2008
Friday 12 December
Chapter 2

“It’s another beautiful, fresh December morning out there. It’s now 8 o’clock and time for the news with Mike Stephens.”

“Starting once again with the stock markets. After another volatile day yesterday, the FTSE this morning has opened slightly higher…”

Stock Markets? On a Saturday?

Oh, shit! It’s not Saturday, it’s Friday. I hate it when that happens. I know it’s like wishing your life away, but those first few seconds after you wake up, and then realise it’s not the day you were hoping for, well…  I’m just not very good at mornings.

Still, at least being Friday, it’s a short day. We do 9 to 5 Monday to Thursday, but only 9 to 3 on Fridays. POETS Day we call it – Piss Off Early, Tomorrow’s Saturday. Or ‘Push Off’ if there are ladies present. We’re not all uncouth on the factory floor, you know.

After a couple of failed attempts I manage to find the ‘Off’ button on the alarm, and the perpetual doom and gloom of the newsreader is silenced. Frankly, I’m tired of hearing about it; it wasn’t that many months ago that the media were all bemoaning that house prices were rising too fast, that we were all spending too much, and basically enjoying ourselves more than we should. God forbid that we should enjoy ourselves! Now that their dreams have come true and house prices are sliding and nobody is spending any money (except Mum, obviously) it’s like Armageddon has struck. 

Talk about media-induced frenzy. They absolutely love it.

Sure, it had to come to a stop eventually, but the suddenness of it all, exacerbated by the second-by-second accounts that are now available on-line and on 24-hour TV mean that there is never time for anyone to take a breath, take stock (but not buy stock!), and consider their position. It used to be that you had to wait for tomorrow’s Financial Times before you found out how the markets – and your personal portfolio – were performing. Now you can find out almost in real-time, which means that the daily fluctuations which you wouldn’t have seen can now look like you’re about to either win or lose big, depending on how fast you can react.

To be honest, I’m not even that interested, but years of listening to Dad’s mutterings mean it must have sunk in after all. Except I’ve never invested a single penny.

I sit up in bed and wipe the sleep from my eyes, have the obligatory scratch of all the appropriate places and run my fingers through my hair. A quick glance in the small mirror which Laura insists on leaving there confirms I’m not a pretty sight: red eyes, messy hair long overdue for a cut and stubble which is never quite long enough to look designer, but always long enough to look scruffy. Scruffy: now there’s a word that pretty much defines me. Even when ‘scrubbed up’ I still look scruffy. I’m only comfortable in messy, loose, ill-fitting clothes (ideally shorts, but baggy jeans or track pants will do), t-shirts, trainers. I’d be the epitome of a ‘sk8tr-boi’ if I had any balance. I like to wear as few layers as possible, even in winter. And never, under any circumstances – not even funerals and weddings – a tie. I’ll wear a suit if I really have to, under extreme duress, but nothing will get a tie around my neck. Stupid things.

I like my hat though; shapeless woollen thing, I think it’s called a tuque; a friend bought it back from Canada when he went skiing. I don’t go anywhere without it. If nothing else, it means I don’t have to worry too much about my haircut. Not until Laura complains, anyway.

Stumbling, still half-asleep, across my room, I reach the door and am about to head for the shower when it occurs to me that I ought to put something on, just in case I run into Debs. A quick scout around finds yesterday’s discarded boxers. A quick sniff: yeah, they’ll do.

A quick wash and brush, followed by an equally quick breakfast and I’m out the door. Parked outside is my pride and joy – my little white van complete with sharp black graphics, white wheels, blackened windows and chrome exhaust. None of which change the fact that it runs like a dog, but it looks great when it’s parked or when I’m cruisin’. One of these days I’ll actually spend some money on the mechanicals, but seeing as nobody ever sees those, it seems a bit of a waste.

When the radio in the car comes on it’s all about the markets again; the FTSE has already dropped after its initial gains this morning. Yawn. Move on.

Before I know it – and certainly far too soon after I woke up – I’m at the factory gates. Already the smell of brick is in the air – actually it’s pretty prevalent all around town, but especially strong this time of the morning in the staff car park. It looks like the wind is blowing against us today so by the time I leave this evening the car will be covered in a fine layer of red dust. 

There’s a fair amount of camaraderie walking in; it’s one of the few occasions in the day when the factory staff can actually talk normally to each other as the machinery on the floor is a little too loud for easy conversation – and the radio is, therefore, even louder so that it can be heard. Usually somebody is the butt of the latest joke; you can usually spot the victim a mile off – they have that cowed, beaten look to them. Not a good way to start the day.

There’s always a buzz in the locker room, though; anybody who’s been picked on in the car park is let off the hook by the time we’re all in there, and once we’re all changed into our overalls there’s a bit of a queue for the coffee machine. Though ‘coffee’ is stretching the definition a bit. It’s brown and it’s hot, but that’s about as far as it goes; it’s the last chance we’ll get for a couple of hours to have any kind of drink. It’s dusty out on the factory floor; you need to make sure you have plenty of fluids before you get out there.

To be fair, the next tea break has the drinks brought out to us, and then we obviously get the lunch break, but considering the amount of dust in the air it’s probably not enough, and the very nature of most of our jobs makes it difficult to just get up and walk away. In fact, difficult is understating it: it’s virtually impossible. In many cases, an unexpected absence can actually bring the line to a halt.

So there’s only really one way to get through the day – in between the various breaks – and that's to disappear into your own internal little world.

