Raising Dad by Paul McIntyre
Tom's father disappeared five years ago after abandoning him and his brother, Marty, at a children's home. Tom (aka Elton) thinks one of the tearaways from the children's home might hold a clue to Dad's whereabouts. The tearaway, Jason (aka Pinball), is now in prison...
The visiting room was like a McDonalds – blue plastic chairs and white tables bolted to the shiny floor. But there were no menus, no windows, and no staff with paper hats. Four big officers stood with their backs against the walls. Most of the tables had prisoners sitting at them, some with visitors, some on their own. No sign of Pinball.

The pirate kid was with his mum, opposite an inmate with a head like a bull terrier, angled and hard. ‘Yeah, Daddy!’ the kid said, high-fiving the man. His mum rubbed at one of her eyebrows, painted on or tattooed. The kid swung his legs under his chair, lifted up his eye patch and waved at me. I was going to wave back, but his dad glared at me with dark eyes, like bullets. I looked away, at the officer standing by the door on the other side of the room. He pointed at an empty table next to the bull terrier’s.

I sat and cupped my hand by the side of my face, until it was safe to risk a look at the guy. A barbed wire tattoo ran from his neck up to his scalp, over a thick vein at his temple. The vein throbbed as he talked to the kid, like it wanted to break out and start a fight.  

A key grated as it turned in the far door. Pinball walked in. Swaggered in. He nodded at the bull terrier, but the guy blanked him, like he was transparent. 

Pinball sat opposite me. ‘What the fuck you doing here, Elton?’

‘Nice to see you, too.’

He leaned forward. ‘Trying to be funny?’

‘Seriously, are you okay?’ I said.

‘You must want something. I’ve been in here five months, and Toby’s the only cunt from the old place who’s come.’

‘I’ve been busy,’ I said.

‘Busy not giving a shit. How much did you leave for me at the visiting desk?’

‘How much what?’

Pinball widened his eyes. ‘Cash, you tit.’

‘I didn’t know I could.’

‘A phone card, then?’

‘Haven’t you got a mobile?’

Pinball looked at the guards. He talked to me through gritted teeth. ‘Keep your fucking voice down. The kangas will be arse-fishing me if they think I’ve got a phone.’ 

‘Sorry. I didn’t realize.’

‘So, you brought fuck-all?’

I nodded. 

‘Seriously?’ Pinball said. ‘There’s a vending machine out there and you didn’t even get me a Bounty?’

‘I didn’t know you still liked them.’

‘Twat.’

The door opened. A handful of visitors came in and sat down.

I nodded at the purple bruising around Pinball’s eye. ‘Looks nasty.’

‘Bit of a ruck.’ He talked out of the side of his mouth like he was aiming his voice at the bull terrier. ‘Other twat’s in the infirmary.’ 

He stretched his arms towards me and opened his palms.

All those Chinese burns he’d given me. I put my hands in my lap. 

‘Now, what the fuck is it you want?’ he said. ‘Or did you decide to be a good boy and take Holy Orders, like Father K always wanted? Is that it, are you scoring some Brownie points with him, doing prison visits?’

I took a deep breath. ‘He’s the last fucking person I want Brownie points from.’

‘Ooh! Listen to Elton. Swearing, like a man.’

‘Piss off, Pinball.’

I regretted it straight away. I made sure the officer by the door was watching us, in case Pinball went for me.

‘What did you say, bitch?’ Pinball bared his teeth. I leaned as far back as I could, wishing the chair wasn’t bolted to the floor. 

‘Nothing,’ I said.

‘Can’t hear you.’

I dropped my head. ‘Nothing.’

‘Louder.’

‘I didn’t say anything. Sorry.’

‘Why are you apologizing, then?’

I held onto the locket. ‘I don’t know.’

He jagged his head forward, quick as a head-butt. ‘Boo!’

I ducked sideways, half-slid off the chair. Pinball laughed like a mad man. Everybody in the room turned towards me. The pirate kid laughed, too.

The officer nearest the far door came over. ‘Calm down, Jason, unless you want to go back to the wing.’ 

‘Nothing for me here, anyway, guv.’ He stood up and turned his back on me.

‘No, wait!’ I said. He stopped moving. Everybody else was still staring. ‘I’ll bring whatever you want next time. Cash and chocolate. As much as they’ll let me. Please, sit down.’

Pinball turned his head. ‘Bitch is going to show respect, in future, yeah?’

I nodded.

‘Say it, then,’ he said.

‘I’ll show respect.’

‘Properly.’ 

‘I’m warning you, Jason.’ the officer said.

‘No worries, guv. Me and Elton go way back. He’s forgotten his place, that’s all.’ Pinball kept his eyes on me. ‘I’m still waiting.’

My face was burning, everybody still gawping. ‘I’ll show respect, in future.’

Pinball cupped his hand to his ear. ‘Who will?’

‘Me.’ 

He turned his hand, like an organ grinder. ‘The bitch will show…’ he said. 

‘Alright,’ I said. ‘The bitch will show respect, in future.’

He stuck his nose in the air, like a boxer who’d won a fight. ‘There. Not hard, was it?’ He sat down again. 

The officer went back to his wall. I could’ve fried food on my face. Pinball was all smiles now. 

‘You going to spit it out, then. Elton?’

The others inmates lost interest, chatted to their visitors again. I kept my voice down. ‘I know why Gabriel killed himself.’

‘Gabbie was weak. Move on.’

‘Father Kieran…he sexually abused him.’

Pinball scoffed. ‘Fuck off. Father K’s a good guy. He might wear a dress, but he’s not a nonce.’

‘He admitted it.’

‘You’re talking bollocks.’

‘He confessed,’ I said. ‘In hospital.’

‘Hospital?’

‘He had a stroke.’

‘A stroke and cancer? Some fuckers have all the luck.’

‘He said he abused Gabriel, the night before he hanged himself.’

‘Ill, isn’t he? His mind’s gone. My granddad was dribbling like a dog, come the end. Kept saying: “tick-tock, tick-tock” – didn’t make him a fucking clock, though, did it?’

‘Marty was in the room, too.’

‘Digger?’

I nodded. 

‘And he saw Father K do it?’ Pinball said.

‘He won’t tell me. He made some sort of promise. But he knows what went on. I can tell.’

‘Why would you believe a mong, anyway?’

‘He’s not a mong.’ 

‘And I’m not a fucking expert.’ He tapped his temple. ‘But he’s got a bit missing, yeah?’ 

I dug my thumbs into my knees. ‘Marty said you saw something. Did you?’

‘Yeah. You bursting in on me when I was doing a perfect handbrake turn on Need for Speed. Just bumped a cop car into a side barrier, too.’

‘Before that.’

‘I didn’t see any kiddy-fiddling going on. End of. And you ought to be giving Father K the benefit of the doubt, after all the cunt’s done for you.’ He stood up. ‘Now, if that’s all you came for…’ 

‘Marty said you saw my Dad.’

Pinball dropped back onto his chair. ‘Fuck me. Here we go. Same old stuck record. Dad this, Dad that. Won’t ever let it go, will you?’

‘Well, did you see him?’

‘I was waiting for the game to load. I thumped on Gabbie’s door, for a laugh, and hid in my room. I saw some bloke come out. Could’ve been anybody.’ 

‘People say I look like Dad. Was it him?’

‘All I saw was somebody creeping out with a bunch of flowers in his hand.’

‘Flowers?’

‘Are you a fucking parrot?’

‘Irises?’ I said.

‘Who the fuck is Iris?’

‘Purple… were they purple flowers?’

He nodded. 

I held the locket. ‘Did he speak?’ I said.

Pinball shrugged. ‘Not to me. Hiding, wasn’t I?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t get it. Why would Dad reappear like that, and not wait for me?’

The pirate kid squealed, so loud it hurt my ears. The bull terrier was pulling faces at him. Pinball sneered.

‘You knew I was always looking for him,’ I said. ‘Why didn’t you tell me before?’

Pinball’s sneer didn’t drop. ‘Doing you a favour, wasn’t I?’

‘I was desperate, and you didn’t say a word.’

‘Face facts, you soft twat. He could’ve come back whenever he liked. Didn’t want to, did he?’

‘You should’ve said something.’

‘What good would it have done you? I know exactly where my dad is but has he ever had anything to do with me?’ He folded his arms. ‘No. Because the cunt’s doing twenty in Long Lartin. And he got himself caught for the same reason your dad fucked off.’ He bit on his lip. ‘Couldn’t hack it.’

‘Hack what?’

‘Being a dad.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Dad loved us.’

‘What, loved dragging you and the mong up on his own?’

‘I told you, Marty’s not a mong.’

‘Face it. Your old man’s a coward, like most of them in here. Shouldn’t be a fucking father if you can’t deal with it.’ 

He wasn’t talking to me, he was talking to his fists, balled up on the table. And way too loud. The bull terrier glared over, but Pinball didn’t notice. 

‘When I have kids,’ he said. ‘It’ll be a different story.’ 

The bull terrier’s pupils were bigger and blacker now. The vein on his neck was pumping like a jack hammer.

‘They should make every grown man sign a fucking contract,’ Pinball said. ‘Like, first off, I hereby promise that if I fuck some slag or other, I will take full responsibility for the shit-monster that results.’ He was on a rant. ‘Second, under no circumstances will I fuck off and leave them.’ 

The bull terrier was leaning towards us, gripping his table. 

‘Two simple rules, right there.’ Pinball flicked up a finger. ‘Don’t be a cunt.’ A second finger. ‘And don’t be an even bigger cunt.’

The bull terrier dived across our table, knocked me to the floor. By the time I got to my feet, he was choking Pinball, and two guards were diving on him. 

His son clapped, and shouted. ‘Daddy, Daddy, Daddy!’

An alarm bell sounded. I moved back, got as far away as I could. Three more officers ran in, pinned the psycho down, and pulled Pinball out. 

That’s when I got the text message.
