will be on board, if not to escape Trawler Town, then at least a step closer to eating a whole chicken. We occasionally meet at the library. He’s not particularly interested in reading, often finding himself glared at by a member of staff, this being a period when northern librarians were cautioned against treating children with respect. But he is always happy to sit and wait for me, content in his own world until it’s time to head back home, where he will wonder out loud what’s for tea. One day at the library he did pick up a book. Kept coming back to it over several weeks, a huge reference book on the constellations, a subject that will occupy his mind for the rest of his life.

This love of reading and the response to Bondy’s teaching means that soon, when I take the eleven-plus entrance exam, I pass. Ma suggests a new set of clothes to celebrate the occasion, her treat. I can choose myself, Ma promises – she will only offer advice. And whatever else, she has style, panache. The following Saturday morning is spent in Trawler Town’s best boutique – not the duds of a deckie, a firm no to white socks and drainpipes, a big yes to leather Chelsea boots and two-tone and penny round collar finesse. Laughter while we shop. She compliments me on my choices and coordination, and a long interest in choosing the correct duds for the occasion is born. But my first year at grammar school does not go well, and the ease at which I pass the eleven-plus is not replicated in my first term. There’s a little snobbery against the kids from Trawler Town, with our flatter vowels and snotty noses. The teachers have neither the wit nor warmth of my primary-school teacher Mr Bond, nor his appetite to inspire.

My tiredness caused by early starts to get the bus to school is exacerbated by Pa and Ma’s rows late into the night, often several times a week. One night, during my first term, the fighting is so vicious that my brothers ask me to make them stop. We sit on the landing listening for a while until I build up the confidence to go downstairs. When I open the door slowly Ma and Pa are entwined on the sofa. For a split second I might be forgiven for mistaking closeness for intimacy, save for the fact Ma has a large knife in her hand, the carving knife last seen at the best Christmas ever a few months earlier. Ivory handled, it’s part of a wedding set from Uncle Stan. The open fire behind them casts shadows onto the ceiling. I say nothing, and keep quite still, finding it easier to watch their shadows. They don’t see me standing in the doorway until I find my voice and ask what they’re doing and say that we can’t sleep. They freeze in a pose of sculpted malevolence, smiling and telling me not to worry before politely asking me to close the door and go back to bed. As I join my brothers, the fight resumes. So we take a blanket off the bed and head into the bathroom and climb into the bath. I try to forget about the knife, huddle in with my brothers and continue the story about a boy, the sea, a bathtub and the Plughole Pirates.

We fall asleep wishing we could sail away ourselves. When hostilities cease, Pa finds us asleep under the blanket. Our Kid tells him we were trying to get down the plughole to a magic island. I wait for the violence but there is none, no harsh words, just an embarrassed smile. Ma doesn’t come upstairs to check on us, which is no surprise, but as always it upsets Our Kid and Bruv. The sense of abandonment that will haunt both forever has already begun. We hear the door slam as Ma leaves the house. Next morning, though, we are all reunited, no mention of the night before during another silent breakfast prior to running for the bus. A weather pattern is established: storms rage until spent, followed by exhaustion and calm, all underpinned by the sure knowledge that at some point the weather will again turn dark in Trawler Town. Their barnstorming bust-ups carry on well into the autumn and as the leaves fall so does any belief that our situation will improve.

My first end-of-term school report at grammar school reflects my poor start. A note from the headteacher indicating disappointment, given the high expectations on my arrival, adds an unhelpful zip to it. One thing is certain: his dismay will be nothing compared to Ma and Pa’s. I’m riddled with guilt. How could I do this? Why have I let them down and not done my bit by working hard, helping to make the next Christmas something special again? I know the die is cast insofar as the problematic school report is concerned. I also know I can’t take it home. I will have to sign it myself. Show them next term’s report when I’ve improved, when things are better, because hope is the only safety net between you and despair when you’re a child. In the following months my term reports, like the prevailing mood at home, show no improvement. I also discover to my horror that, having signed the first report, the previous report is explicitly referred to in the second, and so on.

So I continue to sign on their behalf. Ma and Pa have two wholly different signatures. The first report I sign as Ma, a small, tightly bound signature, rage in every letter. Pa’s is surprisingly expansive, a flourish in the first and last letter. I practise signatures in the same notebook I use to write stories for my brothers. The front pages filled with stories of Uncle Stan, the ruddy-faced builder and his motley crew of racing pigeons, and in the back pages, evidence of a capital offence. What could possibly go wrong?

I wish I could go back to Mr Bond’s class and start again. One day I kick ciggie stubs near my old primary school on the pretence of waiting for Our Kid, whose school is over the road, secretly hoping to bump into Bondy because he would know what to do. When I do bump into him it is with Ma and I’m monosyllabic while he tells her how proud he is of me. I can’t wait to get away. I wish Ma and Pa could start again. In class I daydream, take myself elsewhere. The year pushes slowly towards spring, that first breath of warmth in the air, the sky somehow a better blue. The clouds are something else to me – hieroglyphical scripts, fantastic beasts running wild. I want to climb up and up and join them, pelting across the sky on their backs. Sometimes my invisible friend, my inner voice, the one I now know as Marv, is increasingly loud, the teacher’s voice increasingly muted.

I’d better tell you a bit more about Marv, because he’s going to be around a lot. Let’s briefly fast-forward. Some years later, I’m in my twenties working as a detective in London. You’ll see more of this world. Manor Park, east London, an early summer evening, I’m fishing. Not the watery type, though it’s a good comparison. Exploring an opportunity to develop an informant.

It comes to nothing. Heading home, at the back of my local video store I find myself speaking to a former soldier. In the early evening light, at the back of a row of shops, he is fixing a car’s entertainment system. We are both ex-services and like me he is a boxer, only off-the-scale better, a different league and on the cusp of turning professional. Nigel Benn will go on to become middleweight champion of the world. We chew the cud as he fiddles and tweaks with the sound system on an old saloon. ‘He’s a proper fuckin’ fighter.’ He, Marv, is right. My inner voice is apt to express his opinion whenever the mood takes him. Benn and I get to talking about the fight game. I mention Pa’s habit of waking me up to watch Muhammad Ali when I was kid.

‘Marvellous for me, mate. Duran, Leonard obviously … but Hagler, he just keeps on …’

‘Relentless’

‘Isn’t he?’

Marvellous Marvin Hagler. A lightbulb flashes. That’s it, that’s him I realise, the name of my silent partner, the voice in my head, as relentless at closing down space as the undisputed middleweight champion of the world. And he needs a name. From that moment my binary bro becomes Marv. I wish Nigel all the best. Our paths never cross again. He was one hell of a fighter, and he helped me christen another one.

Back to the Trawler Town of my childhood. Spring has finally arrived, and everything changes. One day the smell from Spencer’s, the fish-processing plant, has a sweeter syrupy smell to it. It’s the kind of day that convinces you something good will happen, despite all the raggedy-arse uncertainties and barely concealed rage. When I step off the school bus and walk the along the road that leads to home I’m feeling positive, full of renewed confidence. When I see Pa in the distance, I run, shouting out to him, ‘Pa!’ He doesn’t hear me. I call him again and again. ‘Pa? … PA!’ Eventually he stops, turning slowly, the easy roll of the shoulders. I smile and wave, start running again. He looks at me, that hard stare. I stop, smile and wave again, a little less enthusiastically this time. Nothing. He turns away and carries on towards the house. I stop, exhale slowly, a nervous laugh, take a look behind me. I suddenly don’t want anyone else to see this moment.

‘He knows.’ I … ‘He knows.’ Shut up! I don’t want to hear Marv’s thoughts … ‘He knows. Don’t go home. Go to the park, hide by the pond. Go now.’ I can’t … I have to go home. ‘Why? HE KNOWS!’ The wind picks up, straight off the sea. Maybe spring isn’t coming after all. Takes me a while to walk the last few hundred metres. I peer in through the kitchen window as I head to the back door … ‘Don’t go in.’ But I do. Our Kid is in the corner, subdued, sensing the tension. Ma shoos him out and returns.

They both stand over me saying nothing until Pa quietly reminds me of the time he asked if the school issued an end-of-term report and I said not. Ma sits at the small kitchen table, impassive. I say I can’t remember. My gym bag, all ready for Tommy’s, is in the corner. I should be having my tea now – I’ll be late. Tommy is a stickler for punctuality. I can hear breathing other than my own inside my head. It’s Marv – he’s scared too. Pa repeats the question, steps in closer, closing in on me. I won’t be going to Tommy’s tonight. Because this, this is my lesson. This will be the ring, the lonely place. ‘No hiding place in the ring, lad,’ according to Tommy. Pa takes another step closer. I see now how his eyes change. It’s like the furrow of his brow casts a shadow over his eyes, warning of trouble. Our Kid peeks through the hallway door unsure of what to do, certain we’ve been here before. Ma shoos him away again and takes her seat, ringside, as always. There’s no subtlety to Pa’s interrogation. He would never have made a detective, on reflection – too restricted. Too much of a ‘let me brace him’ type of cop.

He asks me again, each time more quietly, softly. I look up at him: there is so much I want to say, but he interrupts. ‘Do not lie to me, BOY!’ I hear a mate who lives a few doors along cycle past, pinging the bell on his Raleigh Chopper bike, letting us know he’s out playing. It’s a great bell. His dad bought it from a second-hand shop. It rings again. My Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen … LET’S GET READY TO STUMBLLLLLLE!

In the grammar-school mud-brown uniform and weighing in at the below the average percentile weight of a thirteen-year-old, fighting out of Trawler Town instinct and fear, introducing the undisputed Accuuuuused … BOOOOOYYYYYYYYYY! In the blue uniform of authority and weighing in with little in the way of parental insight, fighting out of fear of being made to feel a right cunt in front of a middle-class headteacher, the former middleweight champeeeeeaan of the combined services and still the undissssspuuuted misunderstood bully in the boy’s wooorllllld … PAAAAAAAA!

The bell rings for round one and here we go! Boy immediately on the back foot, Pa trying to get to Boy with that long reach advantage. Boy, dancing, good movement, clearly remembering Tommy’s tuition – never leave yourself unprotected, keep moving – but Pa gets off a good combination there, opening up on Boy. Whoah! A good right by Pa. Boy, weaving, dancing, as Ma, Trawler Town’s very own Harry Carpenter in a cheesecloth blouse, sits as always, watching the action … Boy backing off, looking to use the ring, Pa relentless, Boy holding on. Whoah! A tremendous combination from Pa but Boy refuses to go down – clearly thinks he’ll gain respect and maybe … love. He changes feet but he’s tiring now, taking more punishment, if only he could punch back … A left–right combination as the ref looks on, impassive, letting the contest continue. Boy no longer dancing – he seems to have forgotten Tommy’s words, looks distressed, his legs have gone, surely the ref will step in now. Pa, moving forward, catches him with a left and, WHOAH!, a hard right and he is down! Boy hits the canvas, round one! Head bounced on the concrete step there. He won’t get up from that. No count required in this one – it’s over, it is definitely over … Boy still down, in some distress … And if you ask me, I think the referee should have stepped in much sooner …

But whenever we stumbled, she never did. Ma and Pa are united in defeat and destined to repeat. But something changed this time, if not in them certainly in me. I was distressed, and not because of the pain. At some point I pissed myself – my school trousers are soaked. When my head bounced on the concrete step it opened a cut in the corner of my eye. I lie on the floor feeling woozy, a trickle of blood running from my eye into my mouth. I also landed awkwardly on my wrist, but curled up on the floor it is not the pain but the shame that hurts, the fact I pissed myself. Ma doesn’t notice and Pa is already quiet, silenced by the onset of his own shame. When I stand up I see Our Kid peering through a gap he’s opened in the doorway. He raises his hand. Pa leaves to speak to Our Kid. He doesn’t look back. He never did. Still dizzy, I hear Marv whisper, ‘I told you.’ Good friend that he is, he doesn’t mention my shame. A taxi to A&E reveals no broken bones, just a bad sprain to my wrist. It’s put into a splint but my eye needs a few stitches.

I’m a trainee detective at West End Central police station in London a little over a decade later when I ask Ma (who has arrived unannounced, having by then been AWOL for several years) about the incident over tea in a café in Piccadilly. She claims to remember little about it, the stumble in the jungle. ‘Just one of those things,’ she says before changing the subject to the real purpose of her visit: Pa.

But it isn’t just one of those things. It was, however, my last time in the ring. He never raised his hand to me again. Ma, on the other hand, was well into her stride with her own form of psychological pugilism. When reason was required to explain a break, bruise or stitch, her adroitness at coming up with an alibi served primarily to protect her reputation as much as Pa’s, but a child needs a voice too. Perhaps that’s why my secret friend knocked when he did and the voice became stronger. He was someone to watch over me – a separate voice but also my inner voice. At first I worry about the erratic, dissonant voice living inside my head, convincing myself something is wrong. The ‘clips around the ear’ have scrambled my senses. I’m sure he will fade, this voice, as I get older, but he gets louder, more assertive. He moves in.

That night, everything changes for me. When I get home from the hospital, I take off my damp trousers and leave them on the bed. On a layer of condensation on my bedroom window I write in underscored capital letters, ‘I HATE MY DAD’. The words are visible for days until somebody cleans the window. Our Kid peers round the door before coming in carrying his Etch A Sketch. He sits on the bed. There’s no conversation. I’m not really in the mood for company. Eventually he points to his pad – he has sketched a sad face. He puts his pad down and places his hand on top of mine. We sit in silence.




Bigger House, Smaller Dreams

We move again, this time to a larger police house, and despite the endless snarking, the eroded confidence, we again buy into the promise of better times ahead. Grandma and Grandpa hope this will be a defining moment, the point we turn a corner as a family, but the rows continue, the doors slam, voices raised and spirits low. I take to leaving the house even earlier in the morning, preferring to wait at the bus stop than be among it. There’s no improvement in my performance at school. I’d bumped into my head of year in the corridor after the stumble in the jungle, black-eyed and splinted. He’d looked at me sheepishly and asked what happened. ‘Tell him to fuck off,’ suggests Marv. ‘I fell, sir,’ I say.

At the first sign of summer in Trawler Town, warmer temperatures push the smell from the fish-processing plant further afield while the fuggy output from the local ICI plant stunts the growth of the local population, or so we all believe. ‘Why is everyone a short arse in Trawler Town?’ The question is being debated by the shortest boy of a group of friends standing on a street corner as I amble past one summer evening. One is about to become my lifelong pal, until death do us part. Born into a long line of fishermen who have colonised this particular street, he challenges me to a fight when I accidentally wander into their territory, demarcated with the words ‘FUCK OFF GRIMSBY YOUR SHIT’ scrawled on the outside of a red BT phone box. I’m not from Grimsby, but it is an early sign of the absurdist humour popular with this gang. Perhaps sensing I have had several weeks of Tommy’s gym tuition, the contest will now be a wrestling match. Whoever pins his opponent ‘to the deck’ will be declared the winner.

Bud, my blond-haired adversary, squares up and the contest begins. Midway through the bout, which I am clearly losing, a young woman steps over us as we roll over the pavement and enquires after another boy’s sister as she enters the phone box. Bud, who has now pinned me to the ground in an arm lock, pauses to ask if from my vantage point I can see what colour her knickers are. A question I struggle to answer, given my restricted movement, though it serves to confirm the passage from childhood to teenage summers is not too far from this street corner. Having established he is stronger than me, and as I am unable to assist in identifying the colour of said knickers, Bud offers to release me if I accept defeat. We stand, shake hands and I am formally introduced to the group. And so begins our lifelong friendship. It becomes ever-more important as war on the home front continues unabated. We are two boys who in adulthood will find themselves as detectives at opposite ends of the country and in very different worlds.

We become inseparable, hanging out at the local youth club and surrounding streets in all weathers. It is hard not to notice that Bud’s house and those of his extended family have a greater warmth and sense of purpose to them. It is still a time of plenty for the fishing industry, reflected to a degree in the homes, but there is also something else that I can’t quite identify. In every sense, Bud and most of the Trawler Town Bash Street Kids I am now a part of, appear, at least to me, to be the manifestation of what a real family looks like on the inside. No doubt they have their own issues but from where I was standing, Bud’s house always guaranteed a warm welcome and a sense of home. The way his ma put a plate of food down without request and with a smile. The dry humour his pa shared with all and sundry whenever he was back from sea. It was the shape of family.

I never share what I see with my brothers, as inevitably our new home goes the way of our others. My first bike, a gift from my grandparents, becomes my trusty steed on which I charge through Trawler Town at the gallop, daydreaming, in search of something else. The marriage limps on for a few more months and then one day, Ma is off, taking one of my brothers with her.

As I head for the school bus one morning, Our Kid asks to walk with me as far as the bus stop, the conversation urgent. Where is she? Why didn’t she take all of us? It was later I knew why, why she only took one. I found a letter that laid bare the deceit. In it, Ma wrote to a lover explaining how she had passed off my youngest brother as Pa’s. There was tenderness in the letter that my years didn’t allow me to understand and rage that personal experience did. It took a lifetime to even begin to understand that letter, and the unwarranted guilt it made me feel, and in that moment I doubted every thread of what I had known or what I believed to be true. I put the letter back in the trunk where I found it secreted, consumed by the idea that in some way this was my fault, that my inquisitive mind was to blame and sooner or later another beating would follow.

After school that night, as Pa goes out to buy a chippy tea, I join Our Kid in his bedroom. He’s playing with his Etch A Sketch, which by now has become more coping mechanism than toy. I ask him if he can keep a secret. He answers by writing a loopy Yes on his pad. I outline the semblance of a plan to find out what is happening and maybe even a solution. Updates from Pa are limited to ‘There’s nothing for you to worry about’, which, given we live in a constant state of anxiety with only the level varying, is not reassuring.

I don’t know why, but Grandpa becomes key to my plan to reunite the family. Despite his known commitment to never making a fuss, always making do, he possesses a calm serenity I know could fix the crisis. We were due to go over to see our grandparents at the weekend, but Pa tells me we have to rearrange. Grandma had planned to take us up to see Grandpa working his signal box – a huge treat. I’d been a couple times but it would have been Our Kid’s first trip. Hard to imagine now but at a set time we would have walked the short distance along the railway bank from the station platform and up to the old Victorian wooden signal box. There would have been tea and cake or, if very lucky, eggs cooked on the stove. Honoured guests seated on the well-worn leather armchair, watching in pride as he fixed the huge wood and steel levers into position with a satisfying clunk. Then, waiting, hearts racing, for the tell-tale sound of the metal lines flexing under the weight of an approaching train.

My plan was to carry on as arranged anyway and head straight to the signal box to ask for Grandpa’s help in fixing the situation at home. Pa is easier in his parents’ presence, more relaxed. My wages are settled every Saturday morning after I finished my paper round, and I had a few weeks’ banked. With another week’s money I knew it would be enough to execute the plan. This was a scrawny Trawler Town boy’s reconnaissance mission in a rapidly changing situation, a covert operation to make a ‘buy’. What I was trying to buy was time. Because underpinning all the uncertainty was the belief that I was in some way responsible. Ma never tired of telling us of the sacrifices she had made for us, and of our lack of appreciation or understanding. So, my first covert deployment would salvage something positive from the chaos to which we had contributed and Grandpa was going to be my cover man.

He is a gentle soul, at the time in the final chapter of 50 years working on the railways. Messenger boy, steward, fireman and, finally, signalman. The kindest man I know. Perhaps not as savvy as Grandma but just as full of love and warmth, decency and dignity. He will have the wherewithal to mend a broken home. Saturday morning arrives and, with still no sight nor sound of Ma, it is time to act. The day before, I asked Pa if Our Kid and I could spend the afternoon at the pier. He agreed. Saturday afternoons for him, if not working, were often focused on the horses. So, on Saturday I finish my paper round, collect my wages and race back home on the trusty charger. Not owning a watch, I spend the morning clock-watching until Pa is ready to head off into town. We don’t own a car, so the three of us sit on the bus – Our Kid’s jaw set rigid; me, petrified that he will give the game away before it begins. Pa, subdued since Ma left though not exactly morose, the air of a man who is also working on a brilliant idea himself, one yet to be revealed – we are yet to realise Pa never has a plan.

With paper-round money pocketed and money box emptied I’ve worked out we have enough to get a taxi to the train station seven miles away and the bus fare home. This will allow time to present the plan to Grandpa and still arrive home well before Pa. A cotton canvas rucksack, a gift from my grandparents for passing the eleven-plus, is fully provisioned for the operation with a bottle of Vimto and two banana sandwiches, but its real purpose is to carry a key component of the plan: a large Grimes’s meat and potato pie, Trawler Town’s finest purveyor of all things pie. The mighty meat and potato is Grandpa’s favourite: ‘A pie to put hairs on your chest.’

We double back from the bus stop as soon as Pa turns the corner. I’ve many years to wait before training in the art of countersurveillance, so for two wee Trawler Town runts the walk to the taxi office is a fraught affair taking us as it does in an opposite direction to the pier. Our Kid’s nerves are calmed by the thought that at some point a slice of pie will be his if all goes well.

We wait at the taxi rank. It’s barely midday but shoreside fishermen are already putting the hard yards in, supporting Trawler Town’s many pubs. Three-day millionaires on a mission to get bladdered as quickly as possible. We wait for our taxi and pray Pa doesn’t turn back. Taxis, like the pubs, are plentiful in Trawler Town, more for functionality than comfort. No adult walks anywhere in Trawler Town – even if it would be quicker to walk the few yards to the next pub, you take a taxi. A three-day millionaire spreads the love, oils the local economy, so in order to service this high demand there are more taxi companies in a thriving fishing port than elsewhere in the UK. That said, what actually passes for a serviceable taxi is open for debate – four wheels and you are pretty much good to go. So it proves with our ride out of town.

This is before seatbelts are compulsory. Sat in the back of the taxi as I explain the essence of my plan, we fast approach a notorious roundabout with several exits. It’s near a popular pub as you head out of town, and the
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