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Royal Rumble –
Start 8 September

On my days off shift, if I look out of my front room window along the street there’s a triangle of grass, just big enough for a bin and a bench where kids can get stoned. Between them stands a plaque honouring the forty-one locals who were executed on the same spot hundreds of years ago, back when the street was a field.

The writing says that the forty-one dead were known as the Canterbury Martyrs, Protestants burned at the stake for heresy by order of Queen Mary in 1555. Today, there’s a different figure in the air: seven decades. It’s how long the current Queen, Elizabeth II, has sat on the throne. And according to the notifications on my phone, she’s just died.

The British national anthem playing on the radio proves it. My phone lights up with an email from my boss saying that my shift-mates and I can wear black armbands with our uniforms as a sign of respect.

My name’s George, like the Queen’s dad. I live in Canterbury, a city in south-east England, where I work at the local uni as a security guard and licensed bouncer. It’s a job that I’ve done for years and I really enjoy it, getting involved with everything from fights to fire alarms, people who need support, incidents of self-harm, escorting VIPs, stopping local teenagers smashing windows and discouraging drunk students from shitting in the shared kitchen bin.

Around 155,000 people live in the city district and nearly 30,000 of them are students, which means work can get busy. When I was their age, I just about made it thanks to my mates, my family, slow police and a lot of blind luck. Now I keep an eye on the next generation, see if I can stop them from either beating the shit out of each other whenever the Pac-Man pills run down or nicking all the parking spaces (this last one can be the toughest: Canterbury is a medieval city built for monks and horses, and trying to get a car around the place can be a mission).

I work a repeating pattern of four days on/four days off, and do my twelve-hour shifts alongside two other blokes. Nick’s the supervisor, ex-navy, five foot four but harder than a Boxing Day shit. Sam’s a regular guard like me, a veteran door supervisor (aka bouncer) still in his twenties but with a lifetime of pride in the job, and who gets his uniform custom-made.

Each shift in the guard room there are a thousand alerts we could receive, from gas leaks to late rent to terrified students phoning up at 3 a.m. because they’ve forgotten to hand work in, and we’re the only number with a human at the end of it. Sometimes it can feel like we’re the first port of call for everything but luckily a lot of the students behave themselves, as do the majority of the 1,500 employees, who are outnumbered by the kids by almost twenty to one. But when either group plays up, dings their car, gets mugged or has a panic attack because they’ve accidentally pressed send on the wrong photo, we’re the ones who have to run down.

I’m a month into my recent wage rise to £11.24 per hour, which is below the UK average of £13.25 but still well clear of the minimum rate, £9.50. The cuts in policing, mental health and medical support means the pay needs to cover the different hats we have to wear, but if I ever feel hard done by I just think of the heroin users we sometimes have to eject out of the car park, the ones who I could be next to if I had a fallout with my boss, split up with my girlfriend or missed a couple of mortgage payments.

To burn off stress I sometimes write down thoughts on my phone: what I need to do tomorrow to save money, anything I’ve had to pay for outside of food and bills. It was a habit I got into a few years ago when I was single that I kept coming back to, trying to teach myself new words each time. Soon I was writing descriptions of stuff that I’d seen, like the hum of industrial air-con units, the shadows that trick you when you’re alone at 3 a.m., the way drum grids or bass beats can sound like an overhead helicopter. Ten years ago, after mailshotting every website and newspaper I could find, people began paying me to write freelance: first music reviews, and then lifestyle pieces. The money helps top up my wages as I can make about £150 on eight hundred words, usually once a month. I’m always looking for more because the wages don’t really go up in security, so it’s nice to think there’s something I can get better at beyond dumbbells.

***

The news of the Queen’s death keeps coming in. Every time I tap ‘headlines’ on my phone the talking heads are all wearing black, like they work in security too.

I’m forty and have had seven jobs, seventeen bosses, eight prime ministers, and now a second monarch.

My sister, Kate, messages. She’s eight years younger than me and lives in north Kent where she works in an office for a medical supplier. I can’t remember what her job title is, but she once sent me a photo of an internal wall covered in leaves with ‘collaborate’ written across it in neon. Our Dublin mates aren’t too cut up about it, she writes. I remember that she has to travel for her work sometimes. She’s probably run into a few people who don’t love being made to look at the Union Jack.

***

Later, as I’m walking up to school to collect Rose, my eight-year-old daughter, I picture the steps I’ll do once I’m out of trainers and back in work boots. I expect there’ll be a lot of royal procession jokes when I’m on foot patrol around the uni.

Sometimes in the job, I look at the calm around me – ponds, people reading, accommodation blocks – and worry that I’m coasting. The campus feels a long way from the fumes and pallets and plaster of the ways I used to earn money.

Luckily, another headline comes in on my phone; it’s about the UK cost-of-living crisis, and how it’s already swallowed most of my wages. I’ve got less fanciful things to worry about than working somewhere tidy.

***

Rose and I do homework and then playfight each other until Jess gets home. Jess, my girlfriend of the past sixteen years and Rose’s mum, works in a school unit for kids with social, emotional and behavioural needs. Some of them have had rough starts in life and can be unsettled in the classroom. Jess sometimes comes home with more bruises on her than me.

While mother and daughter are having a catch-up, I open my laptop and log in to my staff portal to see how busy the weekend shift’s going to be. How many blocks and rooms Nick, Sam and I will have to unlock and keep safe.

The gates at the uni are kept open 24/7, something that took me a long time to get used to. The UK’s terror threat level has been set at ‘substantial’ and the campus is close to Canterbury Cathedral, where armed coppers stand under gargoyles welcoming tourists while holding submachine guns.

The uni’s deterrents – guards like me walking around, and some ‘Caution: you are being recorded on CCTV’ signs – aren’t always as effective.

***

The next morning, once Jess has gone to work and I’ve dropped Rose at school, I do the washing, the bins, the hoovering and clean the toilet. Then I look out of the window.

Our street is pretty quiet: no one’s kicked a door in for months, and the only time my teeth ever feel loose is when someone has got their sub up too high while parked outside our front-room window.

My phone gives me an update on the royal funeral plans, not that I’ll be going. The last non-royal one I went to was a shift-mate a dozen years back who’d died off site and alone. Gary was in his sixties and moved like a gazelle: as a new starter with legs decades younger than his, I struggled to keep up with him on patrol. But he couldn’t outpace liver cancer, which had taken him out less than a month after his shock diagnosis.

The bosses lent us the minibus and gave us the morning off. I’d never been to a crematorium before, or to a humanist funeral. I remember the glass roof and the silent sweeping fields, like a garden centre without customers. My workmates and I sat through the speeches, focusing on the coffin on its conveyor belt. The non-religious MC was standing next to it. She cleared her throat.

‘And now we join together in saying goodbye to Gary. We’re going to hear a piece of music requested by him: Chris Rea’s “The Road to Hell”.’

The coffin slid forwards. Everyone tried not to giggle. I pictured Gary in the box wishing the belt could move faster.

Part of me wants to share the memory in the guard group chat, where my shift-mates are wondering if we’ll get the extra bank holiday for the Queen’s state funeral added to our annual leave entitlement. I’m not sure it’s what she would have wanted.

SHIFT DAY ONE

I give Jess and Rose a kiss, do my boots up and sneak out of the house at just gone 5 a.m. I’ve already been up for two and a half hours but feel energised after my workout.

The uni is a mile’s walk away and I arrive early enough to let some of the night shift go early. Covering 24-hour wraparounds means I can remember what it’s like when you’re on nights and 6 a.m. seems like it’ll never arrive. Fingers crossed they’ll do the same for me at 6 p.m. tonight once my twelve-hour day shift finishes.

Nick, Sam and I issue keys to the housekeeping crew – the only other staff who start as early as we do – and then begin our routine patrol and unlock of the office blocks. We need to make sure nothing’s leaked or been broken into before the staff clock on.

They begin to trickle in around 8 a.m. Since the last lockdown of the Covid-19 pandemic about half of the lecturers, managers and administrators have returned to site full-time, and their first request for us this morning is to accompany a member of the accommodation team while they issue a student with a rehousing notice. Apparently, the recipient needs to move into a new flat on the campus.

At least it’s not issuing a notice to quit, one of the livelier jobs we can get involved with. Luckily, this one is just a notice to move temporarily upstairs. The bloke getting it is an undergrad who has somehow remained in halls of residence over the summer.

That’s unusual: it makes me wonder if his family live overseas or have passed away – or just don’t get on with him.

My guess is number three as this particular student is permanently wound up. A few weeks ago, as the summer break was ending and before there were any other kids back on campus, he tried to make dinner for himself and ended up torching the kitchen. Hence why he now has to move upstairs.

On the walk over to his block I try and think back half a lifetime, to get myself into the right frame of mind. In my teens, the most important thing ahead of me was always parties. When I became an adult I had my own go at uni: a few weeks where I thought I might be intellectual until I realised I missed the buzz of working outside. The chances are the student we’re about to meet will be just as mixed up. We probably all were at that age: anyone who thinks they were born level-headed has either got a crap memory or grew up without a camera phone.

Management are due to meet the student at 9 a.m. accompanied by a member of the housekeeping team, and they both want security alongside. Based on how this bloke is yet to apologise for turning his kitchen cupboards to charcoal, I don’t reckon he’ll take kindly to the news that he’s got to change flats.

We attend and hover outside while the staff ask the student (who since the fire has been living off takeaways, and who we’ve nicknamed Super Nugget) why he hasn’t moved out yet.

I’m wary of this bloke. After his kitchen blaze was put out and guards on the night shift ran over to check the students were OK, he started hitting on one officer, telling her that if it meant her coming over he’d burn the place down every night.

Now, in daylight, Super Nugget is less flirty. He tells the housekeeping supervisors that he didn’t get his moving notification email. He also says our presence is stressing him out. He’s paying £160 a week for his room. That deserves respect.

We give him two more hours to get his stuff together and then go back over, this time with an accommodation officer.

He still hasn’t started packing. Apparently, our last visit disturbed him and he had to exercise after we left. To prove it he’s in a vest, showing off arms that look like he can curl more than just a frying pan.

We ask to see his kitchen. Very thoughtfully, Super Nugget has covered the burn marks with dirty plates, old pizza boxes and sacks of rubbish that smell like a toppled Portaloo. He doesn’t seem to notice the disarray; his eyes are on me, giving me a look like he wants to fight. Eyebrows low. Words spat instead of spoken.

I’m trying to breathe through my mouth to beat the stale aromas floating around when Super Nugget suddenly goes up a few decibels and starts fronting me out.

I tell him not to raise his voice and step back in the fence position. I also tell him we’re not here to fight: we want to help him with his situation. Adrenaline starts rattling my muscles.

The accommodation officer gives Super Nugget another two hours to pack up. Outside, they tell us that he’s got a safeguarding issue. This could mean he’s the victim of bullying, radicalisation, forced marriage, sexual exploitation or has a mental health condition. I don’t want to guess at his private life, but based on Super Nugget’s past behaviour I’ll read it as code for a short fuse.

My shift-mate Sam – an ex-bareknuckle fighter – says he’s got an idea for a new approach. He suggests that the accommodation department sends one of the female residence managers over on her own: one who’s streetwise, can smile politely, and has more clout than any security guard. We’ll wait discreetly around the corner in case things go south.

It’s a smart tactic. One of Super Nugget’s complaints has been that we’re deliberately provoking him by wearing black protective vests and body-worn cameras, something he interprets as an attempt to dominate. It’s trickier to make the same accusation against someone dressed in office clothes.

We watch the residence manager go over and wait nearby in case of trouble. Fifteen minutes later, Super Nugget has handed his room key in and been given a new one for the upstairs flat. The carpet fitters can now get to work making his floor look a little less like an ashtray.

Back in the guard room I’m required to write up the incident report and try to use the right words to describe the state of Super Nugget’s kitchen. As I click the final boxes (I don’t suspect he’s on drugs; the incident did not result in environmental damage), I tell myself that we did our job and preserved the peace. The perpetrator didn’t get fisty. Nothing got broken.

My first boss in the job – Connolly, the head guard who retired fifteen years ago – would be proud of us. He was one of us but dressed in a blazer instead of a vest, and he taught me that if I ever had to fight it meant I needed to read the dictionary as I clearly wasn’t having the right conversation with people. ‘Words are your riot shield,’ he told me, making me think about my habit of writing on my phone.

I can see why he was keen to teach me how to de-escalate situations, and over the years I melded his advice with the old jiu-jitsu manual that my dad gave me as a kid. Now I practise VJJ (verbal jiu-jitsu), as being a guard means you walk into the same arguments the police do except you’ve got no cuffs, no truncheon, no heightened legal authority and no motor with flashing lights and a siren. Our uniforms aren’t armour: they exist to identify us as ‘exemplary citizens’.

But like all citizens, guards can get physical without the risk of committing an offence provided it’s within lawful authority and there’s a reasonable justification (to prevent crime, for example, or to protect people and property).

So physically intervening when a kid’s yelling at his girlfriend and drawing back a fist: reasonable. Goose-necking the bloke accused of stealing his mate’s chips: unreasonable, and likely to get you picked up for common assault.

SHIFT DAY TWO

The night shift tell me that they’ve had a call from a guard who was due to cover one of the accommodation blocks in the city centre, saying he’s tested positive for Covid. Our boss gives us permission to book an agency worker to cover the shortfall. The block is home to four hundred students and needs a minimum two-person fire cover.

The agency manager who answers the phone says they’ve got a guy in mind to supply us with. He’s ready to go, and they’re sending him now.

Going by his scowl when he arrives, he ain’t happy to be here. He asks if he can go into town for lunch; we tell him no. There’s a café on site, and we all need to stay local in case of emergencies. We agree that it sucks.

This doesn’t sit well with the agency guard. He sits stewing until an hour before finish time, then shouts ‘Bye’ and rides off. Nick keeps the now-understaffed block on extra CCTV cover, then assures the duty guard left working alone that he can drive over if they have a problem. Then Nick notes the agency guard’s name just in case the bloke ever applies for a full-time job.

***

On patrol later, I get a text from Jess: Rose has been sick at school.

The school that Jess works in is nearby, and she’s leaving now to go and collect her. But Rose’s school has a 48-hour isolation policy after anyone vomits. Can I cover tomorrow?

Some of the kids in the unit Jess works in are very vulnerable and crave routine. They’ll come apart if there’s a different adult in front of them for two days.

Nick does me a favour and lets me use annual leave without the usual ten-day notice period. At least Jess can now go back to work tomorrow and reassure the kids she looks after that she hasn’t done a runner.

***

I get home from a not-too-busy day to a bombshell: the water bill, £235.10 for six months. Two years ago, we were paying £261.67 for the full year.

Normally our debits come out at the start of the month, but this one’s landed halfway through. I have a vague memory of keeping one utility on paper so that Jess and I could have a proof of address when doing courses. I kick myself that I’d failed to prepare for it when the other debits came out last week.

The bill gets chucked on my jobs pile under my weights bench. On patrol sometimes, I’ll look at the other uniforms going past me: delivery drivers, cleaners, maintenance crew. In the pandemic they called us key workers.

Now we’re invisible again and falling behind with bills, something that makes me question what the point of having a job is. As a kid I learned the value of saving up, and that the best things in life weren’t free but they could be affordable. Large chips. The new Prodigy album. A Zippo lighter that I paid a kid in year ten to get for me.

Back then I’d either have to write to Santa or save my pocket money for months. Today, if I measure my career in luxuries, things get further out of reach. Prices, interest rates and years overlap in my head. Maybe I’m worse with numbers than I thought. Either that or I grew up spoiled.

Writing all this down – the longest notes entry of my life – might help me see a financial fix. Since bills and prices rocketed my family have been locked in a vice, gripped tight, hardly able to move.

That’s my reminder that I need to take a breather. Luckily, I can unwind tomorrow when I use my annual leave to watch Rose.

SHIFT DAY THREE

I lie in until 4.30 a.m., leaving enough time to fit in some writing and a workout before Jess is up for work. The squats and typing are good for my mental health; in the job, security probably spend more time responding to people suffering from emotional bruises than we do people who’ve been thumped.

In the shower at 6 a.m. I think of Nick and Sam, who are already on shift and will be picking up my slack. They could be running to any number of welfare incidents today. When the Student Support department go home or put the Samaritans phone number on their office window for the Christmas shutdown, calls for emotional support will go through to the guard room.

Sometimes we get to see the build-up, like the kid we found on first patrol who’d been awake all night and was unconscious in the snow. We’d previously caught him sleeping in classrooms and stealing from neighbours who’d left their kitchen cupboards unlocked.

His thieving got so bad that his flatmates bought cages to keep their food in, which our casualty would smash open whenever he fancied a bagel. When we got hold of him and asked whether he was hungry, he accused us of persecuting him. He didn’t need our help – he’d got his shit together.

With almost comic timing, forty-eight canisters of nitrous oxide fell out of his locker. These, known as ‘whippets’, are sold online as whipped cream chargers and get ordered by students looking to inhale them and get high for ten seconds a lungful. Self-harm can take a lot of forms.

I’m lucky that the job keeps me focused enough to maintain a clear head. On night duty, I used to walk home after my shift watching pink streaks appear in the sky, imagining the people who were also awake but for the wrong reasons: insomnia, heartbreak, depression. I’d watch blokes in high-vis vests sweeping up on the way back to the flat I lived in at the time, relieved at how lucky I was to have a job and a clear purpose.

That was fifteen years ago. Right now, my purpose is to keep Rose comfy. She’s already told me she’s fine – the vomiting that got her sent off yesterday was apparently just a ‘lava burp’ – so we’re indoors, and she’s practising her karate combos on me. She’s been going to classes since she was six.

She’s also been asking about Christmas, how she wants a life-size ‘slam man’ fighting dummy. When my phone says they’re at least £300 the news hits like a flying elbow.

Between blocking her strikes, I try to get a refund on the £10 after-school club that we paid in advance for today, but no joy. According to the water bill, that could pay for a day’s worth of flushing.

I tell myself to stop thinking about numbers and focus on blocking Rose’s axe kicks.

SHIFT DAY FOUR

A fire alarm activates in an accommodation block. It’s before 10 a.m., which means prime hangover time.

The control panel says the point of activation is in the adjoining student bar, which is empty but smells faintly of burning wires. Or possibly cider. The responding guard takes no chances and follows alarm protocol, phoning the brigade who arrive while he’s trying to evacuate two hundred students.

I’m watching the action on CCTV, stuck on a site half a mile away. On screen, everyone’s movements are jerky. The slowest movers seem to be the brigade: their biscuit-coloured jackets are going nowhere.

I can feel myself tensing. Why don’t they send the guard outside with the rest of the evacuees? Being the first response to everything – including potential infernos – means we should be able to step back once the people in fireproof trousers are on scene. Ours are from a budget workwear catalogue. It should be the brigade searching the block, not the guard. We have too many expectations placed on us and not enough Kevlar.

Then I realise I’m just wound up because the council tax came out of my account this morning – £168 – and I want a public official to vent at.

Deep breaths. I’m due some extra cash soon. I message my sister to see what she’s up to. Kate’s happy: she was supposed to go on a conference for her job but it’s been cancelled. I send her a picture of the heroin we found in a car park yesterday, two wraps, £40 worth. Someone else’s trip has been cancelled too.

REST DAY ONE

The back pay I’ve been waiting for comes through on my first day off shift, a mammoth £360 for an interview I did for DJ Mag. Outside of my monthly £1,520 for full-time security it’s my second biggest payment of the year. It’s also what I’m due to get in October if the government’s Energy Bills Support Scheme comes true.

To celebrate I do the online shop, hefty this week at £87.55. I’ve tried to stop checking the increase on the five things I live off – porridge (£2.45), spinach (£1.15), peanuts (54p), brown bread (£1.35), frozen fruit (£2.25) – but it’s impossible. Whenever I shut my eyes, I see smart meters going round like propellers.

To take my mind off it, I kill £10 of the magazine’s payment and meet an ex-workmate in Wetherspoons for breakfast. It can be lively in there sometimes, like being at work without radio support, but you don’t wince at the till when paying for two rounds of toast and two hot drinks.

My ex-colleague Colin is retired, but he misses the grind sometimes. He was in the forces, and when I worked with him at the uni he was the Yoda of security, teaching me everything from how to handle bomb threats to how to talk to management.

‘You going OK?’ Colin asks.

I tell him how the campus library is staying open during the Queen’s state funeral, the time when everything else will be closing. Colin drains his second coffee – the pub does infinite reloads – and looks at the day drinkers around us.

He tells me some of them might see the shutters down on their local and instead head for somewhere else that’s got radiators, free Wi-Fi and sofas – like the university library, which is in the city centre. The place that one of my shift-mates will be guarding alone.

Maybe it’ll be a quiet day, like Princess Diana’s funeral. I was a teen when that happened, a month before I first started work. It was the last time I got to play in the road.

***

On the walk back from brekkie I bump into some parents who I know via Rose’s karate class. They gesture at the traffic next to us on the pavement. It’s sluggish, every car fully loaded.

I tell them it’s technically my employer’s fault: today is freshers’ arrival weekend when all the new students move in. Around every corner you can see mums and dads lugging stacker crates into flats. The parents that I’ve bumped into ask me how long the city will be like this.

‘Not too long,’ I tell them.

REST DAY TWO

The drop-offs are still going strong – along my street, duvets and crockery are flying back and forth between the terraces that are rented to students. To escape the racket, I pay £15.45 so that Rose, Jess and I can take the train into the next town and see some mates.

At Canterbury station, signs say the queue to see the Queen lying in state is now at capacity. The accessible queue has shut down completely. If that’s true, then I can’t work out why the London-bound carriage we’re on seems quiet. Maybe a lot of mourners are doing a cup final and watching from home.

Ten years ago, there was a royal visit at the campus. Guards, cleaners, estates staff and departmental directors all went into military mode (if it moves, salute it; if it doesn’t move, paint it).

I can’t remember which royal the uni was hosting – a female – but an hour before her convoy was due to arrive, we had to upset the protection squad who had been sent ahead of her by calling an ambulance. A science lecturer had come to us suffering from heart palpitations.

The paramedics got to the uni double-fast; maybe they were on high alert.

Just as the ambulance reached the gate, a builder crushed his thumb in a skip. We dialled 999 again and waited.

I can remember the bloke’s eyes out on stalks, like the alien on a pack of Space Raiders. I was watching him for signs of shock and the road for signs of the second emergency crew. Luckily, they arrived before the royal Range Rover.

REST DAY THREE

There’s a different convoy in the news on my phone today: the police procession transporting Prince Charles to Westminster Hall. A skater has drifted into their path, and four coppers have pinned him down on the double-yellows so quickly they must have had different positional asphyxia training than me.

The weather’s still decent for September so two mates of ours, Jay and Stuart, drive over for a picnic with their kids. Jay’s been mates with Jess ever since the pair of them worked at the local prison, before it got shut down. I’ve been mates with Stuart ever since I met him at Jess’s works do and found out he was also into boxing and vintage breakbeat turned up loud.

They’ve asked us to act as guardians to their kids should the worst happen. Outside of fatherhood and my job, it’s the biggest responsibility I’ve been given. Jay’s bringing flapjacks to celebrate.

Stuart shows me how he’s painted his kids’ bedrooms on his phone: swirls, constellations, superheroes leaping out from light switches. We don’t talk about my kitchen, which was last decorated when we got some filling done around the units. Getting a plasterer is on my jobs list under the weights bench.

None of us mention the Queen, or how quiet the park is. The gulls have stopped moving. The tea hut’s got its shutters lowered. Even the fountain seems cranked down to a trickle.

After tiring out Rose and Jay and Stuart’s kids with football passes, I lie back on the grass and look up, trying to imagine what a state funeral looks like.

I wouldn’t want the Queen’s £25 billion on top of my £21,630 salary. Being royal must be like being on stage for ever: everyone watching you, forced to clap at the end. Rose seems to read my mind and turns to me.

‘Has the Queen’s funeral been yet, Dad? What’s it like in the church?’

I watch Stuart sky the football, look at the clouds as the ball rises, imagine I’m back under the wooden arches of Canterbury Cathedral. A few years ago, I was on duty there as part of the university’s graduation ceremony, serving as the mace bearer.

It was probably as crowded as Westminster Abbey feels today: thousands of onlookers crammed into the transept. With my work boots polished, I was given a set of white gloves that sucked all the moisture out of my hands. A black cloak was put around me like I was at the barbers.

‘No dicking around,’ the assistant security manager had said as he handed me the ceremonial mace. It was black and gold, and dug into my shoulder like a brick hod. I had to carry it down the centre aisle to start the graduation, when all the students who’ve obtained their degrees get to shake hands with the vice-chancellor and get a round of applause.

I took my position and slowly led the cloaked senior academics to their seats in the choir area, fighting off flashbacks to bad job interviews, naked school dreams and all the other moments where I’d wished I had an ejector seat.

The memory dissolves, and I look at Rose next to me in the park. She’d been asking what will happen at the Queen’s funeral – maybe she wants to be helpful. A few weeks ago she ran up to Jess and me, buzzing. We were planning on getting her a debit card that comes with a savings app; it uses a rewards quiz where getting questions right puts 50p onto your card balance.

Rose must have heard Jess and me talking about what we can cut back on. She excitedly told us that she can help pay for stuff – all she has to do is answer loads of questions in her money app.

And I had to gently crush her and say that the money she’s winning is being transferred off my card, from the parent balance. Too many correct answers mean she becomes another red number on my statement.

‘The Queen’s funeral will be rough on her family,’ I tell her, changing the subject.




Four Years Old – 1986

Blood shot towards the nurse in brown loops. I couldn’t tell who was shouting: her, my mum or my dad. My mum had bunched the bottom of her T-shirt up and was pressing it into my side. My dad had his hand on my head, trying to push my face down into the hospital pillow so I wouldn’t see the hole in my arm where the blood was pulsing from.

Through the ward curtain I could hear the TV, a programme I didn’t recognise. Beyond that, other kids. Were their parents with them too? In a few hours, the infection would get into my brain and I’d forget who mine were.

The amnesia would only last a couple of days. For the moment, memorable sights were everywhere. The nurses’ hats. My dad crying when they gave me the lumber puncture. Me asking the nurses for my mum whenever I woke up in the white bed, and the chair next to me was empty because she’d either gone to the toilet or crept out for a smoke.

Between dreams, I’d try to spell my illness. We’d only got as far as ‘camouflage’ at school. I could manage ‘blood test’ but kept getting mixed up with ‘bacterial meningitis’.

Slowly my memory came back. The first clear sight was Charlie, my brother, who was allowed to visit one afternoon. As soon as our mum nipped off to get us squash I grinned at him. I’d heard how he’d got told off while our dad was at work.

He was being watched by our nan and grandad, and they were watching the TV. As soon as Charlie was sure their eyes were off him he’d slowly worked the power cord out of the vacuum cleaner, connected it to a radiator and switched on the mains. For a pre-schooler he had guts, and the explosion of the short-circuiting radiator had caused a small flood in our front room.

‘You got told off by the gas man,’ I said.

‘Yeah, but I nicked his knife,’ Charlie replied. He was three years old: eighteen months younger than me.

When I was discharged, Mum took us back to our terrace in a cab. It was my first taxi ride, and the black chassis combined with the TV I’d watched in hospital made me think I was in Knight Rider.

Between daydreams I focused on my returned memory. I knew my dad was a draughtsman who worked full-time for the council; he was either on building sites or in a tech office all day.

Mum did odd jobs, typing mostly, but was usually around to look after my brother and me. Our two-bed house could be paid for with one-and-a-bit jobs.

It was a year into school that I realised the other kids had a bit more spending money than us. My favourite toy was a tobacco tin filled with drawings of He-Man figures that my dad had made. Some of my mates had the figures for real.

I remember nicking one from a kid who lived nearby, and then being frog-marched back over by my mum to return it. The same year, after being caught teasing the cat, she took me to the local police station, one of the most famous in the East End because it still had its original blue light.

The desk sergeant had only put me in the cell for ten seconds but it smelled almost as bad as the toilets at school. I realised then that I could handle being punished, but not the thought of causing upset to my family.

My dad’s parents lived a walk away on the edge of Essex; the idea of them finding out I’d been nicking was terrifying. My mum’s side of the family were more remote: like her they were German and her dad still lived over there. He’d been the reason behind my only plane trip, something I wouldn’t do again until I was in my twenties and earning.

Seeing my mum’s homeland as a reward for beating meningitis had been a dream come true. I can remember my ears blowing out on the flight, the blue street signs in German, my mum talking a different language. Waking up in the night on a sofa at her dad’s place and getting flashbacks to hospital. My mum was doing her best to protect me from her dad’s Alsatian, which years later the police would have to shoot dead when he died and it refused to stop guarding his body.

After my mum and I had flown home from our trip, my dad would tell me a lighter story about my German grandad. When my dad had first driven over with my mum to meet him, and to tell him that his daughter would be staying in London, he went armed with a bottle of Gordon’s gin.

My dad could drink – he’d once been accidentally pronounced dead by the police after a heavy session when he’d crashed out in the street – and after a few glasses with his prospective father-in-law, he assumed he’d earned the man’s respect. After all, the German was a mechanic and my dad knew his way around an engine. Even in a country where they drove on the wrong side of the road.

‘Now we’ll have a real drink,’ said my mum’s dad, reaching for a bottle of 80 per cent volume rum. It was highly flammable and unheard of in even the shadiest UK off-licence.

After a couple of glasses of that, my dad was led swaying into the garden. It was explained to him that the ground was uneven, and that, as an overworked mechanic, his new father-in-law could sometimes trip over. In what my dad later described as the toughest building gig of his life, he managed to slab a path from his father-in-law’s back step to his shed while pissed as a fart. Only after the last stone was laid did the German reach out and shake his hand.

My own trip over with my mum to meet him had been an interesting few days, but I was more than happy with our family holidays to Camber Sands on the Kent coast: just Charlie, my mum, my dad and me. And hours spent playing RoboCop in Camber arcade.

Between losing lives in the game Charlie and I would run outside on the shingle and try to smash barnacles off the groynes. My mum would chase us with sun cream and eventually got to know the old lady whose cottage we were staying in, who my brother and I nicknamed Mrs Beach.

My dad taught me how to catch shrimp in a jar and start campfires with glass. Back in London he let me lay bricks while he was building his greenhouse, and showed me how to write words and fractions on the edge of his Rizlas as the football results came in. He’d been a Hammers fan for decades; Leyton Orient were just as close and had the cooler logo, so I followed them.

I learned to keep my head down at school. One breaktime I froze when a crowd formed around me, everyone chanting that I’d made one of the girls cry. I pissed my trousers and took a few swings at the closest faces. Then I sprinted, wishing I was back home.

My mum was my idol as a kid: watching her cook, clean, drive, decorate, do part-time jobs and keep three blokes in check made me think she was a superhero. While my dad told me about West Ham’s best-ever players, I watched my mum graft without breaking a sweat. Maybe she was dynamite goalkeeper Phil Parkes in an apron. Nothing could knock her down.

I discovered Charlie was just as solid when we got given a pair of boxing gloves to share, and would take turns hooking each other in the front room. The punches must have given me some early muscles: at school my ability to hit objects got me put on the junior cricket team while still in infants.

In the summer, my mum used to let me get a beer out of the fridge and wait on the street to hand it to my dad after work. I can still see him walking down our road looking pissed off and swinging a chain when someone nicked his bike from outside the Tube station.

I knew thieving stuff could sometimes be necessary, like when my mum ‘borrowed’ a traffic cone from some roadworks to try and save a space near our house. But nicking from people who’d sweated for forty hours a week was out of line, as was stealing from your own – as I’d learned when I put my mate’s He-Man figure in my pocket.

One morning aged seven, I told Mum I wanted Nike shoes like my classmate had. She sat me down and explained that she could buy them but it would mean no beach trip this year.

I didn’t even have to think about my answer – a resounding no – because you can’t catch shrimps from inside a trainer.

Then she said she had some special news for Charlie and me. We were going to move house.

After her words had sunk in, I asked for a piece of paper. I wrote ‘London’ at the top, then drew a line curving down – south-east, according to my dad – and wrote ‘Kent’.

My dad’s job was coming to an end. He was one of the last few at the council, helping fit carpets in schools whose pupils would later either tear them up or burn them. Charlie and I were getting too big for our box room. Our new home would be in a village.

The idea of being surrounded by fields made my head spin, as did being away from my mates. What if everything smelled of animals and poo? Would my mum and dad have new jobs when we got there? Could my mates still visit?

My mum explained that the new house would be a bit cheaper, which meant they might be able to go down to two part-time jobs instead of one full-time plus mum’s extras. Did I know what that meant? I didn’t, but nodded anyway. Then I went to our front-room window and tried to work out which way was south-east.
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